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Philosophy 1200: the Meaning of Life
Summer Term 2012
Study Guide for the First Exam

Instructions

The first test for Philosophy 1200 will take place in the second half of our class on Wednesday, May 28, 2014 (from 7-9 pm). On the test you will be asked to explain, or describe, or criticize, a number of (about 6) different concepts, theories, doctrines, arguments or issues that we have discussed in the course so far. Each of your answers should be approximately ¾ to 1 page (about 200-250 words) in length. (Of course, some of your answers may be a little longer, others a little shorter, depending on the question you are answering.) There will be some choice (perhaps 6 out of 8) but not too much. The topics will all be selected from the list below.

List of Topics
1) Explain, or describe, as clearly as you can the nihilistic view of human life.

2) Describe the metaphysical theory that underlies Schopenhauer’s pessimistic view of life.

3) What are the main arguments or observations that Schopenhauer offers in support of his pessimistic view of life?

4) Explain briefly, but clearly, and then critically discuss, Schopenhauer’s view that human life is like a pendulum that swings back and forth between one type of pain and another.

5) Camus seems to feel that we humans are basically in the same situation as Sisyphus. Do you agree? Why or why not?

6) How convincing are Camus’ reasons for rejecting suicide and religion as responses to the absurdity of human life?

7) Describe how Thomas Nagel’s characterization of the absurdity of life differs from that of Camus.

8) Is Camus’ or Nagel’s account of the absurdity of life more accurate, or do you think that life just isn’t absurd in any way?

9) Describe as clearly as you can the religious conception of the meaning and purpose of human life.

10) What are Robert Nozick’s main criticisms of the religious conception of the meaning and purpose of human life?

11) How convincing are Nozick’s main criticisms of the religious conception of the meaning and purpose of human life?

12) What is the distinction between two senses of the word ‘purpose’ drawn by Kurt Baier, and how does he use this distinction against the religious view of the meaning of life?

13) Do you think that the very existence of morality – the fact that certain acts are right while other acts are wrong – depends on the existence of God? Why or why not?

14) Explain what Jean-Paul Sartre means by his claim that, for people, “existence precedes essence” while for objects (or artefacts) “essence precedes existence”. 

15) Explain clearly three of the following existentialist concepts: creating oneself, forlornness, existential angst, bad faith.

16) Why does Sartre think that human beings are completely free? How plausible is this doctrine? Support your view by argument.

17) Do you agree with Sartre that it is possible for every person to somehow create meaning for his or her life? Why or why not?

18) How plausible is the view, defended by both Craig and Schopenhauer, that if anything is to have intrinsic value then it must be permanent?

19) In Reading 14, Thomas Nagel discusses three reasons that have been given for thinking that death is not actually an evil. Describe these reasons as accurately as you can.

20) How convincing is the argument of Epicurus (and Lucretius) that, since we do not think our prenatal non-existence is a bad thing, we also should not think that our posthumous non-existence, in other words, death, is a bad thing?

21) Describe as clearly as you can Bernard Williams reasons for thinking that immortality would not be a good thing.

22) On the whole, do you think immortality would be a good thing or a bad thing (for the person who would be immortal, not necessarily for society as a whole)?  For the purpose of this question, you must assume that there is no afterlife in the religious sense. 


See sample answer on next page.



Sample Answer to Question 1

23) Explain, or describe, as clearly as you can the nihilistic view of human life.

Nihilism is best described as the philosophical position that the world has no meaning, purpose or value. (The term nihilism comes from the Latin word ‘nihil’, meaning nothing.) Several different versions of nihilism may be distinguished, including moral, epistemological, cosmic, and existential nihilism. Moral nihilism is the view that there is no such thing as morality in any objective sense; nothing is right no wrong, nothing is good or evil. Epistemological nihilism is simply scepticism in the traditional sense, that is, the claim that genuine knowledge of reality is impossible. Cosmic nihilism is the view that the world as a whole has no meaning or purpose. To say that it has no meaning is to say that there is nothing that it was created for and no purpose that it serves. It simply exists. Perhaps it came into existence, perhaps it has always existed, but, anyway, it doesn’t exist for any reason or purpose. And the same thing goes both for the human race as a whole and for individual human beings; both simply came into existence at a certain time as the result of various physical processes. From these facts (or what nihilists, anyway, take to be facts) they then conclude that human life has no value, importance or significance. Life really isn’t worth living, and we would all have been just as well off had we never existed.   (230 words)

Note: This is merely intended to give you an idea of what a good answer would be like. I am not saying that every good answer to question 1 would have to say precisely what the above answer says.  In particular, I’m not saying that you must always stick as closely to the lecture slides as the above answer does. You will be rewarded if you can successfully explain things in your own way (as long as what you say is still accurate of course.)

