JH

Journal of Philosophical Investigations

Journal of Philosophical Investigations

e

Print ISSN: 2251-7960  Online ISSN: 2423-4419 u..;v,,’:-:,-,.n.hm

Homepage: https://philosophy.tabrizu.ac.ir

| —

i

A Critical Study of Thomas Nagel's View on Absurdity

Vahid Sohrabifar

Assistant Professor of Philosophy of Religion Departement, University of Religions and Denominations, Iran. E-mail:

V.Sohrabifar@urd.ac.ir

Article Info

ABSTRACT

Article type:

Research Article

Article history:

Received 14 May 2022

Received in revised from 20
October 2022

Accepted 13 January 2023

Published online 22 November
2023

Keywords:
meaning of life, absurdity,
Thomas Nagel, rationality

One of the crucial debates on the meaning of life is the question of absurdity.
Is life of human beings has a unifying, valuable, and purposeful ground? one
of the thinkers who present a negative answer to the question and advocates
absurdity is Thomas Nagel. He offers two accounts of absurdity: "Human
and the world" which refers to the unfulfilling gap between the desired world
and the existing world and the second account "Human and herself" which
relies on the lack of reasonability. He argues that reasonability is only
reasonable from a human point of view and there are many doubts about it
outside of that. Moreover, when reasonability is doubted, then the values that
come from it are also unacceptable. Hence, he arrives at Absurdism. In a
critical study of his view, | believe that several criticisms can face his view:
"validity of rationality”, "the seriousness of life", “the intuitional evaluation
of a meaningful life", and “the transcendental ability of human beings".
Based on the criticisms, Nagel's arguments cannot support the idea of the
absurdity of life. This study is conducted by using library material and the
descriptive-analytical method.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

A meaningful life is a shared concern among people and philosophers. One can observe the
increasing philosophical debates and growing public discussion about the meaning of/in life. One
of the important topics in this regard is the question of absurdity. Many people think their life is
absurd and some thinkers try to articulate this thought. To be able to address the question of a
meaningful life, we need this articulation. One of the key articulations in this regard is Thomas
Nagel’s.

Nigel’s view

Nagel argues that human life is absurd. He offers two reasons for this claim. He begins with a
previously discussed argument about the unfulfilling gap between the desired world and the real
world. As Camus and others elaborated, the world will never be as we want it to be and this problem
cannot be solved by reducing desires and accepting reality. Life is designed (if any designer) to fail
our desires. The absurdity can be seen in different events of daily life, like when we observe “a
notorious criminal is made president of a major philanthropic foundation.”

Moreover, Nagel presents a novel view on absurdity and articulates it as an important
characteristic of a human being. In this account, a human being can take a step back and look at
her life from other aspects. In this way, many values and arguments seem uncertain. In other words,
a human being can take a new perspective and look at her life from another point of view, this
potentiality causes some doubts about the most fundamental principles of human life. In his words
“It 1s absurd because we ignore the doubts that we know cannot be settled, continuing to live with
nearly undiminished seriousness in spite of them.” Hence the capacity of self-transcendence is the
root of absurdity and unlike Camus that sees absurdity as a result of the human encounter with the
world, Nagel explains that absurdity is caused by a human feature within herself.

Then he discusses how to encounter absurdity. While many thinkers considered absurdity as a
negative characteristic of life and suggested many ways — e.g., rebellion, suicide, etc.- Nagel calls
for reconsideration. In his view, absurdity is not necessarily negative but it is a quality of human
life and while skepticism does not prevent us from believing, absurdity also should not stop us
from living. However, as in the case of skepticism, one would take a rather humble position, about
the absurdity of life, one would take life’s principles less seriously. One would take a more ironic
approach toward life.

Criticisms

Nagel’s view sheds light on some of the important aspects of human life. However, it can be
critically studied. In the next, | briefly discuss some of these critical points.
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Reasonability

Nagel is right when he argues that a human being is looking at the world from one aspect and when
she transcends from herself, realizes that there are many doubts about her thoughts and values. This
idea, however, does not entail absurdity. Nagel believes that self-transcendence destroys the
reasonability of human life but it does not. Self-transcendence opens new aspects ahead for human
beings and as long as a human being is leading her life in accordance with reason, the life is
reasonable even though it gains some new beliefs and values.

Seriousness

To lead a meaningful life, one needs to have seriousness. Nagel argues that due to a lack of
reasonability, one loses seriousness in life and this leads to absurdity. The need for seriousness in
life has been scrutinized by earlier philosophers like Kierkegaard. According to Kierkegaard, one
needs seriousness to have a meaningful life and since seriousness cannot be reached through human
reason- due to its constant change- one needs to achieve the seriousness of life from a superior
source that does not change.

The idea of Kierkegaard can be inspiring in this question. One can reach seriousness through
faith- an option that is ignored by Nagel. Moreover, the seriousness of life can crystallize in the
life-long commitment to truth-seeking.

Intuitive judgment

The different lives that we observe are not equal to us. There is a clear distinction between a life
that is dedicated to helping the poor and taking care of the ills on the one hand, and a life of endless
frivolity or cruelty to others on the other hand. Our intuitive judgment of the difference between
these lives in the terms of meaningfulness shows that we cannot rule out all human lives as absurd.

Conclusion

Nagel presents two arguments for absurdity. First, life is absurd because the gap between the
desired world and the real world never will be filled. Second, the capability of human
transcendence causes us to see life and its values and reason from another point of view and this
will lead to refuting of reasonability of human life. This is absurdity.

Three critical considerations have been presented: 1. the self-transcendence quality of humans
does not entail a lack of reasonability in human life. 2. Seriousness can be achieved through
religious faith or commitment to truth-seeking. 3. Intuitive judgments on different lives show that
they are not equal and not all of them can be considered absurd.
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