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Abstract

Prompted by the question, “What is the meaning of life?,” taken in the
context of Western existentialist tradition, this paper offers a Buddhist
perspective in an attempt to clarify what the question means when basic
assumptions about life—that one lives one lifetime and then dies—are
changed. From the many-lives theory of Buddhism, the question of “life’s
meaning,” which existentialists, more often than not, consider as absurd,
becomes not only unnecessary, but also quite meaningless. Reviewing
the varying meanings and value of the term “nothingness” and “emptiness”
in both existentialist and Buddhist thought, this paper shows that the
initial negative associations to these terms may be transformed into
something positive that gives a less absurd (or even defeatist) view of
life. In the end, existentialist thought and Buddhism may even coincide,
if concern for an authentic living of life is given priority over the
question of its meaning.
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