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Extended Abstract

Death awareness is a fundamental existential concern in Irvin Yalom’s thought and
plays a significant role in his understanding of human existence and the pursuit of
meaning. Alongside freedom, isolation, and meaninglessness, death constitutes one
of the four ultimate existential concerns confronting human beings with the finitude
of their existence. Yalom argues that confronting death can deepen appreciation of
life, encourage personal growth, and motivate individuals to make meaningful
choices and assume responsibility for their lives. Allameh Jafari, by contrast,
approaches the relationship between life, death, and meaning through a teleological
understanding of existence and the concept of ma ‘qul life (hayat-e ma ‘qul). He
regards human life as part of a purposeful order directed toward perfection. This
study comparatively examines the representation of the life—death relationship and
its role in constructing meaning in Yalom’s novels in light of Jafari’s thought,
identifying the principal points of convergence and divergence between their
philosophical foundations.
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The study employs a descriptive-analytical method based on library research. It
first examines Yalom’s views on death, freedom, responsibility, and meaning,
focusing on death awareness, confrontation with mortality, the “ripple effect,” and
commitment to life. It then analyzes Jafari’s conception of life, death,
meaningfulness, and ma ‘qul life. A comparative analysis is conducted along four
dimensions: thrownness versus purposiveness, confronting death versus
understanding the truth of life, the functional versus essential role of religion, and
the creation versus discovery of meaning. These dimensions provide a framework
for clarifying the ontological and anthropological differences underlying the two
thinkers’ approaches.

The findings reveal that Yalom and Jafari share the view that awareness of death
can contribute to a more meaningful life, although they explain this relationship
through different philosophical foundations. For Yalom, confronting mortality
rather than denying it makes life more vivid and valuable. Awareness of finitude
encourages individuals to reconsider their priorities, accept responsibility, and make
more meaningful choices. His concept of the “ripple effect” further emphasizes that
human influence can persist through relationships, commitments, and the
transmission of personal values and experiences, even after an individual’s death.

Nevertheless, Yalom’s existentialist perspective emphasizes human thrownness,
finitude, freedom, and individual responsibility. Because existence has no
predetermined cosmic purpose within his framework, meaning is created through
personal choices, relationships, and commitments. Confrontation with death thus
encourages individuals to engage more fully with life and construct meaning within
the limits of their finite existence.

Jafari, conversely, understands human existence within a purposeful and
teleological universe. Human beings are not merely thrown into existence; their
lives belong to an order directed toward perfection. Consequently, death cannot be
adequately understood independently of the truth and purpose of life. Rather than
representing the absolute termination of existence, death marks the end of worldly
life and a transition within a broader understanding of human existence. Whereas
Yalom emphasizes confronting death to overcome denial and deepen engagement
with life, Jafari prioritizes understanding life’s truth and purpose as the foundation
for interpreting death.

A second difference concerns religion. Yalom generally examines religion from
a functional perspective, emphasizing its potential to alleviate anxiety, provide
psychological comfort, and contribute to meaningful living. Jafari, however, regards
religion as an essential and comprehensive dimension of human existence. Within
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ma ‘qul life, religion integrates intellectual, moral, and practical dimensions of life
and directs them toward perfection. It therefore provides an objective framework for
understanding human existence and its ultimate purpose rather than merely serving
psychological needs.

The third major distinction concerns the source of meaning. For Yalom, meaning
is created through individual agency in a world without predetermined purpose.
Freedom and responsibility enable individuals to construct meaningful lives through
their decisions and commitments. For Jafari, meaning is ultimately discovered
rather than created, because existence is grounded in divine wisdom, purpose, and
will. Meaning is therefore inherent in the structure of reality and becomes accessible
through an appropriate understanding of life and its ultimate orientation.

These differences establish four principal axes of comparison: thrownness versus
purposiveness, confronting death versus understanding life, the functional versus
essential role of religion, and the creation versus discovery of meaning. Together,
they demonstrate how differing ontological assumptions lead to distinct
interpretations of death awareness and meaningful existence.

The study concludes that although Yalom and Jafari both recognize death
awareness as a significant factor in meaningful living, they differ fundamentally
regarding the foundations of meaning. Yalom emphasizes finitude, freedom,
responsibility, and the individual’s capacity to create meaning through choices and
relationships. Jafari grounds meaningfulness in the purposiveness of existence,
divine wisdom, and the discovery of meaning inherent in life. From Jafari’s
perspective, understanding death requires first understanding the truth and purpose
of life. Despite these differences, their shared recognition that awareness of
mortality can transform human existence provides a basis for comparative dialogue
between Yalom’s existential approach and Jafari’s conception of ma ‘qul life.

Keywords: Cogito, Dasein, subject, world, being-in-the-world.
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