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PHIL 101: The Meaning of Life    Instructor: Dr. Marie Jayasekera 
Course Syllabus Zoom Office Hours: W 11–12pm at:  
Fall Term, 2022 https://csulb.zoom.us/j/83133150678 
Mondays and Wednesdays, 8–9:15am In-person Office Hours: W 12–1pm, in  
LA5-347       front of McIntosh Humanities Building 
          
This course addresses the question of the meaning of life. The question itself may be understood in 
different ways: Why is there a universe that contains life? What is the nature or purpose of human 
persons? What is the point of our existence? This course examines one version of the question: what, if 
anything, makes a life meaningful? We will begin by thinking about whether meaningfulness is entirely 
subjective. Then we will look at some possible sources of meaningfulness in life: one’s relation to God; 
community and relationships; work; and perfecting oneself. And then we turn to the relationship between 
meaning and death.  
   
We will approach these issues using philosophical method—primarily clear, careful, analytical reasoning.  
We’ll develop the skills involved in philosophical method is through reading classic and contemporary 
texts closely and engaging each other in discussion.  
 
A note at the start: reading philosophy can be challenging (and rewarding). The challenge comes not 
necessarily from the amount of reading you’ll have to do in the but from the level of care and precision 
required of you when reading (as well as when thinking, writing, and discussing your own and others’ 
thoughts). Although some of the assigned readings are quite short (some are just three pages!), they may 
take several read–throughs to understand. Read the assigned texts before you come to class, and mark 
them up, and take notes. Be prepared to share your thoughts and questions with the class. 
 
Objectives 
 
Our goals in this course are: 

- To gain an understanding and appreciation of central philosophical questions and answers related 
to meaning in life 

- To develop skills involved in philosophical method, including identifying and reconstructing 
arguments from texts; evaluating the strength of arguments; generating objections to arguments, 
and supporting our positions with evidence. 

- To increase our facility in clearly and cogently communicating these ideas, positions, and 
arguments, as well as our own assessments of them, both in writing and orally in class.  

- To develop our philosophical imagination, our ability to put ourselves in the shoes of others who 
think about the world in a radically different way.  

- To identify our own beliefs and presuppositions about meaning and its sources. 
 
Texts 
 
All assigned readings will be available on the course BeachBoard site.  
 
Requirements  
 
1. Attendance of and Participation in Class Meetings: Attendance of class meetings (remote and in-

person) is expected. Substantial philosophical work will be done during our meetings together: you 
should expect to clarify and deepen your understanding of the assigned readings; develop and refine 
your own views on the philosophical issues; to learn and develop philosophical and analytical skills 
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by practicing them and receiving feedback in class; and to improve your communication skills by 
discussing the material and engaging with one another in small groups and with the class as a whole.  

Some guidelines regarding good participation in class: 
- Good participation ≠ constantly sharing your opinion.  
- Good participation can take several forms, e.g., clarifying the material in your own words, 

asking questions, helping to clarify the ideas expressed by your classmates or raising 
objections to them, or trying out a position in order to assess its strengths and weaknesses. 

- Good participation always involves a good-faith effort to engage with the ideas from the 
readings and the ideas of your classmates and to actively participate in collaborative activities 
during our class meetings. 

I encourage everyone—regardless of philosophical background, academic year, or previous 
knowledge of the assigned material—to share your thoughts and questions in class. In my view, we 
often gain philosophical understanding by working together to clarify confusions and move inquiry 
forward.  
 
Pandemic Caveat: If at any time you have an issue with illness, with the illness of a close family 
member or friend, technology issues, economic issues, challenges at home, or any challenges even 
tangentially related to COVID-19 and/or quarantine that affect your ability to attend class, please 
contact me immediately so we can work out appropriate accommodations. Your physical and mental 
health and well-being are essential.  

 
2. Readings, preparation, and in-class participation: Our class meetings will rely on your active 

participation, as your questions on the material and thoughts on the ideas and arguments from the 
readings will help guide the class discussion. Thus, the expectation in this course is that you will 
come to each class meeting having already read the assigned text for that day and you will be 
prepared to share your questions, thoughts, and insights about the material. 

- Always bring the assigned text with you to class or a way of accessing the text with you 
to class. 

- Active reading before class leads naturally to being prepared to participate in class. Active 
reading requires at minimum: (i) working through an author’s position and/or argument, (ii) 
formulating questions that express any confusion you have about the reading, and (iii) 
singling out what seem to you to be important points and connections.  

 
3. Questions/Analyses (10%): By 11:59pm the night before we meet (Sundays and Tuesdays), 

starting the third class meeting, you will be responsible for writing up either a well-thought-out 
question about the reading or an analysis of the main point of the reading.  

Guidelines regarding questions:  
- Your question should not be answerable simply by completing the reading, although it 

might indicate something in the reading that needs clarification or further explanation.  
- If your question is a request for clarification, the presentation of your question should 

also include a statement of what you find unclear as well as some attempt at making 
sense of what you think is unclear.  

- Your question could include an objection to an argument in the reading; a 
counterexample to a claim in the reading; etc. 

Guidelines regarding analyses: 
- Your analysis should be no longer than 100 words.  
- Your analysis should identify the main point of the reading in your own words and 

support that identification with a reference to the text—either a direct quote or a citation.  
These questions and analyses will not be evaluated—the purpose is to give you an opportunity to 
think through, on your own, the assigned material before we talk about it in class. Because of this, no 



	 Jayasekera, PHIL 101, p. 3 

late questions/analyses will be accepted. You are responsible for keeping track of how many you have 
submitted. If it is clear from what you have written that you didn’t do any of the assigned reading, 
what you submit will not count for credit. Grades will be determined as follows: 
 
100: Questions/analyses for all class meetings, starting with the third class meeting, have been 

submitted   
95:  At least 21 questions/analyses have been submitted 
85:  At least 17 questions/analyses have been submitted 
75:  At least 13 questions/analyses have been submitted 
65:  At least 10 questions/analyses have been submitted 
50:  Fewer than 8 questions/analyses have been submitted 
 

4. Reflections (10%): Written opportunities for reflection throughout the semester will ask you, in no 
more than 1–2 double-spaced pages, to think about some question we have been discussing in the 
course and support your answer with reasoning. These low-stakes writing assignments will provide 
you with opportunities to reflect informally on the material covered in the course, to gain facility with 
writing, and to practice supporting your claims with reasons.  
 

5. Quizzes (20%): For every week we meet, weekly quizzes will be administered through BeachBoard 
and due Thursday nights by 11:59pm. They will be open-book and open-note. They will provide 
opportunity for you to assess your understanding of the material and practice the reading and writing 
skills you are developing throughout the course. For example, a quiz may ask you to identify the 
central issue of a text or explain a passage from the primary text and evaluate the passage’s 
significance. I will drop your two lowest quiz grades. 
 

6. Three Short Skills Assignments (10% each): These short skills assignments will ask you, in no more 
than 2–3 double-spaced pages, to do one or more of the following: present a problem or a position; 
formulate an argument in your own words that we have seen and discussed in class; formulate an 
argument from a primary text provided to you; present an objection we have seen in class to a 
position or argument; develop your own objection to a position or argument; or present a response to 
an objection on behalf of the author of the targeted view. 

 
7. Final Project (30%): For your final project, you may identify a work of music, film, television, 

literature, writing, and so on not covered in the course that nonetheless engages significantly with at 
least one of the assigned readings of the course. You will either in writing or orally (as an audio or 
video file) explain the relevant aspect of the relevant assigned reading, the relevant work, and the 
connections between them. Final versions of the final project, whether written or presented orally, 
should be well-organized and polished. You may want to keep your eye out for possibilities starting 
early in the semester.  

 
Alternatively, you may choose to write a final paper for the course. This 5- to 7-page paper will 
provide opportunity for you to present and evaluate an argument or position from any of the readings 
we’ve covered in the course or defend a relevant thesis. Students choosing this option will work with 
me to select a suitable topic.  

 
8. Optional Extra Credit Presentation/Questions (2 pts added to final grade): During the last two 

weeks of the course, students will have the opportunity to present their final project in class. 
Presentations will be limited to ten minutes, including the presentation of the chosen work. After the 
presentation, presenters will engage with questions from the class about their chosen work. In 
addition to receiving extra credit points, presentation/questions will provide an opportunity for 
feedback about what is unclear or needs revision in advance of the final deadline for the project. 
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Students who do not want to or are not able to present their final assignment may nonetheless 
earn the same extra credit points instead by formulating a question for each of the student 
presentations to submit at the end of the class meeting and asking at least one of those questions each 
day of presentations.  

 
Evaluation 
Your final grade will be determined as follows (with adjustments for absences and/or late and missed 
work): 
10% Questions/Analyses 
10% Reflections 
20% Quizzes 
30%  Skills Assignments 
30% Final Project or Paper 
+2pts Extra Credit Presentation or Questions 
 
Grading: I am committed to seeing students in my courses carry out high-quality work, and I grade high-
quality work accordingly. I do not grade on a curve. Grades do not measure effort or improvement, as 
these factors do not go hand-in-hand with quality and are very hard to measure fairly. Grades reflect the 
quality of work that you submit to me, according to the standards I will provide you with.   
 
Policies 
Accommodations: Please don’t hesitate to communicate with me if you need accommodations for any 
kind of disability. Also, students with a disability or medical restriction who are requesting a classroom 
accommodation should contact the Bob Murphy ACCESS Center (BMAC) as soon as possible at 562-
985-5401 or email them at BMAC@csulb.edu. BMAC will work with you to identify an appropriate 
accommodation. 
 
Office Hours: Office hours are for your benefit. You don’t need an appointment to see me, and you don’t 
need to wait until an exam is imminent to drop by—you can use office hours to clarify course material, 
get feedback on your ideas, and talk about philosophical matters more broadly. If I’m talking with 
someone during my office hours, let me know that you’re here so that I can attend to you if your question 
is pressing or you don’t have much time to wait. If my office hours conflict with your schedule, you may 
meet with me at an alternate time by setting up an appointment (email me at 
marie.jayasekera@csulb.edu). 
 
University Withdrawal Policies: For information on dropping or withdrawing from courses, please see 
the current University policy: https://www.csulb.edu/student-records/dropping-and-withdrawing 
 
Face Coverings: Currently, CSULB is requiring everyone on campus to wear an approved face covering 
in all indoor campus spaces. Gaiters and bandanas are not considered acceptable face coverings. Students 
must wear their mask over their mouth and nose throughout class. Students unable to wear a face covering 
due to a medical condition should contact the Bob Murphy Access Center by phone at (562) 985-5401 or 
by email at bmac@csulb.edu. Students who have a personal, non-medical objection to wearing a mask 
during class should not enroll in this course.  
 
Communicating through Email: I am happy to answer questions over email. On weekdays, you can 
expect a response within 24 hours, but if you email me over the weekend I will likely not get back to you 
until Monday afternoon.  
 
Office Hours: Office hours are for your benefit. You don’t need an appointment to see me, and you don’t 
need to wait until an assignment is due to drop by—you can use office hours to clarify course material, 
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get feedback on your ideas, and talk about philosophical matters more broadly. If my designated office 
hours conflict with your schedule, you may meet with me at an alternate time by setting up an 
appointment (email me at marie.jayasekera@csulb.edu). 
 
Writing Assignment Policies:  

- Extensions on writing assignments will be granted, upon request, for a good reason. To request an 
extension, email me at marie.jayasekera@csulb.edu at least 12 hours in advance of the deadline. 
(Rare emergency extension requests will be granted without meeting the 12-hour advance notice 
requirement.) 

- I will not read drafts of writing assignments, but I am happy to discuss ideas during my office 
hours. 

- I accept late work (but it will be penalized).  
 
Plagiarism: Don’t do it. I take plagiarism (and academic dishonesty in general) extremely seriously—it is 
not only a theft of someone else’s ideas but a form of disrespect towards yourself, your fellow students, 
and me. You are responsible for understanding what plagiarism and academic dishonesty are. Familiarize 
yourself with the CSULB Policy on Cheating and Plagiarism, if you haven’t already, either in the course 
catalog or on the University’s website: https://www.csulb.edu/office-of-research-and-economic-
development/policy-cheating-and-plagiarism-ps-85-19 
Anyone found violating this policy will receive an F for the course and will be reported to the appropriate 
University officials. 
 
Unforeseen Issues: Please email me if anything comes up unexpectedly over the course of the semester 
that hinders your ability to complete the work for the course. I am committed to helping students in my 
courses carry out the best work they are capable of, but sometimes, especially these days, unforeseen 
events or issues get in the way. Do not ghost me and the other members of the class! I will work with you 
to make a realistic and reasonable plan for fulfilling the requirements of the course.  
 
Initial Schedule of Topics, Readings, and Assignments 
Because I am responsive to the interests, concerns, and needs of the particular students in this course, and 
due to the uncertainties stemming from the pandemic, the schedule of readings, meetings, and 
assignments may be revised as the semester progresses. You will be given plenty of notice, but it is your 
responsibility to check your CSULB email and the BeachBoard course site for updates.  

Readings are listed under the date they will be discussed (e.g., Russell’s “The Value of 
Philosophy” should be read before our first class meeting).  
 
 
I. What is Philosophy? Why Do It? How Do We Go About It? 
Aug 22 M Introduction to Course, Syllabus, Course Expectations: Bertrand Russell, “The 

Value of Philosophy” and Robert Nozick, The Experience Machine thought 
experiment, from Anarchy, State, and Utopia (1974) 

  
Aug 24 W  “The Philosopher’s Toolbox,” Wesley Salmon, “The Scope of Logic,” and “The 

Argument Clinic” (from Monty Python): 
https://www.youtube.com/embed/ohDB5gbtaEQ 

  
Aug 25  R **Quiz #1 Due (by 11:59pm) 
  
II. Is Meaningfulness Entirely Subjective?    
Aug 29 M Yes: Richard Taylor, “The Meaning of Life” 
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Aug 31 W No: Susan Wolf, “Meaningfulness: A Third Dimension of the Good Life,” 

Sections 2–6 (pp. 256–266) 
  
Sept 1  R **Quiz #2 Due (by 11:59pm) 
  
Sept 5 M NO CLASS—Labor Day 
  
Sept 7  W NO CLASS 
  
Sept 9  F **Skills Assignment #1 Due 
 
III. What Are Sources of Meaning in Life? Some Candidates 
Relation to God 
Sept 12 M William Lane Craig, “The Absurdity of Life without God,” excerpt: “The 

Necessity of God and Immortality,” and “The Absurdity of Life without God and 
Immortality” and Stephen Maitzen, “On God and Our Ultimate Purpose” 

 
Sept 14 W   Robert Nozick, “Philosophy and the Meaning of Life” 

  
Sept 15 R **Quiz #3 Due (by 11:59pm) 

  
Sept 19 M  Thaddeus Metz, “Could God’s purpose be the source of life’s meaning?” excerpt: 

pp. 293–94, 295–96, and 306–311 
  
Community and Relationships 
Sept 21 W Religious communities: Michael M. Prinzing, “Religion gives life meaning. Can 

anything else take its place?”  
https://psyche.co/ideas/religion-gives-life-meaning-can-anything-else-take-its-place 

  
Sept 22 R **Quiz #4 Due (by 11:59pm) 
  
Sept 26 M  Sports Fans: Alfred Archer & Jake Wojtowicz, “It’s much more important than 

that: against fictionalist accounts of fandom” 
  
Sept 28 W Civic Volunteering: Wolf, “Meaningfulness: A Third Dimension of the Good 

Life,” Section 7 (pp. 266–268) 
  
Sept 29  R **Quiz #5 Due (by 11:59pm) 
  
Oct 3 M  Thomas Hurka, “Love and Friendship,” from The Best Things in Life 
  
Oct 5 W Frank Martela, “Want a meaningful life? Just ask: “Who would I take to a remote 

island?”:  
https://ideas.ted.com/want-a-more-meaningful-life-ask-yourself-who-would-i-take-to-a-remote-island/ 

  
Oct 7  F **Skills Assignment #2 Due 
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Work 
Oct 10 M  When Work is Not Meaningful: Marx, “Estranged Labour” and Arthur C. Brooks, “A 

Profession is Not a Personality:” https://www.theatlantic.com/family/archive/2021/09/self-
objectification-work/620246/ 

  
Oct 12 W What Makes Work Meaningful? Robin Attfield, “Work and the Human Essence,” 141–

145, and Crawford, “The Case for Working with Your Hands” 
  
Oct 13 R **Quiz #6 Due (by 11:59pm) 
  
Oct 17 M  What Makes Work Meaningful? Michael J. Sandel, “What Liberals Get Wrong About 

Work” 
  
Oct 19 W Applications: Anthony Klotz, “The Covid vaccine means a return to work. And a wave 

of resignations”:  
https://www.nbcnews.com/think/opinion/covid-vaccine-means-return-work-wave-resignations-ncna1269018  
and Juliana Kaplan and Andy Kiersz, “Inside the rise of ‘antiwork,’ a worker's strike 
that wants to turn the labor shortage into a new American Dream”: 
https://www.businessinsider.com/what-is-antiwork-workers-quit-dont-work-strike-better-conditions-2021-11 

  
Oct 20  R **Quiz #7 Due (by 11:59pm) 
   
Oct 24 M  Excerpts from Neil Levy, “Downshifting and Meaning in Life” 
  
Oct 26 W Gwen Bradford, “Achievement and Meaning in Life” 
  
Oct 27 R **Quiz #8 Due (by 11:59pm) 
  
Oct 31 M  Boredom: Cheshire Calhoun, “Living with Boredom” 
  
Perfecting oneself/one’s talents 
Nov 2 W Excerpts from Alan Gewirth, “The Ideal of Self-Fulfillment” 
  
Nov 4 F **Skills Assignment #3 Due 
  
Nov 7 M  Excerpts from Cheshire Calhoun, “On Being Content with Imperfection” 
  
V. The Meaning of Death 
Nov 9 W Thomas Nagel, “Death” 
  
Nov 10  R **Quiz #9 Due (by 11:59pm) 
  
Nov 14 M  Allison Arieff, “Life is Short. That’s the Point” and Tad Friend, “The God Pill” 
  
Nov 16 W Excerpts from Dan Moller, “Love and Death” 
  
Nov 17  R **Quiz #10 Due (by 11:59pm) 
 
Nov 21 M  NO CLASS—Fall Break 
  
Nov 23 W NO CLASS—Fall Break 
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VI. Student Presentations (subject to change based on student interest) 
Nov 28 M  Student presentations of final project 
  
Nov 30 W Student presentations of final project 
  
Dec 5 M  Student presentations of final project 
  
VII. Wrap-Up 
Dec 7  W Last day of class, Reading TBD 
  
Dec 12  M **Final Project Due by 11:59pm 

 


