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ABSTRACT
NAGEL ON ABSURDITY
By

H. Skott Brill

Thomas Nagel, in three works that span two decades, sets forth his views on
human absurdity. This dissertation critically examines these views and arrives at five
general conclusions.

The first concerns Nagel's criticisms of what he takes to be the “standard
arguments for absurdity.” In all, Nagel discusses four such arguments and offers what
seem to be knock-down refutations of each. I argue, however, that upon reflection all of
these refutations turn out to be wanting and, consequently, the so-called standard
arguments for absurdity remain standing.

The second conclusion the dissertation reaches concerns the matter of
interpretation. In the three works in which he discusses absurdity, Nagel suggests that
human absurdity consists in a conspicuous discrepancy between pretension and reality. I
argue, however, that what Nagel takes the pretension and reality to be changes over time,
and even changes once within a single work. The result is that he ends up presenting a
total of four doctrines of absurdity. I argue that he does so, despite the fact that he
himself gives the impression that in all his writings on absurdity he presents but one
doctrine, and despite the fact that none of his critics suggests that he offers four doctrines

either.



The third conclusion the dissertation reaches has to do not with interpretation, but
with evaluation. In the chapters I set out Nagel's four doctrines of absurdity, I also
evaluate these doctrines. I argue that, though ingenious and alluring, each of the four
doctrines fails to show that human existence is absurd.

In view of these first three conclusions, it may seem as though I do not think
much, if anything, of what Nagel has to say about absurdity. However, as it turns out, I
do believe Nagel has some things right. In particular, I think his notion of “conspicuous
discrepancy” helps clarify the general concept of absurdity. This is the fourth conclusion
the dissertation reaches. I explain that we may come to understand better the distinction
between ‘meaninglessness’ and ‘absurdity’ with Nagel's notion of conspicuous discrepancy
in mind. Further, we may, with this notion in mind, come to understand better cases in
which propositions and sentences are absurd and cases in which they are not.

The fifth and final conclusion the dissertation arrives at is that while Nagel fails to
establish a particular conspicuous discrepancy between pretension and reality, if he had,
that probably would have been sufficient to show that our lives are absurd. In other
words, this formal condition of existential absurdity does itself seem plausible. If so, we
might try to think of particular clashes between pretensions and realities that Nagel himself
has not considered in the effort to come up with a credible doctrine of absurdity which,

though not Nagel's, is Nagelian. I end the dissertation by suggesting one such doctrine.
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INTRODUCTION

You are a disembodied mind sent to observe the intelligent life on a planet in the
Alpha Centauri system. Hovering over the planet, you watch its inhabitants engage in
bizarre rituals. One such ritual involves the worship of a giant meteorite, which by its
looks crashed into the planet at the dawn of Alpha Centaurian civilization. You find the
meleorite ritual, not to mention all the rest, rather silly; for it is a long, physically
demanding activity that the Alpha Centaurians seem to take quite seriously and repeat
time and again—and it is all for the sake of a stupid rock! Floating high above, you say
1o yourself that you are thankful you are not an Alpha Centaurian. However, no sooner
do you say this than you get an order to “synergize.” The powers that be tell you they
want a closer look; they really want to know what makes the Alpha Centaurian tick. They
also tell you to plan on an indefinite stay. So before you know it, you find yourself inside
the body of one of these weird creatures and a main participant in the middle of the
meleorite ritual.

Well, you try to make the best of your lot. You reason there is really nothing you
can do about it, so you might as well try to serve this primitive life-form who—in one
sense, anyway—you now are. Thus in earnest you attempt to embrace the meteorite
ritual. You try to empathize with this mind that is taking the ritual very seriously, and
you try to connect with its body that is stepping here and there, swinging to and fro, and
emitting strange rhythmic sounds. And at first you seem to succeed. You manage to
think the rock is sacred and the ritual justified, and you actually come to feel nearly at

one with your host mind.



This conversion, however, is short-lived. Before long the meteorite is just a
meteorite again, and the ritual looks as odd as ever. Try as you might, you can no longer
empathize with your host who continues to take the masquerade seriously, moving its
body—and, for now at least, your body too—this way and that. Suddenly you feel as you
once did at age thirteen when at a family wedding your older relative literally pulled you
to the dance floor and made you polka against your will. Indeed, the Alpha Centaurian
is dragging you along now, and you wonder how long you are going to have to put up
with this ridiculous “dance.” While cursing your fate, you, in a moment of giddiness,
reflect on how the existence of this hybrid being, part Alpha Centaurian-part you, who is
simultaneously caught up in the ritual and repulsed by it, must look to a disembodied
mind hovering above the planet as you were a short time ago. One word comes to you:

ABSURD.

Thomas Nagel, for one, would agree. That type of schizoid existence, he would
say, is absurd. However, he would also say that human existence resembles it, so much, in
fact, that human existence itself warrants the same label. No, Nagel does not believe we
drag through our earthly rituals unenthusiastic aliens who inhabit our bodies. (The science
fiction story is not a perfect analogy.) But he does think we drag through our ordinary
lives an unenthusiastic part of our own selves. Just as the Alpha Centaurian takes the
meteorite ritual very seriously, a part of us takes our mundane lives very seriously. At the
same time, just as you in the story cannot take the meteorite ritual seriously, a part of us
cannot take our mundane lives seriously. - Consequently, we humans exist simultaneously
engaged in and detached from our personal concerns, goals and projects; and this striking
existential incongruity makes our lives absurd. In other words, part of us wants to polka
and the other part does not. The first gets its way. We dance. But with one part(ner)

dragging the other around, the dance is absurd.



What on earth, we might wonder, is Nagel talking about here? While we may
think it plausible to say that some human lives are absurd, and absurd in virtue of an
infliction of acute schizophrenia, clearly most of us do not suffer from this disease, nor, it
would seem, from anything like it. What, then, are these antagonistic parts of us that
Nagel alleges make our lives absurd? Are they in fact parts of us—all of us? If so, how
exactly are they supposed to make our lives absurd? And do they? Can Nagel really
support the bold claim that human existence is absurd?

This dissertation sets out to answer these questions, as well as a host of others that
arise from reading Nagel's works on human absurdity. In these works, which span two
decades, Nagel both produces arguments for absurdity (which in one way or another fit
the general schema sketched above) and criticizes arguments for absurdity others have
offered. This dissertation critically examines both his own arguments and his refutations
of these other arguments, and hence is intended to be a comprehensive examination of this
influential American philosopher's thoughts on absurdity. On its face, the dissertation's
general conclusion will be negative. It will conclude that, while ingenious and alluring,
Nagel's arguments for absurdity, as well as his criticisms of others, do not succeed in their
present form. However, the dissertation will also attempt to show that Nagel has got
some things right, that one may be able to build a more plausible theory of absurdity with
these things in mind, and that, in any case, simply understanding his arguments and seeing
exactly how and where they go wrong teaches us much about the subject of absurdity.

Of course if it were the case that Nagel's works on absurdity have already been
sufficiently analyzed and evaluated, then motivation for this project would be wanting.
But I do not think they have. Quite the contrary, I believe these works, viewed both
individually and together, are as confusing as they are provocative and that neither Nagel
nor his critics have adequately sorted them out. Nowhere is this confusion greater than in

“The Absurd,” Nagel's first work on absurdity, and in the ensuing commentaries.



Nagel writes as though he is offering one, and only one, argument for absurdity; and his
critics in their responses write as though he gives only one argument as well. However, a
closer reading of “The Absurd” reveals that Nagel unwittingly advances two arguments,
and two which are actually logically incompatible. If this is true, then I believe it should
be pointed out and explained, especially since the “The Absurd” appears in Nagel's
popular book Mortal Questions, as well as in recent anthologies, and that the
commentaries on “The Absurd” appear in popular journals, and one in an anthology itself.

Confusion over Nagel's case for human absurdity continues in another essay in
Mortal Questions, “Subjectivity and Objectivity,” the next essay in which he argues our
lives are absurd. In this work, Nagel gives the impression he is simply reiterating his
argument in the earlier work, for he never suggests anything to the contrary and spells out
the argument in much the same terms. And his critics would seem to agree. They are
silent about the argument in this later work, which suggests they, too, think the argument
is the same. Once again, however, I believe what Nagel and his critics convey is
misleading. I think a close reading of “Subjectivity and Objectivity” reveals that the
argument Nagel presents is crucially different from both arguments in “The Absurd” and
that, therefore, it amounts to a third doctrine of absurdity.

Nagel's third and final discussion of absurdity lies in 7he View from Nowhere, and
the discussion there is confusing as well. As in “Subjectivity and Objectivity,” Nagel
writes as though his argument for human absurdity is the same as it has always been. He
sets out the argument using much of the same language he did in the previous two works
and does not give any indication his argument has changed. However, as I hope to show,
the argument in fact has changed, and changed considerably. The main argument in 7he
View from Nowhere is a brand new one, and represents a fourth doctrine of absurdity.
This time, though, one of Nagel's critics does notice the change. The critic correctly
points out that “Nagel considerably alters his early position.” But despite this insight, the

critic's analysis of the change is misleading in two respects. First, he acknowledges only



one other argument, when in fact there are three. And second, what he takes to be Nagel's
main argument in 7he View from Nowhere turns out not to be.

Thus, I think there is plenty of work yet to be done in, first of all, understanding
Nagel's case for human absurdity—which turns out actually to be four separate
doctrines—and, then, in evaluating it—which must therefore include four distinct
evaluations.

But that is not all. I believe there is also work to be done in understanding and
evaluating Nagel's refutations of other arguments for absurdity. In “The Absurd,” Nagel
briefly explains four arguments which he calls “standard arguments for absurdity,” and he
just as briefly dismisses them as “patently inadequate.” Interestingly, all that his
refutations have elicited is one critic's passing remark that Nagel is quite right to conclude
that two of the arguments are bad, and for the reasons Nagel gives. This remark, along
with the absence of any others, suggests his critics believe his refutations are on the mark.
However, I think that while at first glance they certainly appear to be knock-down
refutations, closer inspection reveals they all are flawed and, consequently, all four of
these so called standard arguments for absurdity deserve a second look.

I realize these three major claims of mine—(1) that Nagel actually presents four
distinct doctrines of absurdity, (2) that none of them succeeds, and (3) that none of his
refutations of other arguments for absurdity succeeds either—are quite bold. But I think
they are defensible, and what I intend to do here is defend them. Once again, my hope is
that Nagel's views on absurdity will be better understood and that the public discussion of
absurdity, in general, will be advanced. To this end, I divide the dissertation into six
chapters.

In chapter 1, I focus exclusively on Nagel's refutations of the four standard
arguments for absurdity, which for convenience I call the Million Years Argument, the
Size Argument, the Time Argument, and the Death Argument. I explain each of the

arguments and Nagel's refutations, and then I show exactly where and how his refutations



go wrong. I conclude by suggesting that since the arguments withstand Nagel's criticisms,
they warrant further examination.

I turn in chapter 2 to one of the two arguments for absurdity Nagel presents in
“The Absurd,” which I refer to as Nagel's first doctrine of absurdity. I first explain the
general conditions which together Nagel believes are sufficient to make our lives absurd
(conditions he seems to adhere to throughout his works), and afterward I show how the
first doctrine does not meet all of these conditions and, consequently, does not establish
that our lives are absurd.

In chapter 3, I discuss an alternative interpretation of Nagel's argument in “The
Absurd” and draw from specific passages that support the interpretation. I suggest that
while the alternative interpretation is logically at odds with the first doctrine (and so is a
distinct doctrine of absurdity), the two dd resemble each other and can easily be confused.
And I point out that since the second doctrine avoids the objection to the first doctrine,
the motivation was there for Nagel to confuse them. Finally, I show that, despite its
advantage over the first doctrine, the second doctrine does not succeed either.

I turn to the essay “Subjectivity and Objectivity” in chapter 4. Citing specific text,
I begin by showing how the argument for absurdity here must be significantly different
from the two in “The Absurd,” despite the resemblance and Nagel's not stating that it is
different. Moreover, I explain why Nagel might have been motivated to alter his case for
absurdity, which has to do with the fact that the third doctrine seems to avoid the main
objection to the second doctrine (just as the second doctrine avoids the main objection to
the first doctrine). Lastly, I argue that while it may escape the objection to the second
doctrine, it does not escape another one and hence, like the two preceding doctrines, fails
to establish that our lives are absurd.

In chapter S, I examine Nagel's argument for absurdity in 7he View from Nowhere.
I first attempt to reconcile the argument with one of the three doctrines in the earlier

works. After failing, I am forced to conclude that, all appearances to the contrary, the



argument in this book is novel, and hence amounts to a fourth doctrine of absurdity. I
then set out to explain this new doctrine. I first describe a particular argument, which one
of Nagel's critics seems to think the book supports, but go on to argue that while there
may be textual evidence for it, it is not Nagel's main argument. I then explain this main
argument, which takes substantially more time to unfold than the others since it is much
more subtle, involving an intricate theory of value that Nagel explains and defends over
the course of several chapters. I conclude the chapter by evaluating the argument. 1
defend the position that, despite its being more compelling than the previous three
doctrines, this fourth doctrine of absurdity is not compelling enough to persuade.

In chapter 6, the concluding chapter, I discuss what we have learned about human
absurdity as the result of studying Nagel's works on the subject. Beyond the two general
conclusions drawn directly from the previous five chapters—that the four arguments for
absurdity which Nagel criticizes are still viable arguments and should be looked into
further, and that Nagel himself has not shown our lives are absurd—I suggest, first of all,
that having studied his works we learn mbre about the concept of absurdity. In particular,
we learn (1) a touchstone for determining whether things other than our lives, such as
propositions and sentences, are absurd; and (2) how absurdity is related to the concept of
meaninglessness. I suggest, moreover, that we learn the general conditions which Nagel
proposes are together sufficient to make our lives absurd are indeed sufficient (even
though he does not establish that all of them are met). And I suggest that we might go on
and try to think of other ways in which our lives meet these conditions. In closing, 1
outline one such way. Thus I end the dissertation suggesting how we might use some of
Nagel's insights to construct a new doctrine of absurdity, a Nagelian doctrine, more
plausible than his own.

Before turning to the first chapter, I perhaps should make one last remark, lest
some readers think both Nagel and I do not take advantage of some polemic moves they

believe are readily available to us. The remark is that Nagel is a (nonreductive) physicalist



and that I assume this metaphysical view in critically examining his arguments. Therefore,
all of the views and arguments discussed in this work, both Nagel's and mine, should be
understood in the context of a conception of a universe in which immaterial minds, a God,
and an afterlife do not exist, that is, in which we humans are wholly biological creatures
who, like all other creatures, eventually die and deteriorate.

Are our lives, so conceived, absurd? Here is what Thomas Nagel thinks, and what

I think in response.



CHAPTER 1

“BAD ARGUMENTS” FOR ABSURDITY

Thinkers from antiquity to the present have claimed that most of a person's deeds
will be forgotten soon after they occur, and that all of a person's deeds will be forgotten
eventually. More generally, they have claimed that the effects of one's deeds, if not very
short lived, are sure to diminish with time and at some point vanish without a trace. The
author of Ecclesiastes, in the fourth or third century B.C., states: “The men of old are not
remembered, and those who follow will not be remembered by those who follow them. . . .
The wise man is remembered no longer than the fool, for, as the passing days multiply, all
will be forgotten.” In the nineteenth century, Leo Tolstoy, after having reflected on these
ancient words, reaffirms them: “My deeds, whatever they may be, will be forgotten sooner
or later, and I myself will be no more.” Bertrand Russell, in 1903, makes the same basic
claim, and indicates as well why the effects of our actions are sure to vanish: “All the
noonday brightness of human genius, are destined to extinction in the vast death of the
solar system, and the whole temple of man's achievements must inevitably be buried
beneath the debris of a universe in ruins.” And seven decades later Richard Taylor,

perhaps even more eloquently than Russell, writes:

We toil after goals, most of them—indeed every single one of them—of transitory
significance and, having gained one of them, we immediately set forth for the next, as
if that one had never been, with this next one being essentially more of the same. . . .
And if we think that, unlike Sisyphus, these labors do have a point, that they culminate
in something lasting and, independently of our own deep interests in them, very
worthwhile, then we simply have not considered the thing closely enough. . . . Our
achievements, even though they are often beautiful, are mostly bubbles; and those that
do last, like the sand-swept pyramids, soon become mere curiosities while around
them the rest of mankind continues its perpetual toting of rocks, only to see them roll

9
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down. Nations are built upon the bones of their founders and pioneers, but only to
decay and crumble before long, their rubble then becoming the foundation for others
directed to exactly the same fate. The picture of Sisyphus is the picture of existence of
the individual man, great or unknown, of nations, of the race of men, and of the very
life of the world.”!

On its face, the claim that we all shall be forgotten and that all of the effects of our
actions will dissipate, most of them very quickly, is both plausible and unsettling. We look
at the names on our family trees and all but those at the tips of the branches are to us
nothing more than that: names. Our great grandparents mean very little if anything to us,
and those before them nothing at all. Similarly, we shall hardly mean a thing to our great
grandchildren, and nothing to their contemporaries and everyone else after that time,
including our own descendants. If this is indeed what will come of us, then why on earth
do we go on leading busy, hectic, goal-oriented lives? This kind of life seems silly if we
and our deeds will be forgotten. In the words of Tolstoy, our lives seem like “some kind
of stupid and evil practical joke.” They seem absurd.

In the first section of his essay “The Absurd,” Thomas Nagel suggests that many
people not only accept the claim that all of a person's deeds will be forgotten, but also
infer from it, as the great Russian novelist apparently did at a point in his life, that their
lives are absurd. Nagel then proceeds to show just why, despite its common appeal, the
inference is a bad one. In fact, before he sets out his own argument for the absurdity of
human existence, Nagel briefly explains and criticizes a total of four so called “standard
arguments for absurdity.” He judges all of them “patently inadequate” and insists “they

could not really explain why life is absurd.”? In this chapter I want to critically discuss

Eccles. 1: 11, 2: 16 NEB. Leo Tolstoy, Confession, trans. and intro. David Patterson (New
York: W. W. Norton and Company, 1983), 30. Bertrand Russcll, “A Free Man's Worship” in Why I Am
Not a Christian (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1957), quoted in The Meaning of Life, ed. E. D. Klemke
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1981), 56. Richard Taylor, “The Mcaning of Life,” in Good and
Evil (New York: Macmillan Publishing Company, 1970), quoted in Klemke, 146.

2Thomas Nagel, “The Absurd,” The Journal of Philosophy 68 (October 1971): 716. Reprinted in
Thomas Nagel, Mortal Questions (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979), 11. Also reprinted in
E.D. Klemke, ed., The Meaning of Life (New York: Oxford University Press, 1981), 151; and Jonathan
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Nagel's objections to the argument for absurdity sketched above, and his objections to the
other three arguments as well. I shall try to show that none of the objections succeeds and

that all four arguments therefore warrant further examination.

Million Years Argument
I shall begin with the argument sketched above, which for convenience I shall refer

to as the Million Years Argument. Here is how Nagel presents it:

1. Nothing we do now will matter in a million years.
2. Therefore, our lives are absurd.?

Before turning to Nagel's criticisms of the argument, I want to make a few
comments about his particular formulation of it. To begin, his formulation taken at face
value states only that people who exist now lead absurd lives. It is clear, however, that
the subject ‘we’ in the formulation refers to all human beings, past, present, and future. If
it did not, but referred only to those of us who are alive in this latter part of the twentieth
century, the argument would not be an argument for the absurdity of human existence as
such, which of course denotes all human beings. Similarly, the first time reference ‘now’
does not refer only to the latter part of the twentieth century, but to any given point in
time. Thus Nagel's formulation of the argument just as easily could have read, and

perhaps more exactly should have read:

1. Nothing a person does at a particular point in time will matter a million years
Jfrom that time.
2. Therefore, human existence is absurd.

Just the same, the second time reference ‘a million years’ is not special either. One
could replace a million years with, say, 13,567,024 years, or even a mere three hundred

thousand, and the force of the argument may well remain the same. What seems to be

Westphal and Carl Levenson, eds., Life and Death (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 1993), 86.
Hereafter all page numbers refer to Mortal Questions.

3bid., 11.
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important is that the interval between one's present actions and the future time is such that
the effects of these actions are blotted out before that future time, or at least are
insignificant at and forever after that time. In fact, the argument's defenders could do
away with a reference to a specific time altogether and simply state that a person's actions
will at some time become insignificant, or as the popular phrase goes “eventually amount
to nothing,” insofar as their effects will at some point cease to make a difference.

Finally, the argument as Nagel presents it appears to be an enthymeme. That is, it
seems he has left at least one premiss implicit, for it is quite a logical leap to go from the
proposition that nothing we do now will matter in a million years to the proposition that
our lives are absurd. Perhaps none of our actions will matter in a million years. So what?
Why would this fact, if it is one, make our lives absurd? It stands to reason that if the
Million Years Argument is really an argument which many people advance in one form or
another, then at least one other premiss must be a part of it, one which narrows the wide
gap between the conclusion and the one premise Nagel states. What might that
connecting premiss be?

Nagel does not immediately address this question. The reason might have to do
with his thinking the logic of the first premiss already gives him enough ammunition to
stop the argument dead in its tracks. In what seems to amount to a preemptive strike on

the Million Years Argument, Nagel writes:

But if that [nothing we do now will matter in a million years] is true, then by the
same token, nothing that will be the case in a million years matters now. In
particular, it does not matter now that in a million years nothing we do now will
matter. [And anything that does not matter to us now certainly cannot make our
lives absurd.]*

If this refutation is not tongue-twisting, it is at least a little difficult to keep straight, so

putting it in standard form might be helpful:

4Ibid., 11.
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1. If nothing we do now will matter in a million years, then (by the same token)
nothing that will be the case in a million years matters now.

2. If nothing that will be the case in a million years matters now, then it does not
matter now that in a million years nothing we do now will matter.

3. Nothing we do now will matter in a million years.

4. Therefore, it does not matter now that in a million years nothing we do now
will matter. (And anything that does not matter to us now certainly cannot
make our lives absurd).

The basic idea of the refutation seems to be this. Since all our actions, and in particular
those we deem important, will not have any significant effect on the world in a million
years, we would be senseless to concern ourselves with anything that will be the case at
that distant time. Among the things that will be the case in a million years is the fact that
our actions now (around the twentieth century) do not matter. Therefore, we do not have
any reason to concern ourselves with this fact now. And any fact that is of no concern of
ours cannot make our lives absurd.

While I find Nagel's refutation ingenious, I think it is flawed. The first premiss
appears to be false. Consider the fact that many things which will be the case in a million
years are the case now, were the case ten thousand years ago, and will be the case thirteen
days from today. Indeed, many things that will be the case a million years from now have
always been, and will always be, the case. Clear and uncontroversial examples are
conceptual and mathematical truths. In a million years, it will be the case that all bachelors
are unmarried adult males and that 2 + 2 = 4. But these propositions are true at all times,
past, present, and future. Their truth value supervenes on all time periods.

Consider next the one thing that will be the case in a million years which Nagel
believes ultimately undermines the Million Years Argument: the fact that none of our
actions (around the twentieth century) matters. According to Nagel, since nothing now
will matter then, nothing then could matter now, including the fact that none of our
actions now matters then. However, Nagel fails to see that if it is indeed true that in a
million years none of our actions will matter, then this truth, like conceptual and

mathematical truths, obtains now too. It is true today, as it will be true a million years
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from today, that nothing we do now matters then. But if the proposition that nothing we
do now matters then is true both today and in a million years, then the antecedent of the
first premiss of the refutation (nothing we do now will matter in a million years) only
implies that the one instance of the proposition a million years from now could not matter
to us; it does not show that the instance of the proposition today does not matter to us, let
alone could not matter to us. That is to say, it is still an open question whether the present
instance of the proposition matters to us. Some people, perhaps many, apparently believe
that this instance of the proposition does matter now—and its doing so is precisely what
makes their lives, all of our lives, absurd. In sum, the consequent of the first premiss of
the refutation (nothing that will be the case in a million years matters now) is not implied
by the antecedent (nothing we do now will matter in a million years), and hence the
refutation as it stands is not sound.’

Immediately after his first refutation of the Million Years Argument, Nagel offers a

second refutation, which, as we shall see, turns out to be better than the first. He argues:

Even if what we did now were going to matter in a million years, how could that
keep our present concerns from being absurd? If their mattering now is not
enough to accomplish that, how would it help if they mattered a million years from
now?

Whether what we do now will matter in a million years could make the
crucial difference only if its mattering in a million years depended on its mattering,
period. But then to deny that whatever happens now will matter in a million years
is to beg the question against its mattering, period; for in that sense one cannot
know that it will not matter in a million years whether (for example) someone now
is happy or miserable, without knowing that it does not matter, period.®

To understand this refutation properly, we need first to recognize and keep in mind

three key concepts: our actions that matter now, our actions that matter in a million years,

31t is surprising Nagcl overlooked this objection in view of his carlicr defense of tenscless truths
in the first book he wrote. Sec Thomas Nagel, The Possibility of Altruism (Princcton: Princcton
University Press, 1970), 58-76.

SNagcl, “The Absurd,” 11.
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and our actions that matter, period. The term ‘matter’ appears in all three concepts, and
since Nagel does not specify otherwise, we can only assume he means the same thing in
each case, which seems to be ‘importance.” Thus when he speaks of our actions mattering
now, he means they are important now; when he speaks of them mattering in a million
years, he means they are important then; and when he speaks of them mattering, period, he
means they are important, period.” As for the term ‘matter(ing), period,” Nagel probably
has in mind ‘objectively important,’ that is, important without regard to time, place, or
what anyone thinks. |

Now then, earlier I asked about possible suppressed premisses that allow the
Million Years Argument to move logically from the one explicit premiss (nothing we do
now will matter in a million years) to the conclusion (our lives are absurd). In the second
refutation, Nagel in effect adds premisses to the argument. He seems to think, as is
reflected in the above passage, that the argument's proponents assume three things: (1)
that our actions' being objectively important (i.e., mattering, period) is necessary and
sufficient to keep our lives from being absurd; (2) that our actions' being important now
(i.e., mattering now) but not in a million years is not sufficient for their being objectively
important (and hence would not keep our lives from being absurd); and (3) that our
actions' being important in a million years (i.e., mattering in a million years) is at least
necessary for their being objectively important (and hence may keep our lives from being

absurd). Given Nagel is correct, the Million Years Argument becomes:

1. If our lives are not absurd, then our actions are objectively important.

2. If our actions are objectively important, then they will be important in a million
years.

Our actions will not be important in a million years.

4. Therefore, our lives are absurd.

w

"One might propose that by ‘matter” Nagel consistently means ‘has an impact.” However, that is
doubtful, for it is hard to make any sense of the expression ‘our actions have an impact, period.’
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As it turns out, Nagel in the second refutation exploits the new second premiss (or
the third assumption stated above the argument). He believes this premiss is false and
consequently the argument is unsound. First, he assumes with (supposedly) the
proponents of the Million Years Argument that our actions' being important now is not
sufficient for their being objectively important, that something else is required to make
them objectively important. Then he asks rhetorically how our actions' being important in
a million years could be that something. Let actions] be those actions of ours that are
important now but will nof be important in a million years. Let actionsy be our actions
that are important now and will be important in a million years. Why would actionsy be
objectively important, but not actions}? How could our actions' being important in a
million years save them from being objectively unimportant, if their being important only
now is not enough to save them from being objectively unimportant? Why, in other
words, does their being important down the road make the crucial difference? Nagel
seems to finish off the Million Years Argument when in the second paragraph of the
refutation he brings to our attention the fact that if our actions were to be important in a
million years, that would already presuppose they are objectively important. The truth of
this claim is clear, he would say, when we consider that if our actions were not objectively
important, then they could not be important at any time, not now, not in a million years.
Therefore, our actions' being important in a million years certainly is not a necessary
condition of their being objectively important.

Defenders of the Million Years Argument might respond by insisting that Nagel
distorts their argument insofar as he defines the term ‘matter’ as ‘importance’ wherever it
is used. They may insist that the term in fact only means ‘importance’ in the locution
‘matter, period.” In the locutions ‘matter now’ and ‘matter in a million years,’ it means
‘has an impact’ or ‘makes a difference.’ Thus to say of our actions that they matter,
period, is to say that they are objectively important. But to say of them that they matter

now is to say that they have an impact now (or make a difference now), and to say they
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will matter in a million years is to say that they will have an impact then (or make a
difference then).® The real dialectic of the Million Years Argument, then, is that since
none of our actions will have a bearing on what happens in a million years, such actions do

not objectively matter, and hence our lives are absurd. In standard form:

1. If our lives are not absurd, then our actions are objectively important.

2. If our actions are objectively important, then they will have an impact in a
million years.

3. Our actions will not have an impact in a million years.

4. Therefore, our lives are absurd.

In Nagel's formulation of the argument (in particular, the second premiss), (a) our
actions' being objectively important depends on (b) our actions' being important in a
million years. Nagel in effect points out that this dependency relation is backwards: ‘(a)’
does not depend on ‘(b)’; rather ‘(b)’ depends on ‘(a).” If ‘(a)’ were to depend on ‘(b),’
then it would be logically possible that our actions will be important in a million years,
even though they are not objectively important—which is absurd. The Million Years
Argument fails, Nagel concludes, due to this confusion regarding dependency. However,
what the objection to this refutation points out is that Nagel is wrong to think the
argument hinges on the premiss that ‘(a)’ depends on ‘(b).’ Instead, it hinges on the
premiss that ‘(a)’ depends on (c) our actions having an impact in a million years. And
there is nothing backwards about this dependency relation. There is nothing absurd about
the logical possibility that our actions will causally influence what will happen in a million
years, even though they are not objectively important. This possibility makes perfect

sense.

8] think there is a common sense in which the two cxpressions ‘has an impact’ and ‘makes a
difference’ are synonymous, which is why I include both of them here. However, hercafier I shall only usc
‘has an impact’ becausc I think ‘makes a difference’ can mean ‘importance’ too. as I belicve it docs in the
following question, which does not appear to be vacuous: Docs it make a difference whether Diemer
writes a book when her doing so will have no impact on the world? As for the cxpression ‘has an impact.’
I take it to mean roughly ‘is causally efficacious.’ So to say that my actions will have an impact in a
million years, is to say roughly that they will causally influence what happens at that time.



18

Still, Nagel may question whether our actions' having an impact long after they
take place, such as in a million years, is really a necessary condition of their being
objectively important, or their mattering, period. That is, he might accept the
reformulation of the Million Years Argument that its defenders may insist upon, and yet
ask the same rhetorical questions that in part made up his original refutation: “Even if
what we did now were going to matter [have an impact] in a million years, how could that
keep our present concerns from being absurd? If their mattering [having an impact] now
is not enough to accomplish that, how would it help if <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>