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Abstract

The concept of "anti-meaning” or "negative meaning" has emerged as a novel idea in
contemporary philosophy and discussions about the meaning of life. Scholars such as Metz,
Landau, and particularly Nyholm and Campbell have explored and expanded on the theory of
anti-meaning. Nyholm and Campbell have formulated the theory based on existing normative
theories regarding life's meaning. This paper aims to advance the literature on anti-meaning
by framing the concept within a meta-normative domain. At the meta-normative level, the
term "meaning” in "the meaning of life" encompasses three distinct interpretations: 1.
Meaning as purpose, 2. Meaning as value, and 3. Meaning as intelligibility. The concept of anti-
meaning is structured according to these three interpretations: 1. Anti-meaning based on
purpose refers to a life characterized by conflicting and scattered goals; 2. Anti-meaning based
on value signifies a life that possesses negative value; 3. Anti-meaning based on intelligibility
occurs when elements of anti- intelligibility, such as contradictions in life and its narrative, are
present.

Keywords

Anti-meaning, meaning of life, meaning of meaning, purpose, value, intelligibility

© The Author(s) 2026.

1. Ph. D. Candidate in Ethics, University of Qom, Qom, Iran. (m.bagheri@stu.qom.ac.ir)
2. Professor, Department of Ethics, University of Qom, Qom, Iran. (Corresponding Author) (javadi-m@qom.ac.ir)

\OY


https://doi.org/10.30497/prr.2026.249487.2078
https://orcid.org/0009-0009-0859-5970
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3534-8843

Philosophy of Religion Research, Fall & Winter 2026-2027, Serial 48 154
Extended Abstract

Introduction

The concept of “anti-meaning”, or “negative meaning”, has recently emerged as an
important topic in contemporary philosophical discussions on the meaning of life.
Traditional approaches to the meaning of life have generally focused on a binary
distinction between meaningful and meaningless lives. According to this traditional
framework, a life either possesses meaning or lacks it. However, this distinction seems
insufficient for explaining cases in which a person’s life is not merely empty of meaning
but appears to move in an opposite direction, containing elements that actively
undermine or destroy meaning. The concept of anti-meaning attempts to describe this
negative dimension of human existence. Several contemporary philosophers, including
Thaddeus Metz, Iddo Landau, and especially Samuel Nyholm and Stephen Campbell, have
contributed to the development of the theory of anti-meaning. Previous discussions have
mainly formulated anti-meaning within normative theories of meaning of life, such as
objective, subjective, goal-based, and hybrid theories. The present paper develops a
different approach by reconstructing anti-meaning at a meta-normative level. Instead of
asking what specific values or goals make life meaningful, it investigates the fundamental
meanings of “meaning” itself and examines how the opposite of each meaning can
generate a distinct understanding of anti-meaning.

1. The Concept of Anti-Meaning in Contemporary Philosophy

The contemporary discussion of anti-meaning begins with the idea that some lives and
actions cannot be adequately described as merely meaningless. Metz argues that certain
actions possess a negative dimension of meaning rather than simply lacking meaning. For
example, a life involving severe harm or destructive actions may be considered worse
than an ordinary meaningless life because it contains an active contribution to negative
outcomes. Similarly, Landau argues that some lives, such as the life of Hitler, cannot be
adequately categorized as merely lacking value; rather, they represent lives with
significant negative value. Nyholm and Campbell provide one of the most systematic
analyses of anti-meaning. They distinguish between two models. The first is the defeater
model, according to which anti-meaning consists of elements that reduce or cancel
positive meaning. In this model, anti-meaning functions as an opposing force that can
eventually eliminate meaningfulness. The second is the counterforce model, which
considers anti-meaning as a negative dimension of meaning itself, allowing a distinction
between different degrees of meaningless lives. According to this model, some lives are
not simply empty of meaning but are directed toward the opposite of meaningfulness.

2. Anti-Meaning and the Meaning of Life as Purpose

The first interpretation of meaning examined in the article is meaning as purpose. Many
philosophical approaches understand the meaning of life as having a central aim or
direction. A meaningful life, in this sense, is a life organized around significant goals and
actions directed toward achieving those goals. Based on this interpretation, anti-meaning
should not simply be understood as the absence of goals. A person may fail to achieve a
goal while still living a meaningful life if their actions remain directed toward a coherent
purpose. Therefore, anti-meaning requires something stronger than ordinary
purposelessness. It occurs when a person’s life contains fragmented, contradictory, or
self-defeating goals. A person whose aims continuously conflict with each other, or whose
actions systematically undermine their central purpose, experiences a form of anti-
purpose. This interpretation presents anti-meaning as a structural failure in the
organization of human life. The problem is not necessarily the content of the goal,
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whether subjective or objective, but rather the inability of goals and actions to form a
coherent direction.

3. Anti-Meaning and the Meaning of Life as Value

The second interpretation considers meaning as value or significance. Within this
framework, a meaningful life is one that possesses positive value, while anti-meaning
corresponds to negative value. A life becomes anti-meaningful when its overall
contribution is characterized by destructive, harmful, or negative values. This does not
necessarily imply a simple numerical calculation of positive and negative values. Rather,
anti-value can be understood through qualitative differences between values. Certain
forms of harm, such as systematic destruction of human dignity or extensive violence,
may possess a negative weight that cannot be balanced by superficial positive
achievements. The paper also considers subjective, objective, and hybrid interpretations
of value. From a purely subjective perspective, difficulties arise because a person may feel
satisfaction while engaging in objectively harmful activities. Therefore, a more
comprehensive account requires considering both subjective attitudes and objective
values. Anti-meaning becomes especially clear when positive psychological engagement is
directed toward objectively negative activities.

4. Anti-Meaning and the Meaning of Life as Intelligibility

The third interpretation understands meaning as intelligibility. According to this view, the
question of the meaning of life concerns whether human existence can be understood
within a coherent framework that connects important aspects of life, including origin,
purpose, value, suffering, death, and destiny. From this perspective, anti-meaning is not
simply the absence of understanding. Lack of understanding may involve uncertainty or
incomplete knowledge, whereas anti-meaning involves active contradictions within a
person’s fundamental worldview. A life becomes anti-meaningful when its central beliefs,
commitments, and interpretations are internally incompatible. Examples include
situations in which a person simultaneously denies objective moral values while making
moral judgments as if such values objectively exist, or when a person accepts a worldview
that contradicts the practical structure of their life. Therefore, anti-meaning in this
framework is a form of anti- intelligibility: a disruption of the coherence that allows
human existence to be interpreted as an integrated whole.

Conclusion

This article argues that anti-meaning should not be limited to a specific normative theory
of meaning in life. Instead, it can be reconstructed at a meta-normative level through
three fundamental interpretations of meaning: purpose, value, and intelligibility. Each
interpretation produces a distinct account of anti-meaning. When meaning is understood
as purpose, anti-meaning consists of fragmented, contradictory, or self-defeating goals.
When meaning is understood as value, anti-meaning refers to a life characterized by
negative value. When meaning is understood as intelligibility, anti-meaning emerges
through fundamental contradictions that undermine the coherence of one’s life narrative.
This approach demonstrates that anti-meaning is not merely a secondary problem within
theories of meaning of life. Rather, it reveals a deeper structure within the concept of
meaning itself and provides a broader philosophical framework for understanding why
some lives appear not only meaningless but actively opposed to meaning.
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