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Nihilist Worry						September 11th 2012

Argument, is a set of statements some of which (premises) are intended to support another (conclusion) 

Something cannot come from nothing

Simple way to capture an argument that is the nihilist worry
Premise1: if there is a meaning to life, then there is a transcendent meaning to life
Premise2: there is to transcendent meaning to life
Conclusion: there is no meaning to life

Life: characteristically human ways of living
Going to Work/ School
Loving family/friends 

Meaning of life: Something about life that is worth living
Transcendent meaning of life: something about the way in which life is related to a transcendent realm (non physical or spiritual realm, God would have to exist in) that makes it worth living
Thinking there is another realm (heaven, after life) 
Transcendentalism 

Nihilism is essentially the conclusion to the Nihilist worry. There is no reason to live.

Opposite of Nihilism= Affirmationism 
Lead a life worth living= a meaningful life

Transcendentalism= there is a meaning to life. Reject premise 2 of the nihilist worry
Immanentism= there is a meaning to life, but the meaning to life can be found within life itself 

Is there a meaning to life?

 Yes 					No

Affirmationism			Nihilism


Is there a transcendent meaning to life?

Yes				No

Transcendentalism  		Immanentism 


Tolstoy: The traveler on the steppe

An “arrest of life” 
His feeling of meaninglessness

The Fable of the traveler (the traveler on the steppe)
His sense of metaphorically capturing the meaning of life

Dragon at the bottom of the well good thing he grabbed the bush

Vicious mice that are chewing on the bush I’m hanging onto one dark and one light

A leaf on the branch has nice honey trickling off of it
(Traveler represents humans who battle the thought of Nihilism)

Dragon represents the hardships that humans go through in life

Mice represent the fact that no matter what happens in your life, you will die

Honey represents the sweeter things in life

We need to see this fable in a larger context to realize the predicament that the traveler is in isn’t all that bad

Reason alone can never actually allow us to escape the traveler’s predicament 
Any amount of knowledge is not sufficient enough o motivate us to the meaning of life (we wont want to taste the honey)

If you appropriately lick the honey in this life you can enjoy it in the transcendent realm.

Faith can give you reason to approach life with zest!














Albert Camus: Saving Sisyphus


Serious philosophical business

Sisyphus’s punishment

Stone rolling and the lack of transcendent meaning

How to give Sisyphus meaning:
Against the first premise of the nihilist’s worry

Overlap with Tolstoy

Questioning Nihilism
Tolstoy embrace premise one
Camus embrace premise two
Both rejected the conclusion

Feelings thoughts, beliefs about your life, are part of your life

Central insight Camus is pushing if there is going to be a meaning to life then it will be inside life itself


As long as you believe in your meaning to life then no one or thing (even God) can break that down

“One must imagine Sisyphus happy.”  If you do not see him this way then you do not see him as being meaningful.

Camus is an immanentist














Schopenhauer: The Trouble with Desire

The problem of evil

The satisfaction of desire: Our only hope for immanent meaning?

Why the satisfaction of desire doesn’t cut it

Affirming the will to live despite nihilism?

Unlike Camus and like Tolstoy premise one is true according to Schopenhauer.

Transcendent meaning would be a god like being who is all-good.

If there were a god or a being that is all-good, that being would prevent the large amounts of evil in this world.
Traditional believers in god have tried to grapple the reasons for evil.

There are 2 things that make it impossible to believe in an all-powerful being:
 
The existence of evil is real
There existence proves that there is no such thing as a god or another all-powerful being.

The only real thing we can hope for would be one that comes from desire.

Premise 1: If there is the meaning to life then either
A: It’s possible for the satisfaction of desire to outweigh the frustration of desire 
B: There’s a transcendent meaning to life
Premise 2: It’s not possible for the satisfaction of desire to outweigh the frustration of desire

When you think about it, for every satisfaction of desire there is an equal frustration of desire. (you cannot have everything without a little struggle)

The satisfaction of a desire is often as intense and pleasurable than one expected

Quality of pain outweighs the quantity of the satisfaction
Pleasure gets outweighed by pain

We generally find pleasure to be not so nearly as pleasant as we expected, and pain to be much more painful.
The pleasure derived from the satisfaction of desire is typically very brief and gives way to 


Nagel: Nihilism in Perspective

The internal perspective vs. the external perspective

The clash of perspectives argument

Nihilism and Philosophical skepticism

The life of irony




Because life is so short it’s not worth it

Size has nothing to do with value

Something creates value for other things

Getting rid of a headache is intrinsically valuable, it doesn’t need something else to make it that way.

According to Nagel’s theory, a particular activity is absurd when its value from the internal perspective clashes with its value from an external perspective 

P 145 in ordinary life, a situation is absurd when it

Premise 1: an absurd activity is one such that its internal perspective clashes with its external value
Premise2: every activity within our lives is like that
Conclusion 1: unless there is something outside of life that can make our lives meaningful, life as a whole is absurd














Pojman: Making the transcendent matter


Conditions for meaningfulness

Meeting the conditions: the  importance of the transcendent

Reasonable Faith? Non-epistemic reasons for belief






































Fackenheim: Life in Command(ment)
How the transcendent can make for a meaningful life: the commandment relation

The values of commandment
American Jewish scholar 

Responsibility Agency partnership and security
We are never actually alone in our lives
As long as we respond to the transcendent being in a good way he will respond to us in a good way




































Quinn: Meaning through imitation

Astrological & teleological meaning

Christianity as a life of meaningful imitation 

Solving the problems of astrological meaning







































Baier: Original purpose will d

Science & Religion:
Back to the second premise of the nihilist’s worry


Objections to science atheism answered
The teleological objection
The casual objection
The objection from purposelessness
Why original purpose suffice
The objection from death



Science alone can only ever deliver up to us 
We require teleological reasons 


If you do not already think there is a god you do not need to ask the why.

Just because we can raise teleological questions it does not mean they are appropriate.


It is wrong to assume that we have to answer why it is there in the first place.

Derived purpose: purpose because of god


















Feinberg: Meaning and Self-fulfillment

The supermarket regress

Activities of self-fulfillment:
Locating intrinsic value in life

Human dispositions generic and individualized

Intrinsically valuable activity will have value in themselves

Instrumentally valuable activities valuable but only because they get us something else of value- not something Feinberg uses but what other philosophers use to create the opposite of intrinsically valuable activities 

Activities of self-fulfillment are activities that flow from and develop our human dispositions

Human Dispositions Personality trait that strongly inclines you towards a certain kinds of activities or behaviors

3 options: Nagels nihlism, Fackenheims transcendentalism, or Taylors immanentism

























Klemke: Dealing with the prophets of doom

Cultural disintegration and the prophets of doom

A transcendent realm? Examining the evidence

An immenantist take on Tolstoy’s eastern story:
The value of living without appeal.

“Prophets of doom and redemption seem to exist in every age and ours is no exception.”

Convince us that we are misguided, we are not heading towards disintegration
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