
ESSAY TOPICS 

Chance, Randomness, and Meaning (Christian Loew) 

 

Instructions. Your essay has to be on ONE of the following three topics. It has to be between 
2000-3000 words long (you will need to write concisely). 

  

TOPIC 1. The Desirability of Immortality 

Discuss with reference to Borges’s story “The Immortal” whether it would be desirable to be 
immortal, i.e., to live for an infinite amount of time. What would be the main drawback of 
being immortal? 

Your essay should address the following points: 

• What it means to be immortal? 
• What you take to be the main problems with being immortal; 
• Whether these problems would outweigh possible benefits of being immortal. 
• Note: Essays that cover one (or very few) problems with immortality in-depth will be 

stronger than essay that discuss several problems in a perfunctory manner. 

  

TOPIC 2. Is Existence Evidence for Immortality?  

Assess Michael Huemer’s argument in “Existence is Evidence of Immortality” for the claim 
that we are immortal. 

Your essay should address the following points: 

• A clear statement of Huemer’s argument and the assumptions it rests on; 
• An evaluation of ow plausible each assumption is; 
• If you argue that the argument succeeds, you should explain what the main 

challenges for it are and how they can be overcome; 
• If you argue that the argument fails, you should make clear why the problems you 

raise are unsurmountable and discuss whether there is a way reformulating the 
argument to avoid these problems. 

  

TOPIC 3. Randomness and Meaning 

Discuss with reference to Kleist’s “The Earthquake in Chile” and/or Borges’s “The Lottery in 
Babylon” whether there is a special way in which being governed by chance can make a life 



more meaningful. Assume for the purpose of the discussion that the things that happen to 
us are purely a matter of chance (e.g., there is no God or divine plan). 

Your essay should address the following points: 

• Make clear what exactly is meant by “chance.” 
• You should mention apparent ways in which coincidences (in Kleist’s story) or chance 

outcomes (in Borges’s story) add to the goodness or meaningfulness of lives; 
• If you argue that chance cannot add meaning to our lives, you have to show why 

lives are not in fact more meaningful due to containing these elements; 
• If you argue that chance add more meaning, you have to explain how exactly these 

elements make a life better. 
• There should be an overall thesis to your paper. E.g., ‘A life full of coincidences of the 

kind that appear in Kleist’s story is more meaningful than a life without them 
because…’ or ‘Being governed by chance by itself has no special relevance for the 
meaningfulness of a life. Appearances to the contrary arise from…’ 

  

TOPIC 4. God and Meaning 

Discuss with reference to Chiang’s “Hell is the Absence of God” whether and how the 
existence of a God (of the kind described in the story) could add meaning to our earthly life 
(i.e., our life here and now rather than an afterlife)? 

• Explain the scenario Chiang discusses. How does he understand “God?” How does 
God interact with our lives? 

• If you argue that God would add meaning to our lives, address potential instances in 
the text where characters appear struggle to find meaningfulness in their lives 
despite God; 

• If you argue that God would not make our lives more meaningful, address potential 
ways in which one might have thought that God would make one’s life more 
meaningful. 

• There should be an overall thesis to your paper. E.g., ‘A life in a world with God is 
more meaningful because of X’ or ‘A life in a world with God is not more meaningful 
than a life governed by pure chance because of Y.’ 

 
 


