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This paper examines an exploration of the meaning of life, focusing on the philosophical
insights of Islamic philosopher Ibn Sina (Avicenna). While Ibn Sina’s works do not ex-
plicitly mention the concept of the meaning of life, his discussions on happiness and
well-being closely relate to such a fundamental existential inquiry as the goal of life.
In his philosophical works, well-being is introduced as an inherently desirable and ulti-
mate purpose of pleasures, considering it a necessary and sufficient condition for life
to become meaningful. Ibn Sina proposes that life derives meaning from alignment with
the ultimate truth, transcending subjective perceptions. In terms of attaining the real
meaning of life, Ibn Sina believes that true fulfillment is achieved through a harmonious
relationship with the Divine, with love serving as the driving force towards ultimate per-
fection. This research aims to analyze the meaning of life in Ibn Sina’s works and explore
how to attain it.
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Introduction

All human beings who are in pursuit of a rational, meaningful, and valuable
life at some point in their lives, face these profound questions: What are all these
efforts and strivings for? What is the purpose of life? Can life itself be inherently
desirable? And so on and so forth. These questions exist because human is an en-
tity for which, in its Being, that Being is an issue!. The most fundamental con-
cern of humans is who they are, where they came from, where they are heading,
and what the desired destination is.

The question of the meaning of life is only relevant when life itself is a means
to a more important purpose or a higher state of achievement. This could be why
some argue that we feel even when all possible scientific questions have been an-
swered, the problems of life remain completely untouched. Of course, there are
then no questions left, and this itself is the answer. The solution of the problem

1 Heidegger, M. Being and Time. New York, 1962, p. 236.
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of life is seen in the vanishing of the problem. (Is not this the reason why those
who have found after a long period of doubt that the sense of life became clear
to them have then been unable to say what constituted that sense?) There are, in-
deed, things that cannot be put into words. They make themselves manifest. They
are what is mystical?.

We may have reached the limits of science here, but perhaps we have not
necessarily reached the limits of human discourse. There is a rich tradition of
religious language, both in Western culture and elsewhere, that grapples with
the task of addressing what cannot be fully captured by even the most complete
scientific account of the phenomenal world. One might say that it is the task
of religious discourse to strain at the limits of the sayable. Some kinds of theo-
logy, to be sure, have aimed at keeping entirely within the boundaries of observ-
able evidence and rational demonstration, invoking God as an explanatory hy-
pothesis to account for certain aspects of reality (such as order, design, motion,
and so on), rather in the manner of a scientist looking for the best explanation
of the data3.

Discussion Background

In the ancient philosophy, rather than discussing the meaning of life, another
topic was often raised that was closely related to this discussion, and that topic
was the concept of happiness. Although rooted in religious texts, philosophers
in philosophical works analyzed happiness through a philosophical lens, basing
their arguments on specific epistemological and metaphysical foundations. It is
somehow the same in the early works of Islamic philosophers; since the question
of the meaning of life is a relatively new topic, there may not have been explicit
discussions under that precise title. However, they were concerned indirectly
with the concept of meaning of life. As one of the eminent Muslim philosophers,
Ibn Sing?*, in various works, explored meaning of life and aimed to reach it.
He talked about happiness in his various works and described the ways
to achieve it. According to his perspective, the pursuit of and realization of mean-
ing are synonymous with the quest for happiness. While Ibn Sina distinguished
between happiness and the meaning of life, they exhibited common elements in
his philosophical framework>.

The perspective of Ibn Sina on the definition and particular meaning of life
is crucial and requires a closer examination. Therefore, I will examine the con-
cepts of “life,” “meaning,” and the phrase “meaning of life” with a particular fo-
cus on his works.

1. Life

The first term that needs consideration is the word “life” (al-hayat). This
term has diverse interpretations ranging from nature, animals, to humans,

Wittgenstein, L. Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus. London, 1961, p. 149.

Cottingham, J. On the Meaning of Life. London; New York, 2003, p. 8.

Avicenna (980-1037).

For further details, see: Khademi, ‘E. “A Study of the Views of Farabi and Ibn Sina on the Defi-
nition of Happiness and Its Relation to the Faculties of the Soul”, Religious Inquiries, 2015,
Vol. 4, No. 7, pp. 65-76.
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which can lead to various interpretations. Life, the characteristic property of liv-
ing substances or things; it is associated with either a capacity for mental activi-
ties such as perception and thought (mental life) or physical activities such as ab-
sorption, excretion, metabolism, synthesis, and reproduction (physical life)®.

Ibn Sina’s concept of life extends beyond plant and animal life, encompass-
ing humans, abstract entities (al-mugarradat’), and ultimately, the Almighty God,
considered the fundamental source of all life. In some of his works, Avicenna has
defined life as encompassing nutrition, and growth, including all plants, animals,
and humans?. In other works, life has been described as possessing perception
and voluntary movement® (al-harakah al-iradiyyah), and in yet others, the origin
of action has been mentioned in the definition of lifel0, All of these definitions
encompass human life. Therefore, considering all these definitions in Avicenna’s
works, it can be concluded that his concept of life entails nutrition, and growth,
as well as life with perception and voluntary movement.

However, a significant aspect of Ibn Sina’s works lies in his delineation
of the hierarchical levels of life. These levels, according to Ibn Sind, vary in their
nobility, with some surpassing others. Therefore, life in this world, as perceived
by Ibn Sind, is inferior to the life in other realms. As a result, it can be concluded
that his notion of a more elevated and noble meaning of life extends beyond
the material life and concerns the afterlife of human beings!!.

2. Meaning

Another key concept to explore is “meaning” (al-ma ‘na). Some Western
scholars view it as a linguistic notion rather than a purely philosophical one. This
could be found in the works of some scholars in the West. In this regard, they be-
lieve that life now has meaning or purpose for life later on. Also my life or yours
has meaning or purpose for the life of others. To ask about life’s meaning, then,
is to ask about purposes relating!2.

Ibn Sind, however, defines meaning in the context of life’s purposel!3 as
an intrinsic goal, an ultimate aim rather than a stepping stone to other objectives.
He proposes that life should be viewed holistically, directed towards a singular
purpose. Without such a purpose, life is considered empty and meaningless. Con-
sequently, the value of a life is directly tied to its higher and more valuable pur-
pose. In this pursuit of the ultimate goal, Ibn Sina embodies the characteristics
of a teleological philosopher, emphasizing the final end towards which all life

6 Cambridge dictionary of philosophy, 2™ ed. Cambridge; New York, 1999, p. 504.

7 The term refers to entities or essences that are not physical or tangible, but exist in a conceptual
or abstract sense.

8 Ibn Sina. al-Mabda’ wal-ma ‘ad [The Origin and the Return]. Tehran, 1363us [1984], p. 57.

9 Ibn Sina. al-Ilahiyat al-sifa’. Qom, 1404 [1984], p. 3.

10 Tbn Sina. Al-Nagat min al-garaq fi bahr al-dalalat [Escape from the Abyssal Sea]. Tehran,
137945 [2000], p. 603.

11 Tbn Sina. Risalah fi al-adwiyah al-qalbiyyah. Min mu’allafat Ibn Sina al-tabt Tyyah [Regarding
the Book on Cardiac Medications by Ibn Sina]. Halab, 1984, p. 226.

12 Hartshorne, C. “The meaning of life”, Process Studies, 1996, Vol. 25, p. 10.

13 The purpose here is something higher than you. It is what you strive to reach it. So whatever
you define for yourself or create would be lower than you. For further details, see: Motahari, M.
Magmii “-e asar [Collection of works]. Tehran, 13875 [2008], p. 545.
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strives!4. Based on his philosophical texts, it can be concluded that meaning for
Ibn Sina fundamentally revolves around pursuing this ultimate purpose. While
achieving happiness remains crucial, value and function also play complementary
roles in attaining this meaning.

3. Meaning of life

Life can sometimes refer to matters that human beings encounter in this
world and deal with during their lifetime. At other times, it means what a person
intends from the world and vital aspects of their life. Both interpretations could
be considered as the meaning of life. However, one is objective, while the other
depends on the human perception.

In this regard, we can divide the meaning in this realm into two types:

Objective meaning

According to this concept, the whole universe has a meaning with all
the components for which it is considered. In this perspective, the observer ex-
amines the elements of the universe, and seeks its meaning. This perspective is
widely used in Islamic philosophy and religious texts. This kind of attitude
to the world is an objective meaning for being, which is absolutely not related
to anyone’s view. This meaning is related to being and creation, not to concep-
tions. Thus, we need to consider this meaning objective, not abstract; it is only
desired for its own sakel5.

Subjective meaning

According to the second concept, this term sometimes refers to the purpose
that someone wants to express. In other words, it deals with what the person has
intended through their speech, regardless of the meaning of the words. In this
sense, a person is considered as a user of words, so their intentions are examined
to determine why they have used these words. Thus in this perspective, life is
meaningful when a person considers it worthwhile in a mental process. There-
fore, the value of life is searched only in the mind!é.

Considering to the super naturalistic approach of Ibn Sina in the meaning
of life, seeking the meaning of life based on this type cannot be acceptable. In his
viewpoint, life is meaningful via establishing a connection with the highest truth,
which represents the ultimate reality. In his view, everything derives its genuine
and intrinsic meaning in relation to this truth, hence the concept of subjectivity
is not acknowledged by him!7. Therefore, in this perspective, if we consider life
as a whole, it is all into achieving the purpose. In other words, life will become
meaningful in its journey toward that purpose, in such a way that considering life
without it would be meaningless. In this case, the value of life lies in the purpose
that these human beings choose for themselves.

14 Tbn Sina. Ahwal al-nafs, Risalah fin-nafs wa baqd’iha wa ma ‘adiha [Treatise on the soul, its

existence and immortality]. [W.P.], 1999, p. 15.

15 Ibid., pp. 260-261.

16 For further details, see: Wiggins, D. Needs, Values, Truth, 3" ed. Oxford, 1998, pp. 87-137.

17 Refer to: Akbarl, R., Mohles, S., Rasilli, R., & Moqimi, G. “Risalah al-tayr Ibn Sina, fararavayti
namadin az ma’na-ye zendegi” [The Treatise on the Birds by Ibn Sina, a Symbolic Narrative
of the Meaning of Life], Hekmat-e stnavi, 1395y [2016], Vol. 56, p. 113.
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Human beings and the question of the meaning of life

The search for the meaning of life can be better understood by examining the
structure of the human intellect in Islamic philosophy. As Sirazi argues!8, intel-
lect is what differentiates humans from other beings. This unique capacity allows
individuals to question life’s meaning, but their understanding is shaped by their
level of intellectual development.

Humans possess various levels of intellect: the sensory level (al-martabah
al-hisstyah), the imaginative level (al-martabah al-hayaliyyah), and the intellec-
tual level (al-martabah al-‘aqgliyyah). These levels, which will be explained fur-
ther, influence how individuals perceive life’s meaning. Someone who remains
at the sensory level also finds life meaningful, but their understanding of life is
limited to the realm of nature and the material world. Such individuals summa-
rize life in the context of the world and its sensory pleasures. Similarly, individu-
als who reside in the realm of imaginative level also have an incomplete under-
standing of life and are inclined towards illusions in pursuit of fame, leadership,
superiority on the earth, admiration, and praise. The highest level is the intellec-
tual level of understanding, which is based on wisdom.

This is the differentiation among people’s interpretations of the meaning
of life. By limiting the intellect and not utilizing it optimally, humans compre-
hend nothing beyond nature; not even the essence and the hidden aspects of na-
ture, but only a superficial perception.

Discovering the true meaning in life

Ibn Sina distinguished two types of intellect:

- Theoretical intellect (al-‘aql al-nazari): this intellect is concerned with

cognition and understanding of abstract concepts.

- Practical intellect (al-‘aql al-‘amali): this intellect is concerned with

practical matters and decision-making!®.

In Islamic philosophy, the human being is a combination of two elements:
body and soul, which are intertwined within the human. This combination
makes the human a harmonious blend of the natural and the supernatural. In this
realm, intellect plays a central role in understanding both the material world and
the world beyond it. It is through theoretical intellect that one discovers the truth,
and the result of practical intellect is the choice of good deeds. The work of intel -
lect is to discover the reality by observing the limits and boundaries of human
faculties. Since in the works of Ibn Sind, the meaning of life is considered to be
beyond nature, sensory perceptions, and the material universe, the soul should be
liberated from the body and connected to the active intellect (al-‘aql al-fa ‘al%%)
to fully grasp the meaning?!.

18 Sirazi, S. al-Asfar al-arba ‘ah [Four journeys], Vol. 7. Qom, 1368us [1989], p. 134.

19 Tbn Stna. Ahwal al-nafs, Risalah fin-nafs wa baqd’ihd wa ma ‘adiha [Treatise on the soul, its
existence and immortality], pp. 156-162.

The active intellect is what receives the intelligible forms of things and makes potential know-
ledge into actual knowledge.

21 Ibid., p. 46.
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Therefore, he emphasizes that the meaning of life is something to be disco-
vered, especially when human beings engage their intellect in seeking the ulti-
mate truth and purpose. Those who remain confined to the sensory world and its
limitations might resort to constructing meaning as a coping mechanism for
the perceived lack of inherent meaning. As we saw earlier, human life exists
within the broader context of the universe. Therefore, if we view the entire uni-
verse as purely random, without a beginning, purpose, or order, then seeking
meaning within this vast and meaningless whole, specifically in human life, be-
comes a futile exercise. Nevertheless, if we believe in some form of order, rea-
son, purpose, etc., in the system of the universe, then the question of the meaning
of human life acquires a distinct significance.

In the context of Ibn Sina’s work, discussions on the meaning of life center
around the concept of the ultimate goal (Gdayat al-gayat), or the final destination
of our journey. This journey, spanning from birth to death, is considered a means
to reach this grander purpose, referred to by Muslim philosophers as the ultimate
goal. Ibn Sina’s perspective differentiates itself from the “God-centered theory”?22
found in Western philosophy. While the latter emphasizes the value of life based
on its connection to a divine being, Ibn Sina proposes a “God-soul-centered
theory”. This theory emphasizes that meaningfulness arises from establishing
a connection between the individual human soul and the Divine as the ultimate
truth. However, Ibn Sina acknowledges the limitations of the material world
in achieving this complete connection. He argues that full realization of this rela-
tionship is only possible beyond our earthly life due to the constraints of our
physical world23.

How to achieve a meaningful life

Ibn Sina believes that when the soul attains access to intuitive intellectual
pleasures, individuals can discover the true meaning of life, whether in this world
or the hereafter. In the hereafter, the removal of material obstacles and imperfec-
tions allows the soul to proceed without problems; by connecting with the Di-
vine, it achieves true pleasure and meaning. Therefore, as mentioned before,
the ultimate happiness, which is explored inherently, may not be achieved in this
world, because the soul in the sensory realm is limited under the boundaries
of body and cannot attain it. Ultimate happiness is found in intellectual and spiri-
tual pleasures. Hence, intellectual pleasures are superior in terms of quantity and
quality compared to sensory pleasures?4,

Therefore, Ibn Sind posits that the highest level of meaning in life lies
in the mutual love relationship between the universe’s constituents and the ulti-
mate purpose. In other words, the world possesses elements and beauties that
go beyond minimal or purposeful meaning and are achieved through the flow
of love within all of its parts. Numerous Muslim philosophers, including Ibn Sina,

22 For further details, see: Metz, T. “Could God Purpose Be Source of Life’s Meaning?”, Reli-
gious Studies, 2000, No. 36. pp. 293-294.

23 AkbarT, R., Mohles, S., Rasili, R., & Mogimi, G. “Risalah al-tayr Ibn Sind, fararavayti namadin
az ma’na-ye zendegi” [The Treatise on the Birds by Ibn Sing, a Symbolic Narrative of the Mean-
ing of Life], p. 114.

24 Tbn Sina. Risalah fis-sa‘adah, fi rasa’il al-Sayh ’Abi ‘Alf al-Hussain ibn ‘Abdullah. Qom,
14004, [1980], pp. 261-263.
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have elaborated on this topic in detail. Ibn Sina, in his explanation of the universe
and all beings, introduces them in a manner that acknowledges their intrinsic
love, whether willed or natural, for their own perfection, ultimately culminating
in the perfection of the ultimate purpose?S. He has even written a separate book
on the flow of love in all entities (Risalat al- ‘ishq).

In Islamic philosophy, all things other than God are considered possible be-
ings (al-mumkin al-wugiid), meaning their existence is contingent and not abso-
lute. Due to their inherent nature, these possible beings strive towards perfection.
This inherent drive stems from their connection to the cause of all causes, ulti-
mately God. As possible beings move towards perfection, they experience a love
for their ultimate purpose, which is ultimately returning to the necessary being
(al-wagib al-wugitid), God. This love for the truth is described as “eternal” be-
cause it is an inherent characteristic of their existence. Ibn Stna emphasizes that
this love is not merely a hidden or abstract concept. He argues that it can be per-
ceived even in seemingly ordinary natural processesZ26,

Conclusion

Driven by the inherent desire to understand their identity, origin, and pur-
pose, humans have always concerned with existential questions. Ibn Sind, recog-
nizing this fundamental human nature, particularly the unique faculty of intellect,
delves into the profound question of life’s meaning.

Ibn Sina follows the objective meaning of life, and emphasizes on the inher-
ent meaning in the universe itself, independent of individual viewpoints. In this
context, the focus is on the exploration and discovery of life’s meaning, and thus,
the concept of determining the purpose in life based on one’s own perceptions is
not accepted. In the realm of objective meaning of life, even death is not a hin-
drance to a meaningful life; instead, it facilitates human advancement and growth.

Beyond recognizing the universe’s coherence and purpose, Ibn Sind pro-
poses a deeper meaning within its unified system. Connected to the necessary be-
ing, this perspective suggests a mutual love between the universe’s constituents
and the ultimate purpose. All beings, in their pursuit of perfection, share this in-
herent love for their ultimate goal.

Finally, the suggestion of Ibn Sina in his works to achieve a meaningful life,
is through attaining access to intuitive intellectual pleasures. The ultimate happi-
ness is considered to be found in intellectual and spiritual pleasures, surpassing
sensory pleasures in quantity and quality.
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B maHHOI cTaThe paccMaTpMBaeTCsl MCCIeMOBaHMe CMbIC/IA JKM3HY, OCHOBAHHOE Ha (umocod-
CKUX BO33peHMsIX ncyiamckoro busocoda M6n Cunbl (ABuileHHBI). X0Td B Tpymax M6H CrHbI
MIPSIMO HE YTIOMMHAETCS KOHIIEMIIVS CMbIC/IA SKU3HM, €TO PACCY>KAEHMS O CYaCThe U BJIarornosy-
YMM TECHO CBSI3aHbI C TakKMM (YHIAMEHTAIBbHBIM SK3MCTEHLIMATbHBIM BOIIPOCOM, KaK LIeJb
skv3HU. B cBomx dmmocodckmx paboTax OH paccMaTpuBaeT Grarornosryyme Kak HeOTheMJIEMO
>KelaeMoe ¥ KOHEUHYIO LieJTb YIOBOJIbCTBUMA, CUMTasT er0 HeOOXOAMMbBIM U JOCTaTOYHBIM yCIIO-
BMEM JIJIsI TOTO, UTOOBI SKM3Hb Mprodpesa cMbicI. VI6H CuHa yTBEp)KIAeT, UTo SKU3Hb O6peTaeT
CMBICJT B COOTBETCTBUM C BbICIIIEN MCTVHOM, BHIXOISIIEN 32 PAMKYU CYyObEKTUBHOTO BOCIIPUSITHS.
Uro KacaeTcst 06peTeHNust MCTMHHOTO CMbIC/Ia Jku3HM, VI6H CuHaA CUMTaeT, UTo MCTMHHAS CaMO-
peaymsanys JOCTUTAETCS yepe3 rapMOHMYHbIE OTHOIIEHMSI ¢ BoskecTBEHHbIM, KOrma H000Bb
CTYKUT OBVOKYIIEN CUIION, BeAYILel K BBICIIEMY COBeplleHCTBY. Llesnb naHHOro mccienoBa-
HUSL — BBISIBUTD MIEY O CMBICJIE JKM3HU U O BOSMOSKHOCTU €T0 OCTIVDKeHus B Tpymax VI6H CHHBbL

Knroueesie cnoea: VIo6n CuHa, CMbIC XKU3HU, ABUIIEHHA, 11€JIeYCTPEMJIEHHOCTD, BhICIIIEE
cyacTbe
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