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One popular way of informing, developing, and critiquing a theory about meaning 
in life is by compiling a list of paradigm cases, i.e., lives which we pre-theoretically 
hold to be the most meaningful lives (if any lives can be). In doing so we investigate 
what common denominator, or denominators, exist between them which would vin-
dicate our intuitions (Kauppinen 2016, p. 283). One class of lives which are cited 
as highly meaningful are those of ‘moral saints’, i.e., individuals whose lives are 
characterised by moral action (Wolf 1982). Such exemplars include Martin Luther 
King Jr., Mahatma Gandhi, Mother Teresa, and Nelson Mandela. Such observations 
have led many to draw the conclusion that morality is either a necessary or sufficient 
condition for meaning in life.

Yet there is another class of lives antithetical to moral saints which causes a sig-
nificant schism in our collective pre-theoretical intuitions: moral monsters, i.e., indi-
viduals whose lives are characterised by immoral action. Consider the following:

Moral Monster: Ioseb becomes enamoured with politics after reading 
Chernyshevsky’s What Is To Be Done? At fifteen, he becomes an avowed 
Marxist after reading Das Kapital and later joins Vladimir Lenin, who eventu-
ally leads a successful political revolution. After Lenin passes away, Ioseb - 
now Joseph Stalin - becomes de facto leader of Soviet Russia at forty-six. Sta-
lin’s rule proves devastating for the people of the USSR, with mass repression, 
ethnic cleansing, wide-scale deportation, hundreds of thousands of executions, 
and famines which result in the deaths of millions. He passes away peacefully 
in bed at age seventy-four.

 Can the life of a moral monster be meaningful? Did Stalin live a meaningful life 
and, if so, how meaningful was it? Our answers to these questions are unlikely to 
converge because we do not seem to have a shared intuition about the relationship 
between morality and meaning in life. For some, Stalin’s life is not meaningful 
because of the highly immoral actions he performed throughout his life. For others, 
Stalin’s life was meaningful because moral actions are irrelevant to meaning. Either 
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way we develop a theory about meaning in life and its relationship with moral-
ity will produce undesirable results. If a theory about meaning claims morality is 
important for meaning in life, it will be rejected by those who think moral monsters 
live meaningful lives. On the other hand, if a theory claims morality is irrelevant for 
meaning in life, it will be rejected by those who think moral monsters live meaning-
less lives. So what is the relationship between morality and meaning in life? And 
how might we resolve it to the satisfaction of all?

In this article, I chart a course between Scylla and Charybdis by arguing that both 
sides are partially right but for the wrong reasons. My position is the following: 
moral monsters do not live meaningful lives but not because of immoral actions per 
se, but rather because of the consequences of their actions, namely, harm and suffer-
ing. Those who maintain that morality is relevant to meaning in life have confused 
the cause (moral action) with the effect (consequences). But those who maintain 
that moral monsters live meaningful lives have confused two closely related evalua-
tive dimensions a life can have: significance and meaning. While good/positive out-
comes are an important input into the meaningfulness of a life, significance, while 
also concerned with outcomes, cares not whether those outcomes are good or ill. On 
this view, the moral monster can live a significant life, but not a meaningful one.

This article proceeds as follows. I begin (§1) by providing the relevant back-
ground information. Then (§2) I advance the first half of my argument; that while 
I agree moral monsters do not live meaningful lives, it is not because morality is an 
input into meaning in life. I complete my argument (§3) by examining how someone 
could mistakenly think moral monsters live meaningful lives, namely, because there 
is a confusion between meaningfulness and significance.

1  Paradigm Cases and the Theoretical Landscape

There are four basic data points we need to get a grip on before moving forward. 
First, we need a working definition of ‘morality’ as it is understood within this con-
text. Second, we need an outlining and examination of paradigm cases and their role 
within the literature. Third, we require a fleshed out picture of what constitutes a 
moral monster. And fourth, we need a basic outline of the theoretical landscape with 
regards to the differing views about the relationship between morality and meaning 
in life. The purpose of this section is to address these data points.

To begin, we should understand that talk of ‘morality’ and ‘moral actions’ within 
this context is wide and far-reaching, i.e., not specific to any particular conception 
of morality or ethical theory. In this way, we should understand morality as a collec-
tive term, that it contains ‘being moral’, ‘performing moral/ethical actions’, ‘ethical 
behaviour’, ‘good works’, ‘doing good’, ‘being good’, ‘rightness’, ‘virtue’, etc. Addi-
tionally, the domains of morality and moral action are threefold: actions categori-
cally demanded in accordance with impartiality, duties typical of personal relations, 
and supererogatory actions (Kipke & Rüther 2019, p. 228).

It is important that we recognise morality and moral actions in this wider, com-
monsense way because, as we shall soon see, the purported relationship between 
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morality and meaning in life is not thought to be specific to any particular theory. 
That is, the view is not that moral actions confer meaning upon a life if by ‘moral’ 
we mean under some Kantian, utilitarian, or virtue theory, etc. Rather, whatever eth-
ical theory turns out to be correct (if any) will be compatible with whatever particu-
lar hypothesis about the relationship meaning and morality one champions.

Second, let us consider paradigm cases. Paradigm cases, to reiterate, are those 
cases in which we intuitively hold to be exemplars of the concept we are investigat-
ing. With regards to meaning in life, paradigm cases come in two kinds: meaningful 
lives and meaningless lives. Within the literature, paradigm cases have played a piv-
otal role in not just getting a grasp upon the concept and subject matter of meaning-
fulness, but also for developing and critiquing theories about meaning in life (Bram-
ble 2015, p. 445; Brogaard & Smith 2005; Landau 2011; Purves & Delon 2018; 
Smith 1997, p. 212; Smuts 2013, p. 536; Svensson 2017, p. 48; Temkin 2017, p. 
23; Thomas 2018, p. 265; Wielenberg 2005, pp. 18-23; Wiggins 2002, p. 100; Wolf 
2016, p. 256). What we hope for is a theory that explains what it is that meaningful 
lives have in common which makes them meaningful, while also being the exact 
thing which those meaningless lives lack. Given how vital paradigm cases have 
been, it matters a great deal that we get them right or, at the very least, come to a 
collective agreement about them. Below, I provide paradigm cases of both meaning-
ful and meaningless lives which are often provided throughout the literature, divid-
ing them along moral lines:

Paradigm Cases: Meaningful Lives

Moral Non-moral Immoral

Martin Luther King Jr. Marie Curie Pablo Picasso
Mahatma Gandhi Albert Einstein Richard Wagner
Nelson Mandela Vincent Van Gogh Caravaggio
Harriet Tubman Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart William Shockley

Paradigm Cases: Meaningless Lives

Immoral Non-moral

Adolf Hitler Someone in an experience machine
Joseph Stalin The grinning excrement eater
Pol Pot The couch potato

But are these cases accurate? Would such lists even be widespread among us? 
There may be good reasons for thinking not, which can be understood as differing 
views as to the relationship between morality and meaning. On the one hand, one 
might argue these cases overstate the role of morality, while on the other hand, one 
might argue these lists understate the role of morality.

To give this clarity, let us consider a morally problematic case such as Pablo 
Picasso. Picasso’s artistic contributions and the legacy he left behind are, to put it 
mildly, significant. Further to that, he engaged with life projects which he deeply 
cared about. Regardless of one’s theoretical commitments, Picasso seems a prime 
candidate of a paradigm case of a meaningful life. That said, it is widely known that 
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he was a highly immoral character; a serial womaniser and misogynist who treated 
people, particularly women, cruelly and callously.1 What are our intuitions about the 
meaningfulness of Picasso’s life? Well, some may hold that Picasso’s life is disqual-
ified as being meaningful because of his immoral actions. Others might maintain 
his life is meaningful despite his immoral actions, while others still might think his 
life is meaningful because of his immorality.

Third, I should elaborate on what I think constitutes a moral monster.2 What 
I provide here is a working and intuitive picture of them. In the introduction I 
described moral monsters as a class of lives which are antithetical to moral saints 
because their lives are characterised by patterns of immoral actions. While Wolf 
describes a moral saint as someone “whose every action is as morally good as pos-
sible” and “is as morally worthy as can be”, with their life being “dominated by a 
commitment to improving the welfare of others or of society as a whole” (1982, p. 
419-420), it is highly unlikely any such individuals exist. Given that, I used moral 
saints to capture lives which, I think, we would most likely consider the next best 
thing; lives which are arguably characterised by moral actions which work towards 
some larger morally praiseworthy project. Such lives included Martin Luther King 
Jr., Nelson Mandela, or Mother Teresa. Now, the aforementioned people were not 
morally perfect - they were not as ‘morally worthy as can be’ - but their lives were 
at least largely characterised or motivated by morally good ends and they worked 
towards them or achieved them by largely morally good actions. They are as close as 
we’re going to get.

By contrast, we can understand a moral monster as being an individual whose 
life is characterised by immoral actions which make up some larger morally heinous 
project. Their life is one that caused great harm, or suffering, or violating the rights 
of others, etc., over the course of their life for some end which they might deem of 
great value for themselves but arguably is morally heinous for the wider community. 
It seems, intuitively at least, that those ends can either be prudentially valuable for 
the moral monster even when they recognise those ends as being morally heinous, or 
ends they take mistake as being morally good.

There are, of course, pressing philosophical problems about how, or when, one 
becomes a moral monster: should an individual be considered a moral monster 
solely because of the negative consequences of their actions? Can someone be a 
moral monster even if they believe their actions are for the greater good? Is it pos-
sible for someone who kills many people to save even more people to be considered 
a moral monster? etc. How ends, motivation/intentions, and actions interface with 
one another to determine whether one is a moral monster (and to what degree) is a 
complicated matter which I do not here have the space to answer (indeed, providing 

1 Picasso is quoted by one of his mistresses as saying that, ‘women are machines for suffering’ and that, 
‘there are only two kinds of women: goddesses and doormats. Additionally, in Picasso, My Grandfather, 
Marina Picasso wrote of his treatment of women: “he submitted them to his animal sexuality, tamed 
them, bewitched them, ingested them, and crushed them onto his canvas. After he had spent many nights 
extracting their essence he would dispose of them, bled dry. Like a vampire at dawn.”
2 I thank the reviewer for pushing me to provide clarification on moral monsters.
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an answer would require its own article).3 Even so, I believe the rough understand-
ing of moral monsters I have described above gives us enough of an intuitive notion 
to work with.

Finally, we need a working understanding with regards to the theoretical land-
scape of the relationship between morality and meaning as found within the philo-
sophical literature. What we find, it turns out, is a proverbial smorgasbord. We might 
think the only way to live a meaningful life is by characterising one’s life with moral 
actions. We might instead opt for a weaker claim, arguing that morality is either 
a necessary or a sufficient condition for meaning in life. But, as Kipke & Rüther 
(2019) note, how we understand that condition can differ. With regards to necessary 
conditions, we could maintain either that, for a life to be meaningful it must pass 
a threshold of moral action (Igneski 2016), or that to count as meaningful a per-
son must not cross a threshold of immoral actions (Cottingham 2003, p. 28; Landau 
2011; Louden 2013; Metz 2013, pp. 234-235). With regards to sufficient conditions, 
it could be that a life can be meaningful if it either passes a certain threshold of 
moral actions (Landau 2011; Metz 2013, pp. 227-229; Mintoff 2008; P. Singer 1995, 
p. 259), or that it does not cross a threshold of immoral actions.4 A third option 
could be to concede that while morality is not necessary or sufficient, it can still con-
tribute to meaning in life when supplemented with the appropriate element, whether 
that be some subjective element (Wolf 2010, 2016), such as caring about perform-
ing moral actions, or some objective element, such as caring relationships (Baggini 
2004; Eagleton 2007, pp. 164-173), discovering scientific truths (Smith 1997, p. 
213), or artistic endeavours (Taylor 1970).5

We could instead position ourselves on the side that moral actions are irrelevant 
to meaning in life. While such a view is not explicitly fought for in the literature, 
we can identify some who implicitly endorse it or have views which are at least 
compatible with it. Both Kekes (2000, p. 30) and Edwards (2000, p. 144) can be 
read as accepting that morality is irrelevant to meaning, or being sympathetic to 
the idea.6 That said, any theory about meaning in life which does not adopt one of 

3 These same sorts of problems hold for moral saints too, or even the more mundane cases of describing 
a person as ‘good’ or ‘bad’.
4 While this latter option exists theoretically, so far as I can see it is not represented in the literature. 
Quite arguably there is good reason for that, as such a view produces the counterintuitive upshot that a 
person who sits on their hands all day and never leaves the house would have, while not doing anything 
immoral, lived a meaningful life.
5 Talk of thresholds one must pass or not cross over to make one’s life meaningful (or meaningless) may 
give one the impression that a meaningful life is a categorical concept, i.e., that a life is either meaning-
ful or it is not. I want to clarify here that I take meaning in life to be a value which exists on a spectrum, 
i.e., that lives can be more or less meaningful. If there are thresholds, then we can understand them as 
either thresholds for a life to be considered meaningful whatsoever, i.e., that a life which just crosses 
the threshold has gone from barely meaningless to barely meaningful, and that the further one strides 
across that threshold the further one moves from barely, to moderately, to very, etc. Or, we can take 
the threshold as being a sort of deontological side-constraint, i.e., that while meaning in life varies in 
degrees, violating the threshold side-constraint or failing to meet it vitiates whatever meaningfulness (or 
meaninglessness, or anti-meaningfulness) one has accrued. I thank the reviewer for flagging this poten-
tial confusion.
6 “That immoral lives may be meaningful is shown by the countless dedicated Nazi and Communist 
mass murderers” (Kekes 2000, p. 30), and “Although frequently when people say about somebody that 
his life has or had meaning, they evidently regard this as a good thing, this is not invariably the case. 
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the previously outlined views would, I think, be compatible with the position that 
morality is irrelevant (e.g., Ayer 1990; Calhoun 2018; Frankfurt 1982; Sartre 1946). 
And though not represented in contemporary literature, we could alternatively hold 
that morality either minimises, or that immorality enhances meaning in life. Though 
this view is highly counterintuitive, Nietzsche (1887/2006) and Rand (1957/1999, 
1964) can both be interpreted as holding such a view, if we understand ‘morality’ 
and ‘moral action’ in the commonsense pre-theoretical way I have described above 
(i.e., prosocial, altruistic, etc.).7

2  Meaning and Morality

Let me put my cards on the table. My view is that morality is irrelevant when deter-
mining the meaning of a life. Performing moral actions does not confer meaning, 
nor does performing immoral actions reduce meaning. Morality is neither necessary 
nor sufficient for meaning in life, and neither does it contribute any additional mean-
ing upon a life when accompanied by relevant elements. For brevity, I shall call this 
the irrelevance thesis. So, I endorse the irrelevance thesis. However, I also want to 
say that moral monsters, such as Stalin or Hitler, lived meaningless lives. In this 
section, I aim to show why morality is not the reason for why moral monsters live 
meaningless lives.

To begin, however, I would like to draw attention to some attractive qualities of 
the irrelevance thesis. For one thing, it seems to vindicate intuitions one might have 
about a class of lives I call game changers; lives which make such a contribution 
that we either overlook or ignore (almost) any moral wrongdoing they may have 
done in their life.8 Such lives might include Paul Gaugin, Pablo Picasso, Caravaggio, 

7 The growing body of work in experimental philosophy on meaning in life appears to both reflect the 
various positions within the cited philosophical literature, but also corroborate roughly how they are 
represented, (e.g., (Fuhrer & Cova 2022; Klein 2017; Prinzing, De Freitas, & Fredrickson 2021; Prin-
zing, Le Nguyen, & Fredrickson, 2023a; Prinzing, Sappenfield, & Fredrickson, 2023b; Schnell 2009; 
Van Tongeren, Green, Davis, Hook, & Hulsey 2016). Folk intuitions about the ordinary concept of a 
meaningful life appear to converge, though not unanimously, upon the role morality plays in attributions 
of a meaningful life. For example, Prinzing et al. (2021) found that morality appeared to be an important 
contributing factor as to whether a considered life was meaningful from a third person perspective, while 
morality mattered significantly less for judgements about how meaningful that same life would look from 
the inside. Corroborating this, Fuhrer & Cova (2022) also found that their results suggested morality had 
a major effect on attributions of meaningfulness. Such results should come as no surprise, given that we 
find both so many categorically different theories about meaning in life and their relationship with moral-
ity within the philosophical literature. I thank the reviewer for bringing this material to my attention.
8 I say ‘one might have’ because whether someone has this intuition is likely going to turn upon how 
strongly they feel about the relationship between morality and meaning. So far as I can tell, the experi-
mental philosophy literature has not tested for cases such as game changers. However, judging by public 
discourse about how we should act towards morally problematic or heinous lives which have contributed 
to society greatly - such as Pablo Picasso - suggests that at least some portion of wider society takes such 
lives to be meaningful and that what makes their lives meaningful ought not be spoiled by morally prob-

Footnote 6 (continued)
[…] As long as I was a convinced Nazi (or communist or Christian or whatever) my life had meaning, 
my acts had a zest with which I have not been able to invest them since, and yet most of my actions were 
extremely harmful” (Edwards 2000, p. 144).
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or Richard Wagner.9 Indeed, these cases seem to provide evidence against the claim 
that morality is a necessary condition for meaningfulness, since we know that they 
were both highly immoral people who, in all likelihood, did not do much moral 
good during their lives. Game changers appear to live meaningful lives in spite of 
their immoral actions.

The second attractive quality of the irrelevance thesis is that it can account for the 
pre-theoretical intuition that moral monsters, like Stalin, can or do live meaningful 
lives. Moral monsters, to repeat, are lives which seem meaningful regardless of any 
and all immoral actions they committed during their lives (indeed, we might think it 
is precisely those immoral actions which make their life meaningful). After all, Hit-
ler, Stalin, and Mao made a significant impact upon the world in their own time and 
for generations to come, shaping the geo-political world and its history. How, one 
might ask, could their lives not be meaningful?

But one’s vindication is another’s counterexample. As mentioned, there is also the 
pre-theoretical intuition that moral monsters live meaningless lives. Given the irrel-
evance thesis allows otherwise, this makes it appear highly counterintuitive. I share 
this intuition; moral monsters, like serial killers, committed racists or antisemites, or 
sex offenders, are not exactly the types of lives which spring to mind when people 
compile their list of paradigm cases of meaningful lives. Yet the irrelevance thesis, 
and any theory either endorsing or being compatible with it, is vulnerable to such 
counterexamples. I take the aforementioned counterintuitive results to be a compel-
ling reason as to why the irrelevance thesis, even in light of its attractive qualities, is 
not strongly endorsed or represented in the literature. It is arguably because of such 
cases that the majority believe there to be some sort of relationship between moral-
ity and meaningfulness.

Even so, I believe that once we partition our moral concepts we shall find that 
morality is not what confers meaning, nor immorality which minimises it. As I will 
argue, it is not moral actions which confer meaning, but improving or protecting 
others’ well-being which does. But because moral actions often result in promoting 
or protecting others’ well-being, we mistake the cause for the effect. If we remove 
the common effects of moral actions, i.e., making others better off - or worse still 
that moral actions result in harming well-being - we shall find that morality is not 
enough on its own to confer any meaning upon a life.

I should like to draw attention back to the fact that it is not specified what type of 
moral action counts towards making a life meaningful. As noted, what is meant by 
‘morality’ is both pre-theoretical and commonsensical. Presumably then, any moral 
action counts as a meaning maker and so any configuration/combination of moral 
actions will be enough to make a life meaningful. If we look back to the paradigm 

9 Gauguin abandoned his wife and five children to pursue art and pedophilia in Tahiti. Picasso was a 
misogynist and abuser of women. Caravaggio was abusive, violent, and a murderer, Wagner was an anti-
semite, racist and German nationalist who, even to this day, is still associated with Nazism and German 
nationalism.

lematic behaviour. How large that portion of society is I do not know, but if discussions with colleagues 
and students could be considered representative, it would be a non-trivial amount.

Footnote 8 (continued)
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cases which were meaningful and moral, we see that, though their lives are charac-
terised by patterns of moral actions, these patterns are not identical and differ in a 
variety of ways. But it does not seem that just any pattern of moral action shall do, 
as there appears to be moral actions which, no matter how many of them we add to 
a life, never confer meaning upon it, let alone reach a sufficient threshold for making 
a life meaningful.

As I shall argue, those moral actions which do appear to confer meaning will be 
those that promote or protect the well-being of other welfare subjects, while those 
that do not confer meaning do not promote or protect others’ welfare. For our pur-
poses, we can group moral actions into three categories. First, moral actions which 
often result in promoting others’ well-being (e.g., donating to a charity). Second, 
moral actions which often result in protecting others’ well-being (e.g., saving some-
one from drowning). But intuitively not all moral actions promote or protect others’ 
welfare (if we thought otherwise, there would perhaps be many more ethical conse-
quentialists running about), so there must be a third category, namely, moral actions 
which rarely result in promoting or protecting others’ well-being. I should also point 
out here that the first and second categories are not, or need not be, consequentialist. 
Even if one were to hold a non-consequentialist ethical view, we can all still agree 
that protecting rights, doing our duty, honouring agreements, acting virtuously, etc., 
most often produces outcomes which protect or promote others’ well-being.10

The paradigm cases listed earlier, such as Martin Luther King Jr. and Nelson 
Mandela, appear to be examples of the first two categories; the most often cited par-
adigm cases are those which are characterised by moral actions which most often 
promote or protect others’ well-being. But what of the third category? What sort of 
actions might belong to it? At least two come to mind: resisting temptation and self-
duty. Below I shall explore each in turn.

To begin, we can imagine a person - Cara - who, though strongly tempted to act 
immorally, chooses to not give into temptation. Her life is characterised by a type of 
moral action which neither protects nor promotes well-being. In light of that, does 
Cara’s life seem meaningful? Intuitively, the answer is no, and her life certainly is 
not as meaningful as Mother Teresa’s or Gandhi’s. And the feature which seems to 
explain this intuition is that the pattern of moral actions which characterise Cara’s 
life do not confer meaning because she does not impact others’ well-being.

One might object that Cara is not a case of a life characterised by moral action 
because she only refrained from doing immoral actions which is not the same as 
doing moral actions. Just because you did not do something bad does not mean you 
did something good, so Cara is not a fair case. I do not think this objection holds 

10 This correlation between impacts on well-being and what counts as a moral action is arguably one 
of the reasons some adopt ethical consequentialism and presumably why utilitarianism has cast such a 
looming shadow over ethics. For example, Foot (1985, p. 196) writes, “it is remarkable how utilitarian-
ism tends to haunt even those of us who will not believe in it. It is as if we for ever feel that it must be 
right, although we insist that it is wrong”. Likewise, Korsgaard (1993, p. 24) writes, “to later generations, 
much of the moral philosophy of the twentieth century will look like a struggle to escape utilitarianism. 
We seem to succeed in disproving one utilitarian doctrine, only to find ourselves caught in the grip of 
another”.
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because, as framed here, Cara is actively choosing to do the right thing in the face 
of temptation; she chooses not to steal, or lie, etc. Suggesting she is not making a 
choice but instead simply not acting is inconsistent with our recognition that choos-
ing not to do evil is still choosing a moral action. For example, when it comes to the 
trolley problem, it is widely acknowledged that refraining from pulling the lever is 
still choosing an action which, for some at least, also proves to be the correct moral 
action.

Another objection could be that the Cara case actually collapses the category she 
represents into one of the other two. The reason being, one might argue, is because 
choosing not to rob people or steal from them is, in some sense, protecting their 
well-being. By not giving into temptation, Cara protects others’ well-being from 
herself. This would be a neat solution if it did not contradict our general intuitions 
about analogous cases; we do not, for example, think the bully or the abuser who 
refrains from assaulting someone has protected their would-be victim.

Perhaps Cara’s life is not meaningful because she simply has not performed 
enough moral actions to pass the threshold required. Perhaps the moral actions of 
the third category aren’t ‘worth’ as much as the other two, and so Cara needs to 
perform additional moral actions in order to pass this threshold. This manoeuvre 
fails because we can simply stipulate a case in which Cara’s life is characterised 
by nothing but moral actions of this third sort. We can imagine a case in which 
Cara, from birth to death, is continuously tempted to violate the rights of persons or 
act maliciously/viciously, but refrains from doing so. In this case, Cara is a type of 
moral saint; she never, under any circumstances, gives into temptation. Yet it seems 
no matter how much we add of this particular variety of moral action, our intuitions 
about the meaning of Cara’s life do not change.

A final objection could be that all this shows is that the type of moral action 
which characterises Cara’s life is not enough for a life to be meaningful; only moral 
actions of the first two are those which confer meaning. But this objection seems to 
abandon the claim that morality is a condition for meaning in life, and instead opting 
for a much weaker position that morality merely contributes to meaning. The rea-
son being because the considered objection requires moral actions to be qualified by 
features aside from their moral character in order to confer meaning; moral actions 
themselves would not be enough. Recall, however, that the pre-theoretical intuition 
in question maintained that morality was enough on its own. Yet we have seen only 
certain types of moral actions appear to contribute meaning while others do not; 
only those moral actions which promote/protect well-being appear to count.

The above argument has opened up a noticeable gap between moral actions and 
good outcomes. And if I am on the right track, it appears as though moral actions 
which also result in those good consequences confer meaning, rather than moral 
actions themselves. We can exacerbate the problem by considering two more types 
of cases which are both arguably characterised by moral action yet fail to be mean-
ingful lives. First, a life in which one fulfils one’s moral duties owed to oneself, 
and second, a life in which one’s moral actions have the unintended consequence of 
making others worse off.

First, that we have moral obligations to ourselves is an old idea and though there 
may be some debate as to whether any such duties exist (or how binding they are), 
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let us assume for the sake of the argument there are (Cholbi 2015; Denis 1997; 
Eisenberg 1968; Fotion 1965; Hills 2003; Kading 1960; Mothersill 1961; Muñoz 
2020; M. G. Singer 1959, 1963; Timmermann 2006). In the spirit of Cara, we can 
imagine a life characterised by moral action à la self-obligation: Daniel, who, as the 
last living being on Earth, owes no moral obligations to anyone but himself which 
he unfailingly meets. Do the moral actions Daniel takes throughout his life make his 
life meaningful? Again, like Cara, the answer appears to be ‘no’ and for the same 
reasons; this variety of moral action does not seem to be the right type to confer 
meaning upon a life. Even if these moral actions promote/protect his own well-
being, Daniel’s life still does not seem to be made meaningful because of it. The 
types of moral actions which appear to confer meaning upon a life are those which 
promote or protect the well-being of other welfare subjects.

Second, we should consider cases of moral actions which often promote/protect 
others’ well-being yet fail to do so. We can imagine, for example, Erin, who engages 
in a variety of ethical endeavours of all the other types combined but, despite her 
best efforts, always ends up doing more harm than good. The consequences of Erin’s 
moral actions, regardless of her intentions, neither improve nor protect anybody’s 
welfare and, more often than not, result in harming others. Erin still strikes me as a 
life characterised by moral action but, much like Cara and Daniel, her life does not 
appear meaningful.

Let me put the nail in the coffin here by considering one final case, a counter-
factual scenario involving one of the exemplar paradigm cases, Nelson Mandela. 
Suppose we were to discover the secret diary of Nelson Mandela, where he con-
fessed in earnest that all of his efforts were done to feed his narcissistic ego and to 
become an authoritarian despot who would purge South Africa of all those who he 
believed wronged him or stood in his way. Not only would such revelations prove 
shocking, they would also colour his actions in a very different light. Intuitively, 
if these were to be his motivations, that would make the actions which character-
ised his life immoral actions. What we have in this alternative world would be a life 
which, though characterised by undoubtedly immoral actions, still produced good 
consequences. But would such revelations change our intuitions as to how meaning-
ful Mandela’s life was? I suggest not.

As we can see, we need not appeal to morality or immorality to understand why 
some people judge the lives of moral monsters, like Stalin, as meaningless; they 
caused immense amounts of harm to others’ well-being. Unlike this reimagined 
Mandela case (who aims to do evil but produces good by accident or incompetence), 
moral monsters are successful at harming others. But causing that harm need not be 
what makes their actions immoral; their actions can be immoral for other reasons.11 

11 One might object that causing harm or otherwise negatively impacting their well-being is not just a 
common example of what constitutes an immoral action, but that we also pre-theoretically take caus-
ing harm to be a foundational wrong, i.e., automatically immoral. Though both of these claims appear 
highly plausible, upon further inspection it appears clear that our collective folk pre-theoretical intuitions 
converge upon recognising that causing harm or a negative impact to another’s well-being can be not just 
morally neutral, but morally permitted too. Contact sports seem to be a prime example. In contact sports, 
for example, individuals agree to enter into a game or competition in which the risk of having certain 
types of harms done to oneself are either the by-product of the sport or its direct purpose. For example, 
in American football or rugby league, the potential for being harmed and harming others is high, and 
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In light of that, I submit we have an explanation for why someone might pre-theo-
retically judge morality to be a component of meaning in life: those who judge that 
moral monsters live meaningless lives because of immoral actions have confused 
the cause with the effect. Immoral actions (the cause) highly correlate with negative 
welfare outcomes (the effect) but it is the latter, not the former, which is relevant to 
the meaningfulness of a life. Such a mistake, however, is understandable because it 
is highly likely a moral life will be a meaningful one and that an immoral life will be 
a meaningless one given the strong correlation between morality and consequences 
to well-being.

In my view, the moral monster lived a meaningless life not because their life 
was characterised by immoral actions, but rather because they were successful in 
harming or minimising others’ well-being. With the above arguments I hope to have 
shown that moral action is neither a necessary nor a sufficient condition for meaning 
in life. Morality, as I have argued, turns out to be irrelevant when determining the 
meaning of a life.

3  Significance and Meaning

Thus far I have argued that we can hold the irrelevance thesis while also maintaining 
and vindicating the intuition that the life of a moral monster is meaningless (or not 
meaningful). But the proposal of the previous section only solves half the problem; 
what about those pre-theoretical intuitions that maintain that the moral monster can 
live a meaningful life? My argument, thus far at least, does not provide us with any 
explanation as to why we might find something plausible about describing the life of 
a Hitler or Caligula as meaningful. As I pointed out previously, there is something 
plausible and intelligible about describing such lives as meaningful. After all, their 
lives have been considerably influential. In response to this half of the problem, I 
shall argue there is a confusion between meaning and significance. In short, I will 
argue a moral monster’s life is significant, but not meaningful.12

12 Distinguishing between meaning and some other evaluative concept or intrinsic value which is 
often taken to be a contributing factor toward meaning has been a common feature in the literature. For 
example, Kahane (2022) distinguishes between meaning and importance, Martela (2017) distinguishes 
between meaning, well-being, moral praiseworthiness, and authenticity, while Metz (2012) distinguishes 

when such harms do occur, though such harms would still be described as bad, we consider their occur-
rence and the actions which led to them unfortunate, rather than cases of immoral action. In something 
like boxing, causing harm to one’s opposition is arguably the explicit purpose of the sport, yet we do not 
think that causing harm or negatively impacting their well-being is immoral.
 I should point out I have said ‘certain types of harms’; obviously entering into a contact sport does 
not mean any and all harms are morally permissible or morally neutral. The severity of the harm or 
whether someone has agreed to risking themselves to it both play a role in whether causing said harms 
is immoral. If A accidentally killed B during a boxing match due to an errant hook to the temple, though 
both had agreed to such a risk, we would most likely consider that B had not committed an immoral 
action. Even so, the point here is that we collectively recognise that while harm or negative impacts to 
others’ well-being is bad, causing said bad does not automatically qualify as an immoral action. I thank 
the reviewer for asking me to clarify myself here.

Footnote 11 (continued)
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So what is significance? I think we can roughly understand it as follows:

A significant life: a life is significant insofar as that life impacts the well-being 
of other welfare subjects.

 Note here that significance is also dependent upon outcomes. However, unlike 
meaning, which depends upon the value of the impacts of well-being, significance 
is value neutral; it matters not if the impact on others’ well-being is for good or ill 
- both confer significance upon a life. On this view, meaning and significance are 
closely correlated and it is easy to see why; if a life is meaningful then it is also sig-
nificant, and the more meaningful a life the more significant it is too. But this rela-
tionship does not cut both ways: a life which is significant might not be meaningful 
because it may be incredibly meaningless as the life in question may have caused a 
great deal of harm to others. The explanation for why someone might mistakenly 
hold that a moral monster lived a meaningful life is that they have understandably 
confused meaning with significance.13

Let me begin by pointing out that by understanding meaning and significance in 
the way I have proposed provides us an explanation for how pre-theoretical intui-
tions both converge and diverge across paradigm cases. Consider, for example, Gan-
dhi and Hitler. While Gandhi improved and protected lives while Hitler caused great 
harm and suffering, the actions they took in life are still felt today (and most likely 
will continue to be so into the future). But saying that both of these lives are equally 
meaningful seems mistaken. However, in understanding the difference between 
meaning and significance as I have proposed, we have a way of capturing what that 
difference is while also capturing what their lives have in common; while Gandhi’s 
life was meaningful and Hitler’s was meaningless, both lives are significant. If my 
proposal is compelling, then the distinction between meaning and significance offers 
us a straightforward way of resolving the pre-theoretical intuition that moral mon-
sters live meaningful lives: those intuitions are best understood as tracking signifi-
cance rather than meaning, but it is understandable why someone would be misled 
given they overlap.

We can see further support for the distinction between meaning and significance 
when we consider our intuitions about meaningfulness and praiseworthiness and 
choice-worthiness. There is, I contend, an incompatibility between (a) the intui-
tion that moral monsters live meaningful lives, and (b) the intuition that meaningful 
lives are both praiseworthy and choice-worthy.14 That is, if meaning is a normative 

13 In his recent work on meaningfulness and importance, Kahane (2022, p. 94) has observed the confla-
tion between meaning, significance, and importance, citing Nozick (1981, pp. 603-604), Metz (2013, p. 
18), and Benatar (2017) as taking these three notions as either being synonyms or more or less inter-
changeable. Martela (2017, p. 239) also notes that along with Metz, Smuts (2013, p. 548) treats meaning, 
significance, and mattering as synonymous.
14 This point echoes a similar one made by Kahane (2022) in their analysis of the relationship between 
meaningfulness and importance. Kahane notes that while meaningfulness seems to always be to be con-
nected to some external and independent value beyond our own good, importance does not, at least 

Footnote 12 (continued)
between meaning and worthwhile. In addition, both Calhoun (2018, pp. 22-23) and Irving Singer (2009, 
pp. 101-148) understand meaning and significance as being distinct.
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concept which provides us with reasons, and if the life of a moral monster really 
were meaningful, then we would have reason for becoming a moral monster our-
selves. But such a result I take to be highly counterintuitive and so good reason for 
thinking (a) mistaken.

It is widely acknowledged that a life which is meaningful is considered worthy of 
praise; to be lauded and held in esteem. Kauppinen, for example, remarks:

In short, then, it seems that when we say that someone’s life is meaningful or 
want our own lives to be such, what we say or want is that certain positive atti-
tudes are fitting towards it. Consequently, asking what makes our lives mean-
ingful amounts to asking what makes agential pride, admiration, and elevation 
fitting (Kauppinen 2016, p. 283).

 Further still, we take meaningfulness to be choice-worthy too. If some action were 
to make a life more meaningful then we take that as a reason for performing said 
action. While meaningfulness does not seem to produce duties or obligations, all 
things being equal, we recognise it is better to perform actions which confer mean-
ing upon a life than not. Given that meaning is widely thought to be both praise-
worthy and choice-worthy, it seems right to say that meaning is, for lack of a better 
term, a ‘good’ thing. Meaning is valuable and worthwhile in its own right, for its 
own sake.

Yet those who think moral monsters can live meaningful lives run into con-
siderable trouble here. For if the above observations are correct, then the life of a 
moral monster, such as Hitler or Stalin, would be praiseworthy. Stranger still, the 
sort of immoral actions which they committed would also be choice-worthy too. 
If one wanted one’s own life to be meaningful then committing heinous immoral 
actions would be a legitimate way of doing so. Yet this upshot seems highly 
counter-intuitive.

Given the above, it seems we have but three options: (i) bite the bullet and admit 
the life of a moral monster is both praiseworthy and choice-worthy, (ii) give up the 
intuition that meaningfulness is both praiseworthy and choice-worthy, or (iii) give 
up the notion that the life of a moral monster is meaningful. I take (i) to be highly 
unattractive in light of how counterintuitive it turns out to be. Though (ii) is a bet-
ter option, it does not seem viable given how widespread our intuition is about how 
praiseworthy and choice-worthy meaningful lives are. That leaves us with (iii), 
which I also take to be the best option.

How I have understood meaning and significance also dovetails neatly with the 
above observations. Note that, pre-theoretically speaking, meaning and significance 
do not have the same connotations in terms of value. While meaning has positive 
connotations, such as praiseworthiness and choice-worthiness, significance in and 
of itself, does not. Rather, significance is value-neutral. I have pointed out that if 
causing harm could confer meaning upon a life then that would give us reason for 

strictly speaking, have that same value nor does it always seem in all instances to be desirable. In other 
words, meaningfulness seems to be choice and praiseworthy in (roughly) all cases while importance does 
not.

Footnote 14 (continued)
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choosing and praising said action. This turned out to be counterintuitive. But would 
causing harm to make one’s life significant prove counterintuitive? I don’t think so; 
if one desired to make one’s life significant, causing harm or sowing destruction 
appears to be a legitimate way of doing so.

I should also like to draw attention to the fact that the distinction I have made 
between meaning and significance also dovetails with, and perhaps helps round off, 
the literature’s exploration into anti-meaning, i.e., that which, according to a the-
ory about meaning in life, is disvaluable (Campbell & Nyholm 2015; Landau 2011, 
pp. 316-317; Metz 2002, pp. 805-807; 2013, pp. 233-236; Morris 1992, pp. 49-50; 
Munitz 1993, pp. 89-93; Nozick 1981, p. 612; Smuts 2013). Anti-meaning helps us 
understand the intuitive difference between different classes of meaningless lives. 
While non-moral meaningless lives (e.g., Sisyphus, the grass counter, the grinning 
excrement eater, etc.) appear to be quintessentially meaningless lives, moral mon-
sters seem more than just merely meaningless, and describing their lives as ‘anti-
meaningful’ appears to capture that. However, describing moral monsters as anti-
meaningful lives does not explain why we find it intelligible to describe those same 
lives as meaningful too, or even why some take said lives as meaningful. In under-
standing significance as I have here clears up this quagmire; anti-meaningful lives 
can still be significant lives.

One final point to consider is how I understand the interface between mean-
ing and significance; are these utterly distinct values such that significance should 
be discarded from the concept of meaningfulness (or from the conditions of what 
makes one’s life meaningful), or is significance an essential aspect of leading a 
meaningful life?15 Let me be clear: my view is that significance is not an input into 
meaning in life, and nor is meaningfulness an input into significance. Rather, I take 
these values as being two distinct evaluative dimensions - both of which exist on a 
spectrum - in which they share a particular input (i.e., other persons’ welfare) but 
differ as to how that input plays a role for them. For meaning, only positive impacts 
on others’ welfare increases it (while negative impacts decrease it), while both 
positive and negative impacts upon others’ welfare increases significance. In other 
words, though well-being plays an important role for these evaluative dimensions 
(much like well-being does for morality), how well-being plays that role differs from 
evaluative dimension to evaluative dimension. So, on the view I have sketched out 
here, all other things being equal, the more one positively impacts the well-being of 
other welfare subjects the more meaningful one’s life is but also the more significant 
one’s life becomes.16

To conclude, I have provided a diagnosis and explanation for why someone 
would mistakenly hold the pre-theoretical intuition that the life of a moral monster is 

15 An alternative position, as sketched out by Irving Singer (2009, pp. 101-148), is that meaningfulness 
is an essential aspect of significance: when what makes one’s life meaningful benefits other people who 
share the same values as the person whose life it is. For example, “the baseball players who pitches a no-
hitter will have accomplished something meaningful, but it is a significant achievement only to the extent 
that his skill warrants the approbation of people who know the game and delight in seeing it played per-
fectly” (I. Singer 2009, p. 139).
16 I thank the reviewer for raising this issue.
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meaningful. I argued that said pre-theoretical intuition is best understood as tracking 
significance rather than meaning. It was an understandable mistake given how both 
evaluative dimensions overlap, causing one to think they are one and the same. I 
contended such a proposal fits better with our intuitive understanding about the role 
praise and choice have with regards to meaning in life; if immoral actions did confer 
meaning we would have reason to both praise immoral lives and choose them for 
ourselves.

4  Conclusion

In this article I explored the relationship between meaning and morality. It turns out 
there isn’t one. Broadly, I contended two points. First, that the irrelevance thesis - 
that morality is unnecessary, insufficient, nor contributes towards meaning in life 
- is the most plausible view about the relationship (or lack thereof) between mean-
ing and morality. I advanced this position by examining our divided pre-theoretical 
intuitions about a class of lives I called moral monsters (i.e., lives which are charac-
terised by immoral actions and cause great harm) and whether they could be mean-
ingful. Some people think such lives are meaningless and take their intuition as evi-
dence that morality is a component for meaning, while others think such lives are 
meaningful and take that as evidence that morality is irrelevant for meaning. My aim 
was to show: (a) why the life of a moral monster was meaningless but for reasons 
which were not due to morality, and (b) explain why someone might understandably 
mistake moral monsters as living meaningful lives.

For the former, I argued that the reason someone might think morality has a rela-
tionship with meaning is because moral actions often produce good consequences, 
such as promoting or protecting others’ well-being. Given morality is pro-social and 
often altruistic, acting morally is often the most direct way of making others better 
off (and inversely, immorality is anti-social and often selfish, so immoral actions 
often harm or minimise others’ well-being). However, as I argued, holding that 
moral actions confer meaning is to confuse the effect with its cause. Moral actions 
are not solely defined by the outcomes they produce, and so we can pull apart 
moral actions and welfare improvements. Doing so revealed that moral lives which 
either do not make others better off or worse off were intuitively meaningless. The 
moral life and the meaningful life, while highly correlated, are distinct evaluative 
dimensions.

For the latter, I argued the reason why someone might think moral monsters live 
meaningful lives is because they have confused significance with meaning. Signifi-
cance, I proposed, is measured by impact upon others’ well-being whether for good 
or ill. In this way, we could see that the life of a moral monster, while meaningless, 
is still significant. To add further plausibility to the distinction between meaning and 
significance, I considered two additional data points which my proposal neatly dove-
tailed into. First, I considered the intuition that meaningful lives are both praise and 
choice-worthy. I noted that, if immoral actions did confer meaning, then it would 
make lives characterised by immorality worthy of praise, but also a legitimate option 
if we wished to live a meaningful life. Such results, however, were counterintuitive. 
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What was intuitive, however, is that immoral actions do appear to be the types of 
actions which can confer significance upon a life. Second, I considered how signifi-
cance fills a gap in the literature about anti-meaning (i.e., that which a theory about 
meaning in life states is disvaluable). Anti-meaning helps us understand the differ-
ence between bonafide meaningless lives and those of moral monsters, but does not 
explain why anti-meaningful lives can still be intelligibly described as meaningful. 
The evaluative dimension of significance clears up this paradox: anti-meaningful 
lives, while by definition are not meaningful, can still be significant.
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