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Abstract

“Art” and “meaning” are both concepts that resist straightforward definition. Whenever art becomes the subject of discussion, one
inevitably becomes engaged with the question of meaning; and whenever meaning is brought into consideration, one is confronted with
the full range of phenomena that constitute the world. By examining artistic developments over the past century, this article seeks to
determine how contemporary human beings, under the influence of modernization, have confronted the question of “meaning” in the
process of artistic creation. Has the new condition and the crisis of meaning in contemporary human life led the contemporary artist to
emphasize this depletion of meaning in life, or perhaps even to acquiesce to it? Or, conversely, does the artist’s effort to create works in
novel forms and through new approaches actually represent an attempt to search for meaning in contemporary life? Furthermore, is it
fundamentally possible to answer this question? What reliable evidence is available to us for addressing it? And can a broader examination
of the condition of the “contemporary human being” provide us with a reflection of the orientations and tendencies of contemporary art?
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Extended Abstract

Contemporary art has increasingly become a critical field in which the problem of meaning is not merely
represented but actively questioned, destabilized, reconstructed, and sometimes deliberately suspended. The
concept of “meaning” itself is philosophically complex because it encompasses linguistic, existential,
phenomenological, cultural, and interpretive dimensions, and this complexity becomes even more pronounced
in the arts, where meaning can emerge from the interaction among the work, the artist, the audience, and the
broader historical context. In classical artistic traditions, works of art were frequently embedded within
relatively stable religious, mythological, moral, and cultural systems that provided recognizable frameworks
for interpretation. Modernity, however, progressively weakened these shared structures and transformed the
artwork from a vehicle for communicating relatively established meanings into a site in which the possibility,
legitimacy, and instability of meaning itself could be examined. Modern and contemporary artistic
developments therefore cannot be understood independently of the broader transformation of human
consciousness in the modern world. The rise of individualism, secularization, technological rationality, the
fragmentation of collective narratives, and the growing instability of social and cultural identities
fundamentally altered the conditions under which meaning is produced and experienced (4-6). Within this
intellectual environment, art moved progressively away from the expectation that the artwork should reproduce
an external reality or transmit a predetermined message. Instead, artistic practices increasingly foregrounded
ambiguity, interpretation, participation, temporality, fragmentation, and conceptual experimentation. Barthes’s
critiqgue of authorial centrality is particularly relevant to this transformation because it shifts interpretive
authority away from the creator’s intention and toward a plurality of readings generated through encounters
with the text or artwork (1). Similarly, Dewey’s understanding of art as experience helps explain why meaning
in art cannot be reduced to symbolic communication alone, because artistic meaning also emerges through
lived, perceptual, and experiential engagement (2). Accordingly, the central problem addressed in this study
concerns whether contemporary art should primarily be interpreted as an expression of the erosion of meaning
in modern existence or whether its radically altered forms actually represent new attempts to search for and
construct meaning under conditions in which traditional sources of certainty have become unstable.

The theoretical problem becomes especially significant when contemporary artistic practices are examined
against the intellectual background of modernity and postmodernity. The crisis of meaning associated with the
modern world does not necessarily refer to the complete disappearance of meaning; rather, it signifies the
weakening of formerly authoritative structures through which meaning was stabilized and transmitted.
Secularization, for example, altered the conditions within which religious belief and moral authority could
function in public and private life, creating a more pluralized field in which individuals increasingly
encountered competing frameworks of significance (5). At the same time, instrumental rationality and
technological modernization contributed to a conception of the world as measurable, manageable, and
calculable, while simultaneously diminishing some of the symbolic and metaphysical structures through which
human existence had traditionally been interpreted. The critique of Enlightenment rationality developed by
Adorno and Horkheimer is central to this problem because it demonstrates how rationality can move from an
emancipatory project toward mechanisms of domination, standardization, and cultural homogenization (19).
Bauman’s concept of liquid modernity further clarifies the instability of contemporary structures, identities,
values, and social forms, suggesting that the modern subject increasingly inhabits a condition in which
permanence is replaced by continuous change and uncertainty (4). Baudrillard’s theory of simulation
intensifies this diagnosis by arguing that contemporary experience is increasingly mediated by signs and
representations that no longer maintain a stable relationship with an underlying reality (13, 34). These
transformations profoundly affected art because artistic production historically responds to changes in the ways
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reality, subjectivity, language, and representation are conceived. Modern art’s rejection of classical
representation, its turn toward abstraction, and its growing emphasis on subjective experience can therefore be
interpreted as responses to a transformed intellectual environment rather than merely stylistic innovations (20).
Postmodern art subsequently intensified this process by questioning not only traditional representation but also
the possibility of unified truth, originality, stable interpretation, and coherent historical development. Lyotard’s
account of the decline of grand narratives is especially important in this regard because the weakening of
universal explanatory systems created a cultural context characterized by localized, fragmented, and competing
narratives (12, 18). Consequently, the problem of meaning in contemporary art must be situated within a
broader transformation in the structures through which modern human beings understand reality and
themselves.

The conceptual framework of the study is therefore based on the proposition that contemporary art cannot
adequately be understood through a simple opposition between meaningfulness and meaninglessness. What
has changed is not necessarily the existence of meaning but the mechanisms through which meaning is created,
experienced, interpreted, deferred, and negotiated. From this perspective, meaning is not treated as a fixed
content inherently contained within the artwork; rather, it emerges through dynamic relations among artistic
form, conceptual intention, cultural context, institutional structures, bodily experience, and audience
participation. Such an understanding is compatible with theories that emphasize the interpretive, relational,
and experiential dimensions of art. Goodman’s account of symbolic systems demonstrates that artistic meaning
depends upon complex modes of reference and representation rather than upon simple resemblance to external
reality (17). Gumbrecht’s distinction between meaning and presence similarly suggests that aesthetic
experience cannot be fully reduced to interpretation because artworks also act through materiality, sensory
presence, embodiment, and affective intensity (26). Contemporary approaches to performance reinforce this
shift by demonstrating that meaning often emerges through events, encounters, bodily actions, spatial relations,
and temporal processes rather than through a stable object (9, 14). Relational aesthetics further emphasizes
that some contemporary artworks are structured around human interactions and social situations rather than
around autonomous objects, thereby transforming spectators from passive recipients into active participants in
processes of meaning-making (7). This framework also distinguishes between the plurality of meaning and the
absence of meaning. Poststructuralist thought has demonstrated that meaning cannot always be finally
stabilized, yet instability does not necessarily imply emptiness. The displacement of authorial authority, the
openness of interpretation, and the continuous becoming of concepts can instead generate multiple interpretive
possibilities (1, 16). Contemporary art may therefore suspend fixed meaning while simultaneously intensifying
the audience’s search for meaning. This theoretical distinction makes it possible to identify two major
orientations within contemporary artistic practice: one that foregrounds instability, absence, silence,
discontinuity, and interpretive suspension, and another that employs new artistic forms to reconstruct
significance through experience, participation, embodiment, spirituality, or reflection. These orientations are
not necessarily mutually exclusive; rather, they may represent different responses to the same historical crisis.
Methodologically, the study is a fundamental qualitative inquiry employing an analytical-interpretive approach
to investigate the relationship between contemporary art and meaning. Because the central research problem
concerns philosophical concepts, theoretical transformations, and interpretive structures rather than
measurable behavioral variables, the study relies on conceptual analysis, comparative interpretation, and
qualitative examination of relevant theoretical literature. The methodological orientation is informed by
qualitative research principles in which meaning is understood as historically and culturally situated rather
than reducible to a single objective determination (11, 23). Data were collected through library-based study of
major Persian and English sources in philosophy of art, aesthetics, modern and contemporary art theory,
interpretive approaches, cultural theory, and studies of modernity and postmodernity. The analysis focused
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particularly on theoretical contributions concerning artistic definition, representation, experience,
participation, institutional structures, modernity, postmodernity, simulation, and the transformation of
interpretation. The study also considered representative tendencies within conceptual art, minimalism,
performance art, participatory practices, and intermedia art as analytical examples through which
transformations in the production of meaning could be observed. Rather than evaluating these movements
according to normative criteria of artistic quality, the research examined how each reconfigures the relationship
among artistic object, concept, artist, spectator, temporality, and cultural context. The analytical procedure
involved several interconnected stages: first, clarification of the concepts of meaning, crisis of meaning,
modern art, postmodern art, and contemporary art; second, examination of the philosophical and cultural
conditions associated with the destabilization of traditional systems of meaning; third, comparison of different
theoretical accounts of representation, interpretation, experience, and artistic legitimacy; and fourth, synthesis
of these perspectives into an analytical model capable of explaining contemporary art as a field of tension
between the suspension and reconstruction of meaning. The institutional theory of art also contributes to this
methodological analysis by showing that the status of an object as art cannot always be determined by its
intrinsic formal characteristics alone but may depend upon institutional and discursive conditions (25).
Similarly, analyses of contemporary art demonstrate that the concept of art itself has undergone substantial
redefinition, making it necessary to examine artistic meaning within changing cultural and historical systems
rather than through timeless definitions (8, 32, 33).

The findings indicate that contemporary art reflects neither a straightforward disappearance of meaning nor an
uncomplicated recovery of it. Instead, the most significant transformation concerns the displacement of
meaning from a stable, predetermined content toward an open and process-oriented mode of production.
Modern artistic movements had already begun this transformation by challenging conventional representation
and emphasizing subjective perception, abstraction, formal experimentation, and the autonomy of artistic
language (20, 28). Postmodern approaches intensified the process by destabilizing originality, authorship,
historical continuity, and the assumption that artistic interpretation could be unified around a single center (8,
12, 13). In conceptual art, the idea may become more significant than the material object, thereby relocating
meaning from formal appearance toward intellectual engagement. Minimalist strategies reduce formal
complexity and sometimes confront viewers with an apparent emptiness that requires interpretive participation.
Performance art introduces temporality, embodiment, risk, presence, and disappearance into the structure of
the artwork, weakening the distinction between artistic object and event (9, 29). John Cage’s use of silence
and environmental sound, for example, challenges the conventional distinction between musical composition
and non-artistic sound and demonstrates how artistic meaning may arise through altered modes of attention
rather than through conventional content (35). Contemporary participatory and relational practices similarly
redefine spectatorship by transforming meaning into something generated through interaction rather than
delivered from artist to audience (7, 21, 31). Theoretical analyses of visual culture and contemporary artistic
practice further show that ambiguity, instability, fragmentation, and multiplicity should not automatically be
interpreted as evidence of meaninglessness; rather, they often signal the transformation of the conditions under
which meaning is produced (15, 24, 27). Even artistic practices that foreground disappearance, silence, decay,
bodily vulnerability, or apparent emptiness can function as meaningful responses to the instability of
contemporary existence. From this perspective, the suspension of meaning can itself become an interpretive
strategy through which audiences are confronted with the limits of conventional expectations and compelled
to reconsider the foundations of artistic and existential significance (22, 30).

In conclusion, the study suggests that escape from meaning is ultimately impossible within contemporary art
because even the deliberate rejection, postponement, fragmentation, or negation of meaning constitutes a
meaningful position toward the conditions of contemporary existence. The transformation of art over the past
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century demonstrates that the central issue is not whether meaning has survived, but how its mode of formation
has changed. Modernity weakened many inherited structures of significance and encouraged new forms of
individual, subjective, and experimental artistic expression, while postmodernism further destabilized the
possibility of stable interpretation, universal narratives, fixed artistic identities, and unified criteria of value.
Contemporary art inherits these transformations but does not merely reproduce a condition of emptiness. It
operates within a field of tension in which the erosion of established meanings simultaneously generates new
possibilities for inquiry, interpretation, participation, and experiential reconstruction. The two orientations
identified in this study—the suspension or negation of meaning and the search for renewed meaning—should
therefore not be treated as absolute opposites. Both emerge from the same historical condition in which
contemporary human beings can no longer rely upon unquestioned structures of significance and must
continuously confront the problem of how meaning is to be produced. Works characterized by silence,
disappearance, impermanence, abstraction, conceptual reduction, or interpretive ambiguity may appear to deny
meaning, yet their very capacity to provoke questions about existence, experience, identity, reality, and art
demonstrates their continuing participation in meaning-making. Conversely, works that explicitly seek
relational, spiritual, embodied, participatory, or reflective forms of significance show that contemporary
artistic practice remains deeply invested in the search for meaning, even when it rejects traditional modes of
representation. Contemporary art should therefore be understood neither as the final stage in the disappearance
of meaning nor as a simple restoration of lost certainty, but as an arena in which the instability of meaning
itself becomes a central artistic and philosophical concern. Its most important contribution may consequently
lie not in providing definitive answers but in preserving the question of meaning as an active problem. By
keeping this question open, contemporary art creates a space in which human beings may repeatedly confront,
reconsider, and reconstruct the meanings through which they understand their lives and their world.
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