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Abstract

This abstract delved into the paleontological exploration of the concept of life and the methodologies
employed to comprehend its multifaceted meanings. It specifically focused on the perspectives of
renowned experts and philosophers from both the Eastern and Western worlds throughout the history of
thought, such as Thaddeus Metz and Robert Nozick (1974-1938). The article centered on the viewpoints of
Ibn Arabi (560-638 AH), a Muslim mystic and Sufi, regarding the understanding of life's essence. Although
Ibn Arabi did not directly address the concept of meaning or explicitly seek to uncover the meaning of life
within his mystical and philosophical framework, one could perceive the quest for understanding life's
significance as an inherent facet of his philosophy. Through an analysis of the foundational principles
underpinning Muhyiddin lbn Arabi's mystical theories, it became possible to formulate a definition of life's
meaning and his approach to discovering it. Of particular significance in Ibn Arabi's mystical discourse is
the continuous "dialectical movement"” stemming from his belief in the "unity of existence in bein", which
manifested itself through the interplay of opposing elements, such as God and man, contrast (Tanzih) and
comparison (Tashbih), and consequently, the naturalistic and supernaturalistic approaches. Thus, this article
endeavored to comprehensively analyze and examine the Sheikh's viewpoints concerning various aspects
within the realm of life's meaning.
Keywords: Ibn Arabi, Finding Meaning, Meaning as a Function, Naturalististic Approach
Introduction

~ Corresponding author
Tabatabaei Vaez, S.A.M., Khayatian, G., & Hamzeian, A .(2023). Exploring the Foundations of Ibn Arabi's Thought about
the Meaning and Significance of Life. Research on Mystical Literature, 17 (2): 57-79.

2476-3292 © The Author(s). BY NG

This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC 4.0 License (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0

g 10.22108/JPLL.2024.140866.1824


https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/2476-3292
mailto:atabatabaei@semnan.ac.ir
mailto:khayatian@semnan.ac.ir
mailto:ahamzeian@semnan.ac.ir
https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/2476-3292
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8054-9375

ii /Research on Mystical Literature, Vol. 17. No. 1(sequential 50), Spring & Summer 2023

Exploration of life's meaning as a distinct topic had not garnered significant attention from
humanities researchers until the 20" century. However, in the wake of the 20" century, philosophers,
such as Metz and Nozick, began theorizing and offering diverse definitions for the categories of
meaning, life, and their amalgamation: the "meaning of life." Their ideas have found resonance in
works like Fusus al-Hikam and Al-Futuhat al-Makiyya. In this research, we first delved into the
Western thinkers' perspectives on the meaning of life, categorizing and examining their views on
meaning as purpose, function, and value. Subsequently, we explored the notion of "giving meaning"
and introduced the two categories of "falsification" and "discovery" as a prelude to the discussion. We
then proceeded to analyze and describe the methods employed to ascribe meaning to life within the
three realms of naturalistic, unnaturalistic, and supernaturalistic approaches. Finally, we provided a
concise overview of the relationship between the categories of "meaning" and "mysticism."

To date, no independent work has been published specifically addressing meaningful applications
and pursuit of meaning in life from lbn Arabi's perspective. However, a similar topic was explored in
the article titled "The Meaning of Life from the Perspective of Ibn Arabi" by Kesaizadeh, Mahdieh,
published in Al-Zahra University's Scientific Research Journal of Mystical Literature in 2013, Issue 8,
pages 153-169. Nevertheless, there were significant differences in the scope and content of the two
studies, which we will discuss in detail:

A) The lack of a systematic exploration of the "meaning of life" and the reduction of this issue to
the domains of function, value, and purpose.

B) Insufficient elucidation of the concept of "life" and a detailed description of the associated
meanings.

Considering the focus of this article, the fundamental distinction between our research and the
aforementioned article lay in our emphasis on the category of "giving meaning" and the analysis of Ibn
Arabi's theories in alignment with the research topic. The primary questions driving our investigation
were as follows: A) What is the conceptual framework of the "meaning of life" and the category of
"finding meaning in life"? B) How does this concept relate to the realm of mysticism, particularly
Islamic mysticism? C) What are the foundational tenets of Ibn Arabi's perspectives on the meaning of
life based on his intricate mystical system? And D) Is it plausible to examine and analyze lbn Arabi's
discourse in relation to the pursuit of meaning in life and present a comprehensive analysis
encompassing both naturalistic and supernaturalistic approaches to the category of the meaning of life?

Materials & Methods

This research employed a descriptive-analytical approach to present a systematic framework of
theories pertaining to the meaning of life. We explored the relationship between mysticism and
meaning followed by an elucidation of the foundational principles underpinning Ibn Arabi's theories
concerning the attribution of meaning to life.

Research Findings

Within Ibn Arabi's mystical discourse, the concept of meaning intertwined with the notion of the
"word" (Kalima) across three domains: the human being, the world, and the Qur'an. Furthermore,
meaning as a goal was intricately linked to the element of interpretation (Ta'wil), while meaning as a
function was associated with the concept of the human being as a mirror reflecting God and the pursuit
of perfection (Kamaliyat). Additionally, meaning as a value was anchored in the principle of the unity
of existence (Vahdat al-wujud) and the pursuit of truth (Haqq), self-realization, and spiritual ecstasy.

According to lbn Arabi, the function of life was not contingent upon a specific gender and the
concrete manifestation of “the meaning of life" within his philosophy could be understood as
encompassing two aspects: a) the imaginative realm (Alam al-Khayal), and b) life as the presence of
individuals in their personal and social contexts. In the quest to uncover the meaning of life within the
framework of Ibn Arabi's existential unity, we could discern the discovery of meaning through the
overarching principle of "Nubuwwah al-Amma" for the perfect human being (Al-Insan al-Kamil),
while simultaneously recognizing the potential for false interpretations of meaning using the concept
of "Eilah al-Mo’tagedat" to attribute meaning to the life of the animalistic human being (Insan al-
Haiwan). Consequently, the pursuit of the meaning of life was characterized by a blend of naturalistic
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and supernaturalistic approaches within the realm of Ibn Arabi's philosophy.

Discussion of Results & Conclusion

The concept of life encompasses various dimensions: a) life as an absolute existence, b) life as the
collective existence of humanity, c) life as the unique position of human beings in the world, and d)
life as a sequence of individual experiences. Within the realm of finding meaning in life, which we
consider a practical function of the meaning of life, the accurate comprehension of other categories,
such as "falsification" and "discovery" of meaning, is crucial. When an individual holds a distorted
perception of the meaning of life, they may attempt to create their own human-centered meaning.
Conversely, those with a God-centered or mystical approach can employ methods that enable them to
uncover the hidden divine meaning within existence. Thus, the methods employed to find meaning in
life differ depending on whether they are oriented towards falsification or discovery. These methods
have been significantly influenced by philosophical interpretations of existence, namely the
naturalistic, supernaturalistic, and unnaturalistic perspectives articulated by philosophers like Metz and
Nozick. It is within this context that the perspectives of philosophers, mystics, and linguists may
converge or diverge.

However, one prominent domain in the exploration of meaning is mysticism, particularly Islamic
mysticism. Through an analysis of the foundational theories of Muhyiddin lbn Arabi, it became
possible to establish a definition of the meaning of life and the pursuit of meaning as perceived by
him. Notably, Ibn Arabi's mystical discourse revolved around the principle of the "unity of existence",
which propelled his mystical perspective into a continuous dialectical movement between opposing
elements, such as God and humanity, distinction (Tanzih) and resemblance (Tashbih), and
subsequently, the naturalistic and supernaturalistic approaches. Hence, the Sheikh's viewpoints could
be analyzed and examined within all facets of ideas related to the field of the meaning of life.

The issue of meaning in Ibn Arabi's mystical discourse was intrinsically linked to the category of
the "word" (Kalima) and interpretation (Ta'wil). The Sheikh asserted that the world, human beings,
and the Qur'an shared a common characteristic, namely the presence of "word" and "meaning™ within
their structures. Consequently, the comprehension of any meaning was contingent upon the act of
"interpretation”, a realm in which mystics possessed a unique insight surpassing those of others.
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