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Abstract

The focus of this dissertation is the question of the meaning of life,
presented here as a fundamental question for the reflective person,
and possible conceptual relations between the answer to this

guestion and the answer to the question of God's existence.

Atheism is often presented as consisting only of a denial of the
proposition "God exists". The motive for exploring the question |
raise here is twofold: on the one hand, | wish to consider whether
atheism — or some version of it — has any interesting implications.
Secondly, and more specifically, | am interested in the possible
Implications of atheism on the meaning-of-life question (and
answer). This is because some theistic arguments present God as
the sole origin for life's meaning. According to these claims, atheism
Implies meaninglessness in life. | wish to consider whether this is
true, or maybe different understandings are available for the concept
of "the meaning of life", some of which are dependent on the
existence of God, others depending on — or at least being consistent

with — an atheistic worldview.

Most of the existing atheistic writings focus on arguments for the

existence of God, trying to refute them; or on what Alvin Plantinga
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terms "atheology"*

— constructing arguments for the non-existence of
God. As a result, discussions of the atheistic worldview tend to
suppose that the atheist, having denounced God, is left with a void
to fill, rather than taking the atheistic belief — "there is no God" — as
a basis for developing a complete worldview. It is plausible to
suppose that the reflective atheist holds other beliefs, which form
together a comprehensive worldview. However, the interesting
question is whether such a comprehensive worldview can be built
around or stem from the atheistic belief itself. One important aspect
of this worldview is the question of the meaning of life and the
answer to it. The literature lacks a thorough investigation of the
conceptual relations between the atheistic claim and the nature of
the meaning of life. Such an investigation is crucial, in my view, both
because the two questions involved are especially important and
interesting, thus making the possible connections between them
especially interesting; and because of the need to offer a better
characterization of the atheistic worldview itself. One way of doing

this is by exploring interesting implications of the atheistic belief, for

instance, regarding the question of the meaning of life.

The expression explored in this dissertation — "the atheistic meaning
of life" — engenders numerous controversies and ambiguities. The
very notion of a "meaning of life" raises various difficulties, different
interpretations may be given to the concept of atheism, and many

doubt that a possible connection between the two issues exists.

! For instance, in Plantinga, 1967.
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What exactly are we asking when we raise "the question of the
meaning of life"? Chapter One focuses on the components of this
guestion and clarifies them systematically: what life are we talking
about? What is the meaning of the "meaning of life"? What sort of
answer is acceptable? After clarifying the concepts and
presuppositions underlying the quest for the meaning of life, |
present four questions, representing different facets or alternative

Interpretations of the meaning of life question:

1. Does life have a purpose? If so, what is the purpose, and who

or what authorizes it?
2. What values ought to guide life?

3. (If there is no purpose to life), what ends or intentions ought

to guide life?
4. What is the significance, importance or value of life?

Queries about the meaning of life are sometimes differently
formulated, but some of them are not intelligible enough to form
clear-cut and answerable questions, while others confuse the
meaning of life with other issues (for instance, happiness or the
moral life). It seems that the four questions mentioned above
capture the main enquiries that fall under the label of "the meaning
of life", and express the differences between them. These
differences result from the existence of different assumptions and

motivations behind the meaning of life question, that may call for
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different answers. | hereafter refer by "the meaning of life question”

to all of these questions together.

While | do not look into specific answers to the question of the
meaning of life, | do generally characterize the possible answers to
it, to the extent needed to clarify the question itself. One such
characteristic is conforming to anthropocentric-objective® standards,
as well as agreeing with subjective preferences. The question of the
objectivity of values is unjustifiably neglected in relation to the
values constituting a meaningful life. | consider the question and
show that the meaning of life is chosen out of a range of objective

values, wide enough to allow for a subjectively varied choice.

Having formulated the four questions of the meaning of life and
characterized the possible answers for them, | consider some
arguments for the impossibility of the meaningfulness of life, due to
life's absurdity, to death and to other obstacles. | show that none of

them undermines the possible meaningfulness of life.

In chapter Two | attempt to clarify and elucidate the central concepts
and ideas about the nature of God, as well as the possible positions
held concerning his existence: atheism, theism and other positions. |
define an atheist as someone who believes the proposition "God

does not exist" is true, and a theist as someone who claims that the

% This term limits the sense of "objectivity" to contain the human world alone, and not

any existence beyond it; the term is mentioned at Wiggins, 1976.



6
opposite — "God exists" — is true. Agnostics, igtheists®, and anyone
else not falling under any of these two definitions, is left out of the

scope of this discussion.

| focus on logical connections between the ideas themselves — that
of God and that of the meaning of life — rather than on connections
that may be found — as a matter of fact — in people's actual ideas
about God and about the meaning of life. It should also be noted that
| use the word theism to describe any contra-atheistic position. This
Is because atheism negates the belief in the existence of any God,

not necessarily the Christian, Judaic or Muslim one, for instance.

Giving an accurate definition of God is a difficult task, as the beliefs
of different theists and atheists about the nature of the one God vary
considerably. Since | have no interest here in an orthodoxy of
beliefs, | take no belief to be superior to the rest. However, there is
no point in considering any esoteric God-conception, either.
Therefore, | only take into account dominant conceptions: those that
may affect the meaning of life conceptions of a considerable number

of people.

Choosing a single definition of God would lead (if at all) to rather
restricted conclusions about the meaning of life, while allowing for a
wider interpretation creates a much more interesting discussion. For
this reason | avoid giving a definition of God, and offer, instead, a

consideration of several central characteristics that often appear in

% Paul Kurtz' term for non-cogpnitivists in relation for God-talk (Kurtz, 1992), which |

adopt in this paper.
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different definitions of God, both theistic and atheistic. This list of
characteristics does not form a definition for two reasons: one, |
include in this account different ways of understanding these
characteristics, and refrain from deciding in favor of just one of them.
Secondly, some legitimate conceptions of God hold that certain
characteristics (for instance, omnipotence and omniscience) apply to
God, while others (e.g., benevolence) do not. This is especially true
regarding atheists, who often claim for the non-existence of any
possible God, not necessarily that characterized by a fixed set of

traits.

Out of a long list of commonly accepted divine attributes, | choose to
discuss those conforming to two demands: they are shared by many
conceptions of God, and their inclusion in the idea of God may have
implications for the notion of the meaning of life. | discuss four
attributes that satisfy these requirements: God as creator;

omnipotent; omniscient, and benevolent.

Some views (which I call mystical) question or deny the possibility of
describing God at all. However, such views imply that no conclusion
can be drawn from beliefs about God, whether regarding the
meaning of life or any other matter. | therefore assume that the idea
of God is a legitimate and coherent one, and can be explicitly

characterized and investigated for possible implications.

These preliminary clarifications and distinctions allow me to search,

at the end of this chapter, for possible logical connections between
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specific meaning-of-life questions, or specific answers to any of
these questions, and theistic or atheistic beliefs. | pose the four
guestions of the meaning of life, formulated in chapter One, in light
of the conceptions of God, emerging from chapter Two. The
conclusions relate mainly to the question of life's meaning as its
purpose, as well as to that of life's meaning as its significance,

Importance or value.

An answer to the first question of the four — the meaning of life as its
purpose — appears to be unavailable to the atheist. A purpose can
only be set by God, and thus — can only apply to a theist's life. As for
the question of life's meaning as its significance, importance or
value, it needs to be qualified — as far as the atheist is concerned —
so that the requested significance (or importance, or value) be
assigned to life in itself, and not be dependent on the judgment of
some other being. This qualification is unnecessary for the theist
posing this same question, since God might serve as the judging
other in this case. The two other questions — of life's meaning as its
guiding values or as its guiding ends or intentions — do not seem to
be differently interpreted or answered by theists and atheists.
However, theists may give less autonomous answers to any of the
guestions, while atheists are required in all cases to answer

autonomously, lacking a legitimate authority to provide an answer.

The differences | point out do not necessarily suggest that theists
have a wider range of choices than atheists do, but rather that they

may have two ways of choosing: autonomously or non-autonomously
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(possibly, because a non-autonomous choice, relying on the divine
authority, might be obligatory for theists). For instance, the same
values may be available for choice as the meaning of life for theists
and atheists alike, but the theist may (perhaps) be able to choose
them either way, while the atheist is only capable of an autonomous

choice.

These conclusions clearly show that any claim for the impossibility of
an atheistic meaning of life is groundless, unless we interpret
meaning solely in terms of purpose — but there is no convincing
reason for doing that. An atheistic meaning of life might consist of
guiding values, guiding ends or intentions, or a sense of
significance, importance or value to life. Either way, the atheist
necessarily chooses the meaning autonomously. These conclusions
are valid to atheists committed to the non-existence of any God
whatsoever, and are not limited to those denying the existence of,
for instance, an omnipotent, omniscient and benevolent God who is
the world's creator. Igtheists can adopt these conclusions as well,
since, while not denying any theistic claims, they lead their lives
ignoring them, the outcome being a practical life of an atheist, who
sees these claims as false. Agnostics, on the other hand, face a
more complex question, since in practice they do not necessarily

resemble either atheists or theists.

Are there any purely atheistic claims emerging from these
conclusions? As stated, atheism is often regarded as consisting of

the negation of a single claim — the theistic claim, "God exists". As
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opposed to that, the conclusions presented here unfold a
consolidated view of the atheistic meaning of life. The question of
the meaning of life, according to the atheistic worldview, can be
understood in one of three different ways: the meaning of life as
composed of the values guiding life; of the ends or intentions guiding
it; or of the importance, significance or value of life itself,
iIndependently of any other person (or God) evaluating the life. The
answer to the question, in any of its interpretations, requires an
autonomous quest, and — when eventually found — arouses
subjective identification, while conforming to anthropological-

objective standards.
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