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Abstract

The question of the meaning of life in contemporary Western philosophy has undergone a fundamental transformation in connection with
the crises of modernity and the decline of traditional metaphysical explanations. The aim of this study is to provide a comparative
examination of the concept of meaning in life within the major currents of contemporary philosophy (analytic philosophy, continental
philosophy, and existentialism) and to propose an alternative interpretation based on the philosophy of life developed by Henri Bergson.
This study is qualitative in nature and was conducted using descriptive-analytical and comparative methods. Data were collected through
documentary and library-based research grounded in philosophical texts and related scholarly studies. The research population consists of
the works and perspectives of prominent philosophers in contemporary Western philosophy who have addressed the question of the
meaning of life. The sample was purposively selected from the views of René Descartes, Immanuel Kant, Friedrich Nietzsche, Ludwig
Wittgenstein, and Albert Camus, together with the writings of Henri Bergson. The research methodology is based on conceptual analysis,
comparative evaluation of philosophical perspectives, and critical assessment. Data analysis was conducted through qualitative
interpretation of philosophical texts and comparative examination of different philosophical approaches. The findings indicate that
contemporary Western philosophy has moved from transcendent and objective conceptions of meaning toward subjective interpretations
and ultimately toward the crisis of nihilism. Nevertheless, Bergson’s philosophy, drawing upon the concepts of duration (durée), intuition,
and the vital impetus (élan vital), opens a path beyond the impasse between the “discovery” and the “creation” of meaning. From Bergson’s
perspective, meaning is located neither in pre-established ends (mechanistic teleology) nor in the absurdity resulting from materialism;
rather, it is rooted in the creative dynamism and continuous flux of life itself. In this interpretation, the meaning of life emerges from the
inner transcendence of life and from the direct intuition of the creative flow that surpasses mechanical determinism, thereby justifying life
as a continuous act of creation.
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Extended Abstract

The question of the meaning of life has become one of the central philosophical problems of contemporary
Western thought, although it was not always formulated as an independent and explicit problem in classical
philosophy. In premodern metaphysical systems, human life was usually interpreted within a larger
ontological, theological, or cosmic order, and meaning was understood as grounded in a transcendent structure
of truth, goodness, or divine purpose. However, with the emergence of modernity, the rise of autonomous
reason, the decline of traditional metaphysical certainties, and the expansion of scientific and secular
interpretations of reality, the question of meaning gradually shifted from an assumed background condition to
a contested philosophical problem. The modern subject, no longer able to rely uncritically on inherited cosmic
or theological frameworks, became increasingly confronted with the possibility that life might lack an
objective, universal, or transcendent purpose. In this context, the meaning of life came to be discussed not
merely as a religious or ethical issue, but as a fundamental philosophical problem concerning the relation
between human existence, value, purpose, freedom, and the world. Contemporary discussions of the meaning
of life have generally revolved around three major dimensions: purpose, value, and function. Purpose concerns
the final end or direction of human existence; value concerns whether life is worth living and what makes it
worthy; and function concerns the role of human life within a broader ontological, social, or historical order
(4-6). This study examines the transformation of the concept of the meaning of life in contemporary Western
philosophy, with particular attention to the movement from transcendent and objective accounts of meaning
toward subjective, existential, nihilistic, and process-oriented interpretations.

The theoretical background of this study rests on the assumption that the crisis of meaning in Western
philosophy is inseparable from the broader intellectual transformation of modernity. Modernity displaced the
human being from a position within a pre-given metaphysical order and placed the knowing, willing, and
interpreting subject at the center of philosophical inquiry. As a result, meaning was no longer received as an
objective gift from a transcendent source, but increasingly became something to be questioned, justified,
created, or even denied. This transformation can be seen in the movement from Cartesian metaphysics to
Kantian moral autonomy, from Kierkegaardian inwardness to Nietzschean nihilism, and from Wittgensteinian
linguistic limits to Camusian absurdity. Descartes still preserves a theological and metaphysical foundation for
meaning, since human reason, although self-reflective and autonomous in method, ultimately remains
dependent upon God as the guarantor of truth and value (18, 19). Kant, while not directly formulating a
systematic theory of the meaning of life, connects human meaning to moral agency, duty, the highest good,
and the practical postulates of reason, thereby placing meaning between ethical autonomy and a regulative
religious horizon (20, 21, 29). In Kierkegaard, the issue becomes explicitly existential: meaning is no longer
primarily a theoretical answer to a universal question, but a personal and inward task related to selfhood, faith,
despair, and the individual’s relation to God (30, 31). Thus, the history of the modern problem of meaning is
also the history of the gradual internalization, subjectivization, and existentialization of meaning.

The study adopts a qualitative, descriptive-analytical, and comparative method. Its research corpus consists of
major philosophical texts and interpretations related to the problem of the meaning of life in contemporary
Western philosophy, particularly in analytic, continental, existentialist, nihilistic, and life-philosophical
traditions. The selected thinkers include René Descartes, Immanuel Kant, Sgren Kierkegaard, John Stuart Mill,
Friedrich Nietzsche, Ludwig Wittgenstein, Albert Camus, and Henri Bergson. The selection is purposive, since
each of these thinkers represents a decisive stage in the transformation of the concept of meaning: Descartes
represents the modern metaphysical beginning; Kant represents moral-rational grounding; Kierkegaard
represents existential inwardness and faith; Mill represents secular humanism and the religion of humanity;
Nietzsche represents the radical crisis of value after the death of God; Wittgenstein represents the limits of
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theoretical language in addressing ultimate value; Camus represents the confrontation with absurdity; and
Bergson represents a process-oriented alternative rooted in life, duration, intuition, and creative evolution. The
analysis proceeds through conceptual clarification, historical reconstruction, comparative evaluation, and
critical interpretation. The concept of meaning is first examined in its three main philosophical senses—
purpose, value, and function—and then traced through the transformation of Western thought from
metaphysical objectivity toward existential crisis and creative reinterpretation (11, 39, 40). The study also
distinguishes between approaches that understand meaning as something discovered in an objective order and
approaches that regard meaning as something constructed through human freedom, creativity, or interpretation.
The findings show that the transformation of the meaning of life in Western philosophy follows a movement
from transcendent grounding to existential uncertainty and, in some cases, to nihilism and absurdity. In Mill’s
secular humanism, meaning is no longer anchored in supernatural religion but in human progress, social
usefulness, and the collective improvement of humanity; thus, the desire for something higher is redirected
from God to humankind and historical development (22). In Nietzsche, however, the collapse of transcendent
values becomes radical. The death of God signifies the collapse of inherited foundations of value, purpose, and
moral order, producing nihilism as the recognition that the highest values have lost their authority (1, 14). Yet
Nietzsche does not stop at passive nihilism; he calls for active nihilism, self-overcoming, and the creative
revaluation of values, so that meaning is no longer discovered in a pre-given world but created through
strength, struggle, and the will to power (31). Wittgenstein shifts the discussion in another direction by
questioning whether the meaning of life can be expressed in theoretical propositions at all. For him, ultimate
value and meaning are not simply objects of factual description; rather, they appear in a form of life, in a way
of seeing the world, and at the limits of language (23, 34, 41). Camus brings the crisis to its most explicit
existential formulation: the absurd arises from the confrontation between the human demand for meaning and
the silence of the world. His response is neither metaphysical consolation nor resignation, but revolt, lucid
living, and affirmation of life within absurdity (24-26, 37).

Against this background, the Bergsonian interpretation offers an alternative path beyond the opposition
between discovered meaning and invented meaning. Bergson’s philosophy of life rejects mechanistic, static,
and reductionist accounts of reality and understands life as a dynamic, creative, and continuous movement.
His concept of duration indicates that real time is not a spatialized sequence of external units, but an inner
continuity in which past, present, and future interpenetrate in a living flow (16). This conception has significant
implications for the meaning of life, because it suggests that meaning should not be sought as a fixed external
end imposed upon life from outside, nor reduced to subjective preference or arbitrary construction. Rather,
meaning emerges within the creative movement of life itself. Bergson’s concept of intuition also challenges
the dominance of analytic intellect, since the intellect tends to divide, spatialize, and mechanize reality,
whereas intuition enters into the inner movement of life and grasps it from within (42). In this sense,
understanding the meaning of life requires not only conceptual analysis but also direct participation in the
living flow of existence. Finally, the notion of the vital impetus or élan vital presents life as an open, creative,
and evolutionary force that continually generates novelty and exceeds mechanical determinism (17, 38, 43).
From a Bergsonian perspective, therefore, the meaning of life is neither a ready-made metaphysical goal nor a
merely subjective invention, but a creative participation in the ongoing becoming of life.

In conclusion, the study demonstrates that the concept of the meaning of life in contemporary Western
philosophy has undergone a profound transformation from transcendent objectivity to modern crisis, existential
inwardness, nihilistic rupture, linguistic limitation, absurd confrontation, and finally a possible process-
oriented reconstruction. The historical movement from Descartes to Camus reveals that the loss of stable
metaphysical foundations did not eliminate the question of meaning; rather, it intensified it and made it one of
the defining problems of modern and contemporary thought. The Bergsonian reading developed in this study
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suggests that the crisis of meaning cannot be overcome simply by returning to premodern metaphysical
certainty or by accepting nihilistic meaninglessness. Instead, meaning may be understood as rooted in the
creative dynamism of life itself. Life is not a closed mechanism, a meaningless sequence of events, or a mere
field for arbitrary subjective projection; it is an ongoing creative process in which human beings participate
through intuition, action, transformation, and self-renewal. In this view, the meaning of life lies in becoming,
creativity, and the inner transcendence of life. Such an interpretation provides a philosophical alternative that
moves beyond both mechanical determinism and passive nihilism, offering a renewed way to think about the
relation between human existence, time, freedom, and creation.
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