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In her essay “Happiness and Meaning,” Susan Wolf develops her theory of meaning as a response

to frameworks that reduce self-interest to mere happiness or preference satisfaction. She argues that

meaning arises from “active engagement in projects of worth” (Wolf 209), a concept that combines

emotional engagement with activities of objective value. By offering tools for critical self-examination,

Wolf’s framework helps us discern between activities that merely distract us and those that genuinely

contribute to a meaningful life. This distinction is vital as we navigate choices about how to allocate our

limited time and energy, especially when recognizing that meaningfulness is essential to living well. In

this paper, I will defend Wolf's theory by demonstrating how her framework effectively guides individuals

in discovering and evaluating meaningful pursuits through both emotional engagement and objective

criteria, while respecting diverse paths to meaning.

To properly evaluate Wolf's theory of meaningfulness, we must first carefully examine her

framework and its key components. Wolf argues that a meaningful life requires “active engagement in

projects of worth”—a state that emerges from the interaction between subjective engagement and

objective worth. This is captured in her slogan “meaning arises when subjective attraction meets objective

attractiveness” (Wolf 211). The formula for meaning involves both the initial subjective attraction and the

objective value that the person or activity of interest holds. By understanding what both of these terms

represent in Wolf’s formula, we will better be able to determine whether or not her theory is sufficient for

determining the meaning of life as well as the path to a good life.

Let us first examine what Wolf means by 'subjective attraction.' At its core, this represents the

emotional and personal draw one has to an activity or pursuit. Wolf describes this state of engagement

through specific emotional markers—being “gripped, excited, involved” in meaningful activities (Wolf



209). These aren't mere passing interests or simple pleasures; rather, they represent a deeper level of

engagement where one feels "especially alive." At first glance, these emotional markers might appear to

describe just passionate feelings, like those of falling in love. However, Wolf's concept of subjective

attraction goes deeper—it encompasses the full spectrum of emotional engagement, including difficult

experiences that push us to grow. When writing a challenging book or caring for an ailing friend, the

engagement isn't always pleasant, yet these activities can grip us more powerfully than pure pleasure.

This emotional depth creates what Wolf calls 'active engagement'—a state where we're not just doing

something, but are vitally connected to it through both its rewards and challenges.

While subjective attraction forms the foundation for meaningful engagement, Wolf argues that

this alone is insufficient—an activity must also possess objective worth that exists independently of our

preferences or enjoyment. As Wolf states, “there can be no sense to the idea of meaningfulness without a

distinction between more and less worthwhile ways to spend one's time, where the test of worth is at least

partly independent of a subject's ungrounded preferences or enjoyment” (Wolf 209). This insistence on

objective worth protects against purely subjective satisfaction masquerading as meaning. Activities gain

objective worth when they contribute to human flourishing, advance understanding, create beauty, or help

others. While people may disagree about specific examples, Wolf maintains that some activities are

inherently more valuable than others—creating art or helping others contribute more to a meaningful life

than playing video games or pursuing simple pleasures. She acknowledges that our understanding of

what's objectively valuable can be limited by cultural and historical context but argues this variability

doesn't make worth purely subjective. Rather, the challenge of identifying truly worthwhile

pursuits—those that develop our capabilities, connect us to something larger than ourselves, or contribute

positively to the world—is part of the broader challenge of finding meaning in life.

Through this dual requirement—subjective attraction meeting objective worth—Wolf creates a

framework that reveals how meaning naturally develops through engaged exploration. She argues that

meaningfulness is an important element of a good life, leading to what she calls a "curious consequence"



for self-interest: engaging with something beyond ourselves paradoxically helps us better understand and

fulfill our own interests (Wolf 207). Rather than directly pursuing happiness or satisfaction, meaning

emerges when we follow our genuine attractions and, through active engagement, discover their deeper

worth. Just as subjective attraction without objective worth leads to trivial pursuits, objective worth

without genuine engagement leaves us mechanically performing "worthwhile" activities without finding

true meaning. Consider how reading classic literature without genuine interest becomes mere academic

exercise, while being passionately absorbed in social media, though engaging, lacks deeper worth. It is

only when both conditions align—when initial attraction leads to sustained engagement that reveals

genuine worth—that we discover aspects of fulfillment we couldn't have anticipated through mere

pleasure-seeking. This fulfillment, Wolf suggests, represents a deeper form of self-interest than simple

preference satisfaction. This framework thus provides both theoretical understanding and practical

guidance for pursuing a truly meaningful life.

Wolf's framework for meaningfulness proves convincing both in its theoretical structure and its

alignment with how meaning actually develops in our lives. The theory's strength begins with its

recognition of subjective attraction—that genuine feeling of being "gripped, excited, involved" by

something. This isn't merely a descriptive observation but a crucial theoretical insight: meaningful

engagement must begin with authentic emotional connection. By making this subjective component

essential yet still insufficient on its own, Wolf's framework successfully explains why pure passion alone

cannot create meaning. This structural requirement mirrors how meaningful activities actually develop;

when we encounter something that genuinely engages us—whether an intellectual pursuit, creative

endeavor, or physical challenge—we experience that vital sense of being "especially alive" that Wolf

describes.

Wolf's theory proves particularly convincing in how it protects against destructive or trivial

pursuits while promoting genuine development. The requirement for objective worth serves as a crucial

safeguard—even if someone feels intensely engaged by self-destructive behaviors or purely hedonistic



pursuits, the framework denies these activities the status of meaningful. This isn't mere moral judgment;

rather, it reflects Wolf's insight that genuine meaning requires connection to something worthwhile

beyond our immediate satisfaction.

Moreover, the theory provides individuals with a powerful tool for self-reflection and growth. By

establishing clear criteria for meaningful activity, it helps us recognize when we're merely distracted

versus genuinely engaged in worthwhile pursuits. This awareness can be uncomfortable—forcing us to

confront how we spend our time—but it also guides us toward more meaningful engagement. The theory

suggests that when we feel that vital sense of being "especially alive" in pursuit of something worthwhile,

we're not just enjoying ourselves but actually developing our human capabilities and connecting to

something larger than ourselves.

What makes Wolf's framework particularly compelling is how it avoids prescribing a single path

to meaning while still providing clear guidance. Rather than arguing that humans must conform to a

predetermined purpose or engage in specific types of activities, Wolf's theory respects the diversity of

human interests while maintaining standards for meaningful engagement. The dual requirements of

subjective attraction and objective worth create a flexible framework where individuals can discover their

own sources of meaning through what naturally grips them, while ensuring these pursuits contribute to

genuine growth or value.

This balance between personal discovery and objective criteria proves more convincing than

theories that attempt to define a single rational purpose or universal activity as the source of meaning.

Wolf's framework acknowledges that meaning can emerge through various paths—from artistic creation

to physical mastery to intellectual pursuit—as long as genuine engagement meets real worth. Rather than

prescribing specific activities or forcing individuals into predetermined paths to meaning, Wolf's theory

respects the diverse ways humans naturally develop interests and capabilities. Whether someone finds

their path through athletics, creative endeavors, or intellectual challenges, the theory validates these



diverse routes while still maintaining standards through its requirement of objective worth. This allows

individuals to develop meaningfully through their authentic interests while ensuring these interests have

value beyond mere personal preference.

A significant challenge to Wolf's theory arises when we consider destructive passions that appear

to meet both her criteria. Consider someone deeply engaged in radical extremism—they feel genuinely

"gripped, excited, involved" by their cause and sincerely believe in its objective worth. They might

experience that sense of being "especially alive" while pursuing what they see as meaningful change in

the world. This appears to satisfy both Wolf's requirements: intense subjective attraction and perceived

objective worth.

This objection cuts deeper than merely questioning Wolf's framework—it suggests her theory

might actually validate harmful pursuits as meaningful if the individual's engagement is genuine enough.

The challenge forces us to examine what truly constitutes "objective worth" and whether Wolf's theory

can effectively distinguish between authentic worth and mere conviction.

However, careful analysis reveals how Wolf's framework addresses this challenge. First, she

insists that objective worth must be "at least partly independent of a subject's ungrounded preferences or

enjoyment" (Wolf 209). This independence is crucial—it means worth must be justifiable beyond

personal belief or emotional investment. Second, Wolf's concept of worth involves activities that develop

our capabilities, connect us to something larger than ourselves, or contribute positively to the world.

Activities that fundamentally destroy rather than develop human capabilities cannot possess genuine

worth, no matter how passionately pursued. Moreover, Wolf's emphasis on worth being independent from

personal preference reveals a crucial distinction when examining destructive passions like

extremism—such pursuits often involve avoiding or denying evidence that challenges their perceived

worth. By requiring worth to be independently justifiable, Wolf's framework provides a basis for



distinguishing between genuine worth and mere conviction, even when that conviction is passionately

held.

Most importantly, Wolf's theory emphasizes that true meaning is grounded in pursuits that

connect us to genuine worth rather than ungrounded preferences. When someone engages in destructive

extremism, they often avoid confronting contrary evidence or perspectives, demonstrating a detachment

from meaningful engagement. By providing criteria to distinguish between authentic worth and mere

conviction, Wolf's framework transcends simple descriptions of meaning and offers a robust tool for

critically evaluating the alignment between our pursuits and their true value.

In conclusion, Susan Wolf's framework for understanding meaningfulness is both theoretically

robust and practically relevant. By uniting subjective attraction with objective worth, her theory offers a

flexible yet structured path to a meaningful life, navigating adeptly between pure hedonism and rigid

prescription. Furthermore, her framework's ability to distinguish genuine worth from mere

conviction—even in ethically challenging cases like extremism—highlights its strength in addressing

real-world concerns. As we confront the complexities of modern life and the timeless question of how to

live meaningfully, Wolf's insights invite us to reflect more critically on our choices and engage more

deeply with pursuits that truly matter. By embracing this perspective, we can cultivate richer, more

meaningful lives that not only fulfill personal aspirations but also contribute to the collective flourishing

of humanity.
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