The Quarterly Journal of Philosophical Investigations
University of Tabriz-Iran

ISSN (print): 2251-7960 ISSN (online): 2423-4419

Journal Homepage: www.philosophy. Tabrizu.ac.ir

3y BIKESID ‘fw‘;léuéé’)‘ggdsm

Vol. 14/ lIssue: 33/ Winter 2021

Assessment of Thaddeus Metz’s theory about meaning of
life
Received date: 2020.08.05  Accepted date: 2020.10.22

PP. 45-63
DOI: 10.22034/jpiut.2020.36371.2644

Mohammadreza Bayat (corresponding author)
Assistant Professor, University of Tebran, Tebran, Iran.
mz.bayat@ut.ac.ir

Tahereh Eshraghi
PhD Candidate in philosophy of religion, University of Tebran, Tebhran, Iran
t.eshraghi@gmail.com

Abstract

Thaddeus Metz, an analytical philosopher, has established his theory of the meaning of life
via two interrelated conceptual activities: first, he distinguishes the realms human life into
two animal and rational, second, he assumes that pleasure and meaning are relative criteria
to each realm. Hence, he argues the of an individual is meaningful if it meets three
requirements; First, that individual has some degree of a positive approach to goodness,
truth and beautifulness. Second, such approaches do not require that individual to violate
fundamental moral values. Third, in evaluating that individual’s meaningfulness of life, we
adopt a holistic perspective. Metz’s theory has been successful in separating the meaning of
life from traditional concepts of ethics and happiness. Moreover, this theory advances a
throughout and comprehensive view on the meaning of life. However, his theory, according
to himself, fails to explain the relationship between nihilism and meaningful life as well as it
is limited in reducing animals’ pain.
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Introduction

The Meaning of life has been one of the fundamental issues in human’s life, but
philosophers in the last two and a half centuries have seriously paid attention to it. At the
beginning of the twentieth century, the meaning of life was not considered an independent
normative category, but at best, it was reduced to happiness and ethic (Metz, 2002: 782).
However, analytic philosophers have in recent decades sought to distinguish "meaning of
life" as a normative category independent of the norms of "ethics" and "happiness", and
thus pave the way for theorizing about the meaning of life. Hence, the efforts of analytic
philosophers in recent decades showed that the meaning of life cannot be reduced to one of
the two normative categories of ethics and happiness. Of course, this does not mean that
meaningful values are in parallel with other normative values, such as ethical, religious, and
aesthetic values, but some analytical philosophers such as Metz (1952) - one of the
contemporary analytical philosopher — offered an interpretation of "value" and showed that
any kind of value Cannot give meaning to life and only some of values can make the life
meaningful. Therefore, in spite of his discrepancies in what makes someone’s life
meaningful or in what is necessary for the meaningfulness of his or her life, he has tried to
theorize about the meaning of life (Bayat, 2011: 19-20).

It is crucially important to provide a theory about the meaning of life that can, firstly,
determine the relationship between the meaning of life and other normative categories such
as ethics and happiness, secondly, explain most of the intuitions of human beings about the
meaning of life based on that theory. Metz has tried to provide a theory that has the above
characteristics. He discusses the similarities and dissimilarities between "meaning" and
"pleasure", and presenting the characteristics of a theory about the meaning of life, like
taking some elements into consideration such as 1) spiritual affairs 2) the effect of positive
and negative tendencies which carry the meaning 3) the effect of the meaning of life on the
thing that carries the meaning 4) Useful achievements 5) The ethical frameworks, he has
offered a theory that has the above characteristics and does not have the shortcomings of
competing theories. According to his theory, the meaning of life is separate from the
category of happiness, because it is proportionate to the values of animal aspect of humanity
and do not help the values of intellectual aspect of humanity to grow. Also, the meaning of
life is not the same as moral values. It is also distinguished from ethics, because, although
ethical values give meaning to life, values other than ethical values, such as aesthetic,
religious, and other values, can also give meaning to life.

The main points of Metz's theory

Metz in his theory, which is one of the objective theories of non-consequentialist theories ,
has shown that if every human being can use his/her intellect in such a way that 1) he/she
has a positive tendency to contexts and areas that give meaning (to life) namely goodness,
truth and beauty or has a negative attitude towards what threatens these areas and 2) his
positive and negative attitude does not entail violation of basic moral values such as
humiliating others, his life will be meaningful.

According to him, having a negative tendency towards meaning-giving contexts reduces
the meaning of one's life (meaning-removing perception of action). Therefore, in assessing
the meaningfulness of a person's life, in addition to considering the components of life, we
must also consider the whole of his/her life in order to judge the meaningfulness or
meaninglessness of the growing or decreasing trend of a person's life. That is to say, if a
person always moves from less valuable actions to more valuable actions, his/her life will be
more meaningful, otherwise it will be less meaningful or meaningless.



Philosophical Investigations / Vol. 14/ Issue: 33/ Winter 2021

Result

To date, Metz has tried three times to modify his theory in order to provide a version that,
first, include intuitions of human beings about the meaning of life, such as the meaning-
giving of goodness, truth, and beauty or, in other words, the meaning-giving of moral,
epistemological, and aesthetic values. Second, Based on The effect of a positive and negative
attitude towards the meaning of life for human beings, the theory be able to say that the
meaning of life is a continuum or a spectrum. Third, despite many of the theories of the
meaning of life, the theory has also considered the meaning-removing elements of life, and
finally, in addition to the meaningfulness components of life, it also considered
meaningfulness of life as a whole.

Despite the positive points mentioned above, he himself has leveled criticisms at his
theory such as not considering the role of reducing pain of animals in the meaning of
humans’ life and incapability of his theory of explaining nihilism. In addition, others have
also criticized his theory, but because of the limitation of the journal this article has not
mentioned those views. In spite of these criticisms, it seems that, based on appropriate steps
that the theory has taken towards the meaning of life, the theory of Metz has been able to
demonstrate that the meaning of life is not a category independent of those categories such
as ethical, aesthetic and religious values, but any value Which can help the rational aspect of
human beings to grow and become strengthened is meaning-giving value. Despite these
points, it seems that it is possible to respond to those criticisms that has been leveled by
himself and others and offer more defensible version of his theory.
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