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The crisis of meaning in the contemporary world is rooted more in the
disconnect between individual consciousness and ontological order than in
biological challenges. This comparative study examines the philosophical
systems of Baruch Spinoza and Allameh Tabatabai as two distinct responses
to this crisis. Findings indicate that while both thinkers agree on the necessity
of overcoming “ignorance of one’s position” to achieve meaning, their
proposed paths lead to distinct horizons. Emphasizing immanent necessity
and the dissolution of individuality in the “intellectual love of God,” Spinoza
portrays a static meaning based on accepting nature’s governing necessity. In
contrast, relying on the graded unity of existence and transubstantial motion,
Tabatabai views meaning as a process of “becoming” and active perfection
toward the Absolute Truth. This article’s innovation lies in proposing the
“active acceptance” model; a paradigm where the tranquility derived from
understanding Spinozan necessity serves not as an endpoint, but as an
infrastructure for the perfectionist passion and movement toward the divine
encounter in Tabatabai’s thought. This synthesis provides a comprehensive
alternative for modern humanity to establish a meaningful balance between
the determinism of laws and the desire for transcendence.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The inquiry into the “meaning of life” has perpetually remained one of humanity’s most fundamental
concerns. However, in the contemporary era, with the prevalence of materialistic and relativistic
perspectives, this inquiry has devolved into a full-fledged existential crisis. Confronting their existential
finitude, modern humans wander between two extremes: the anxiety arising from the futile attempt to alter
the unalterable, and the nihilism born of aimlessness. To overcome this deadlock, returning to the thought
of philosophers who sought meaning beyond transient, material affairs and anchored it in the “infinite truth”
emerges as an “ontological necessity.”

The present study investigates two distinct approaches in this regard: Baruch Spinoza in the Western
philosophical tradition, and Allameh Tabatabai within the framework of Transcendent Theosophy (Hikmat-
e Muta’aliya). Despite belonging to disparate intellectual traditions, both thinkers locate the root of this
crisis in human ignorance regarding their true place in the cosmos, converging on a fundamental premise:
the meaning of life can only be retrieved in connection with the infinite truth. However, divergences in their
ontological foundations lead to the delineation of two fundamentally different roadmaps for human
salvation. Employing a rational and geometric approach, Spinoza seeks to liberate humanity from the
“bondage of passions” and guide them toward comprehending the necessity governing the entirety of
existence. In his view, meaning lies not in changing the world, but in adequately understanding it.
Conversely, within the context of Transcendent Theosophy, Allameh Tabatabai views the human being as
a reality situated within a continuous “transubstantial motion” (Harakat-e Jowhari), perpetually in a state
of becoming and perfection. This article aims to comparatively analyze these two perspectives and
formulate a synthesized model for a meaningful life.

Discussion

To accurately grasp these two roadmaps, the article contrasts Spinoza’s “static unity and geometric
necessity” with Tabatabai’s “dynamic unity and transubstantial motion.” Spinoza’s philosophical system is
dominated by the concept of the immanence of substance. This concept exhibits a striking affinity with the
notions of “ontological poverty” (Fagr-e Wujudi) and “copulative existence” (Wujud-e Rabif) in
Tabatabai’s thought. Tabatabai, similarly, regards existent beings as pure relation and absolute dependence
upon God, emphasizing that this dependence constitutes an essential ontological poverty. In both systems,
the universe is not an “isolated creation.” The distinction lies in the fact that Spinoza illustrates this
relationship through a geometric and logical model akin to the relationship between a triangle and its angles
whereas Tabatabai emphasizes its existential and perfective dimensions, analogous to the relationship
between light and its rays.

The most profound divergence between these two worldviews manifests in the discourse on “causality and
teleology.” Relying on the essential necessity of substance, Spinoza negates the teleological conception of
existence. Within his intellectual framework, humans find meaning in a static state grounded in the
recognition of the necessity governing nature. In contrast, Allameh Tabatabai subscribes to an
“evolutionary teleology.” For him, the meaning of life is an unceasing process of becoming, aimed at
discarding the veils of multiplicity and attaining proximity to the Divine.

Confronting these two perspectives, this research postulates the model of “Active Acceptance” as the
intersection of Spinoza’s “rational tranquility” and Tabatabai’s “existential motion.” If Spinoza teaches us
to “accept the world as it is,” and Tabatabai urges us to “become what we ought to be,” the synthesis of
these two imperatives generates active acceptance. Active acceptance entails a profound awareness and
comprehension of the necessities present in existence, which subsequently propels the individual toward
action and the pursuit of perfection. This concept transcends passive resignation to the status quo; indeed,
it empowers individuals to utilize their understanding of intrinsic natural laws as an instrument for personal
transcendence, rather than passively surrendering to them. In this approach, the tranquility derived from
accepting necessities acts as a catalyst for motion toward perfection and the realization of elevated human
ideals. The human being is simultaneously the wise Spinozist observer who gazes upon the world’s
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necessity with a smile of contentment, and, through Tabatabai’s lens, the striving wayfarer who seizes every
moment for an existential stride toward the Absolute Truth. This synthesis transforms the meaning of life
from an abstract discourse into an art of living an art best articulated as “tranquility in motion.”

Conclusion

The present study demonstrates that while both Spinoza and Allameh Tabatabai identify the ultimate
resolution to the crisis of meaning in the elevation of knowledge and the transcendence of finite
multiplicities, the fundamental disparity in their interpretation of ontological unity presents modern humans
with two divergent paths. In the Spinozist system, the meaning of life hinges upon the dissolution of
individuality into the cognition of eternal and impersonal necessity. Within this paradigm, freedom is
defined solely as emancipation from passivity and the conscious acceptance of the determinism governing
nature (the intellectual love of God). On the other hand, Allameh Tabatabai’s “spiritual realism” realizes
the meaning of life not through the dissolution of individuality, but via its existential elevation through
“transubstantial motion” and righteous action. From this perspective, by relying on primordial nature
(Fitrah), the human being not only comprehends necessity but, from within its very context, journeys
toward the “Encounter with God” (Liga’ Allah).

The primary novelty of this article lies in synthesizing these two perspectives and proposing the model of
“Active Acceptance.” This model substantiates that the meaning of life is neither a static epistemic point
nor a fruitless chase after illusory goals. Rather, it consists of accurately recognizing the boundaries of
necessity in order to unleash human existential potentials and capacities for motion toward perfection. The
contemporary human, who is either anxious from striving to alter the unalterable, or plagued by the nihilism
of stagnation discovers within this paradigm a delicate equilibrium between Spinozist tranquility and
Tabatabai’s dynamism. The serenity stemming from the apprehension of Spinozist necessity acts not as the
end of the journey, but as the infrastructural foundation for the evolutionary fervor and motion toward the
Divine Encounter in Tabatabai’s thought, thereby providing a comprehensive response to the crisis of
meaning in the contemporary era.
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