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ABSTRACT. Does it make good sense to view something as a “gift” if it is not 
intentionally provided by some form of agency? This question is of central 
importance in recent attempts to promote “secular spirituality,” but those explicitly 
developing such a philosophy – Robert Solomon among them – have yet to 
provide a fully satisfactory justification for viewing this or that as a gift when there 
is no giver. Without attempting to clear up what is meant by “spirituality,” my 
purpose here is to defend this general way of thinking and speaking by showing 
that “metaphorical gift language” serves to cultivate “existential gratitude” – or 
gratitude for life or some aspect of life – without violating the secular norm 
prohibiting supernaturalism.  
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“Can life be meaningful without free will?” 
 
ABSTRACT. In “Meaningfulness, Hard Determinism and Objectivity” (2008), 
Trevor Pisciotta argues that the judgment that someone’s life is meaningful 
depends necessarily on whether the subject of that life is a free agent in a deep 
sense. Derk Pereboom’s reply (2014) to Pisciotta helps us to see the weakness 
of Pisciotta’s position, but the main point of the present paper is to show that, in 
his reliance on Susan Wolf’s “hybrid” theory of life meaningfulness (1997, 2010), 
Pisciotta is not operating with an account that can help with the question of the 
compatibility of life meaning with deep free agency. To help indicate the limits of 
Wolf’s kind of approach (for this kind of question and more generally), I sketch an 
alternative “agency-defeat” account of meaningfulness judgments which provides 



a framework for the “meaning-compatibilist” conclusion that life can be 
understood as meaningful even if we do not have deep free agency. 
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ABSTRACT. The attachments that exist between people in close relationships 
are meaningful, but it’s hard at first to see what this judgment amounts to exactly, 
or how judgments of the meaningfulness of attachment could be in any way 
related to judgments of the meaningfulness of words. I argue that it is because 
both kinds of meaningfulness judgments are tracking the intelligibility of 
something that appeal to the concepts of meaning and meaningfulness is so 
natural. I also argue that a satisfying account of the meaningfulness of 
attachment must make use of the internal standpoint on what it’s like to live a life, 
which goes against the lately dominant external paradigm that judges life 
meaning from the third-person point of view, as found in the theories of Susan 
Wolf and Thaddeus Metz.  
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ABSTRACT. Susan Wolf’s account (1997, 2010) of what makes a life meaningful 
is encapsulated in her slogan: “Meaning arises when subjective attraction meets 
objective attractiveness”. This account leads Wolf to the conclusion that trivial or 
immoral activities cannot confer meaning on a life because, while they may be 
pursued with subjective enthusiasm, they do not qualify as “objectively” valuable. 
Here, I’d like to try out a new way to test what we judge to be meaningful (a 
“miss-test”) which indicates the inadequacy of Wolf’s approach and strongly 
supports the conclusion that trivial and perhaps even immoral activities can make 
life meaningful. 
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