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Vladislav Pedder
The Existential Limits of Reason
Preface to the English Edition
The importance of translating this book into English cannot be overstated, particularly in today’s intellectual landscape. As the Argentine philosopher Julio Cabrera once argued, "Philosophy outside the English language today simply does not exist." This observation highlights the undeniable role English plays in the global dissemination of philosophical thought. To ensure that the essence of the original work is preserved, I have relied on the translations of quotations from books as I encountered them in Russian. This means that while the words may differ from their original counterparts, the essence of what I understood from these texts remains intact. Consequently, readers may sometimes find that certain quotes do not correspond directly to the primary sources.
This book is a tribute to the philosophy of Peter Zapffe, and its translation into English was an endeavor I took on immediately after its release in Russian. I hope that my thoughts will resonate not only with a Russian-speaking audience but also with English-speaking readers. The importance of this translation lies in its ability to convey the essence of the original text while making it accessible to a broader audience. I took Cabrera’s observation to heart, and in order to ensure the meaning of the original is preserved, I translated quotes based on how I read them in Russian. Here, the focus is not on perfect accuracy but on how I understood these ideas. This may sometimes lead to discrepancies between the quotes and their original sources.
I would also like to note that I was the sole editor and publisher of this book, and I did the translation myself. Because of this, I apologize in advance if you come across any errors in the text. I trust that the essence of the ideas presented will come through, despite any imperfections in the process.

[bookmark: _Toc191174002]Introduction
If you enjoy stories with happy endings, you would be better off choosing another book. This one will not bring you comfort on dark days when you feel down; there will be no joy here. I could suggest that you run to the bookshelf for a story about a "happy elf," for example. But if you are not simply seeking peace at any cost and instead are looking for a broader perspective on the reasons behind your anxieties and fears, then this book is for you.
To begin, I would like to introduce myself to the reader. Though I am an economist by education, I have never considered myself a philosopher or a scientist. However, from an early age, I have been irresistibly drawn to the unresolved questions of existence. In my search for answers, I turned to religion, philosophy, and science. The existential crises I encountered led me to reflect on the meaning of life, the nature of death, and whether our existence has a sacred purpose. Over the years, however, I have come to realize that these questions remain unanswered.
Religious doctrines and many philosophical movements, such as existentialism, sometimes seemed to me overly optimistic in their view of the world. On the contrary, pessimists appeared to be much more honest realists. The result of these reflections was my immersion in the works of pessimistic philosophers and nihilists. Today, I am known in certain circles as a translator of the philosophical works of Peter Zapffe, including his On the Tragic, as well as articles dedicated to his legacy. Additionally, I have worked on translations of works by thinkers such as Emil Cioran and David Benatar.
My interest in their philosophy was driven by a sense of incompleteness. After reading nearly all the literature available in Russian, I could not shake the feeling that pessimism, however true it seemed, still left too many questions unanswered. These thoughts were reinforced when I became acquainted with the works of Thomas Ligotti. His work The Conspiracy Against the Human Race then struck me as a logical continuation of Schopenhauer's ideas. It was through Ligotti that I discovered Peter Zapffe..
However, it soon became clear that there was almost nothing known about Zapffe's philosophy in Russian, and only a short essay, The Last Messiah, had been translated from his works. The situation is only slightly better in the English-speaking world: Zapffe's main work, On the Tragic, was only translated from Norwegian in recent years. When its English translation was published in 2024, I realized that waiting for a Russian edition was likely pointless. Inspired by the example of Ligotti, whose book is still only available in Russian in an amateur translation, I decided to begin my own work.
My translation of On the Tragic into Russian was completed in December 2024 and is distributed for free online. This book completely changed my perspective. I realized that the very sense of incompleteness that had haunted me in all existential philosophies stemmed from their limitations, from the boundaries they set for themselves—boundaries that Zapffe did not impose on himself.
During the translation process, I realized that the development of pessimistic ideas requires going beyond this worldview. Thus, my own book was born—not as a continuation of pessimistic philosophy, but as its opposition. It is an attempt to overcome the limitations of existential pessimism and nihilism by offering an alternative approach that can lead to a constructive understanding of life.
The goal of this book is to explore the nature of existential fears that limit our ability to predict, understand, and adapt to the complexities of reality. These fears are both biological and cognitive in nature. They not only define the boundaries of human experience but also give rise to profound emotions related to uncertainty, finitude, and meaninglessness.
A special focus is given to the concept of the limit of human forecasting—the point beyond which the mind is unable to integrate new knowledge into familiar models. Through this lens, key philosophical concepts, neurobiological mechanisms, and social strategies are analyzed, all of which help humans adapt to inevitable limitations. The acceleration of scientific and technological progress creates increasingly complex systems that are difficult to predict, and fundamental questions such as the finitude of life, the meaning of death, and the search for purpose remain central to human existence, despite scientific advancements. In the face of global crises—from environmental disasters to the threats of artificial intelligence—understanding our cognitive and philosophical barriers becomes vital.
This work is also an attempt to introduce Russian readers to the philosophy of the tragic by Peter Zapffe, a Norwegian thinker and environmental advocate. His ideas, despite being misinterpreted, are often seen as expressions of pessimism or nihilism, though Zapffe himself never subscribed to these positions. Analyzing his philosophy allows for a fresh perspective on questions related to the limitations of human existence and offers approaches to their understanding.
The book explores how the familiar world around us emerged from chaos, how we, as humans, and our ability to comprehend reality, came to be. It analyzes the mechanisms through which people avoid or struggle with reality. Finally, the work examines the challenges of the future, including the role of transhumanism, artificial intelligence, and scientific hypotheses that challenge human understanding.
This book is aimed at all those interested in philosophy, cognitive sciences, and the questions of human existence. It will serve as a guide in exploring complex issues, allowing for a deeper understanding not only of the limits of the mind but also of the ways to comprehend and overcome them.
[bookmark: _Toc191174003]Chapter 1. Blind Complication
This chapter will discuss the fundamental principles from which the history of the complexity of matter begins. We will explore how complex structures emerged from the primary forms of matter, leading to the rise of life, consciousness, and awareness. This chapter is dedicated to the origins of everything that exists and their role in shaping the complex world we observe today.
This narrative was necessary because all the topics discussed later began with the emergence of the first form of matter. Everything that followed was simply its complication, the result of natural development. Without understanding this, it will be difficult to fully grasp the philosophical and existential questions addressed in this book.
If you are already familiar with this story, or for some reason are not interested in it, you can proceed directly to the fourth section of the first chapter—The Existential Limit of Forecasting.
For many centuries, humanity has sought to understand the origin of the world and life. Early concepts often explained everything that exists as the result of the design of a higher power. In ancient times, philosophers such as Plato and Aristotle sought order and purpose in nature, suggesting that the world was structured for some rational reason. The Middle Ages brought with it ideas of divine creation, where life and the entire universe were seen as the result of God's creative act.
However, with the advancement of science in the modern era, these views began to be challenged. In the 19th century, Charles Darwin proposed his theory of evolution through natural selection, which overturned previous conceptions of the world and life. Darwin demonstrated that the diversity of life forms is not the result of any specific design, but rather a consequence of random mutations and selection, which ensures the survival of the most adapted individuals. Evolution, as he argued, has no ultimate goal and does not move toward perfection; it is a continuous process of change, where each generation adapts to changing conditions.
However, despite scientific explanations, many continued to search for purpose and meaning in the process of evolution. Science, armed with Occam's razor, not only eliminated the idea of a divine design from the equation but also the very concept of a final goal. Evolutionary biologist Richard Dawkins, further developing this approach, uses the metaphor of the "blind watchmaker" to explain that evolution is not a purposeful process, but rather a random and unconscious mechanism that has no preordained goal or design, yet still results in complex and organized outcomes. He wrote:
Evolution has no long-term goal. There is no long-distance target, no final perfection to serve as a criterion for selection, although human vanity cherishes the absurd notion that our species is the final goal of evolution. In real life, the criterion for selection is always short-term—simple survival; or more strictly speaking, reproductive success. What, after geological epochs, appears retrospectively as a movement toward some distant goal is, in reality, always a byproduct of many generations of short-term selection. Our "watchmaker"—the accumulating natural selection—is blind to the future and has no long-term goals.
This is what we will discuss next.
[bookmark: _Toc191174004]1. The Emergence of the Complex World
1.1 Self-organization and the Absence of Purpose
The modern scientific understanding of the structure of the Universe rejects the idea of purposefulness or an initial design. Instead, the world as we know it is the result of self-organization and gradual complexity arising within the framework of physical laws. These processes were not caused by an external goal, but developed through the interactions of numerous elements over vast timescales.
Fundamental discoveries in physics and cosmology have shown that the Universe emerged as a result of the Big Bang around 13.8 billion years ago. The concept of the Big Bang was first proposed by Belgian scientist Georges Lemaître in 1927 and was confirmed in 1965 when Arno Penzias and Robert Wilson discovered cosmic microwave background radiation.
In the early stages of the Universe's existence, matter and energy were distributed chaotically and homogeneously. Over time, as a result of density fluctuations and the action of gravity, the first structures began to form: clusters of gas, stars, and galaxies. These processes were a natural consequence of physical laws, such as thermodynamics and gravity, rather than the result of any design.
1.2 The Role of Entropy and the Complication of Systems
A key concept explaining the increasing complexity of the Universe is entropy. According to the second law of thermodynamics, formulated in the 1850s by Rudolf Clausius, entropy (a measure of disorder) tends to increase in isolated systems. However, this does not mean that order is impossible. Organized structures can emerge locally, as long as it is accompanied by an increase in entropy in the surrounding environment. For example, the formation of stars and planets is accompanied by the release of energy and an increase in entropy in the surrounding space.
Thus, complex systems arise as a byproduct of the Universe's tendency toward a state of equilibrium and maximum disorder. From simple interactions and processes of self-organization, more complex structures and patterns gradually emerge.
1.3 Chaos and Nonlinear Dynamic Systems
Further understanding of the emergence of complexity is tied to the study of nonlinear dynamic systems and chaos theory. In 1963, American mathematician and meteorologist Edward Lorenz discovered that small changes in initial conditions could lead to significant and unpredictable consequences (the butterfly effect). This explains how, from simple physical laws, extremely complex phenomena could arise, such as climate systems, galactic structures, and ultimately, chemical processes leading to life.
Chaotic systems, despite their apparent unpredictability, follow certain rules and can demonstrate self-organizing patterns. Examples include snowflakes, lightning, fractals, and turbulent flows. These processes show that complexity can arise spontaneously, without external control or purpose.
1.4 The Universe as a Chemical Complication
After the formation of the first stars, the process of synthesizing heavier elements from hydrogen and helium began. As a result of nuclear fusion reactions within the stars, elements necessary for the emergence of life—such as carbon, oxygen, nitrogen, and others—were created. This process, known as stellar nucleosynthesis, was explained in the mid-20th century by Fred Hoyle and his colleagues.
When massive stars exploded as supernovae, these elements were scattered across the Universe, becoming the building blocks for new stars, planets, and, ultimately, living organisms.
Thus, the complexity of the Universe unfolded in several stages:
1. Physical complication — the formation of galaxies, stars, and planets from primordial gas.
2. Chemical complication — the synthesis of more complex chemical elements and compounds.
3. Structural complication — the formation of complex molecules and, ultimately, conditions for the emergence of life.
These stages were not directed toward a specific goal but created the conditions for further processes, including biological evolution.
1.5 Conclusion
The emergence of the complex world is a story of self-organization based on physical laws. From chaotic and simple states, through billions of years of interactions and increasing entropy, the Universe emerged, rich in a diversity of structures and processes. This laid the foundation for the next stage—the emergence of life.
[bookmark: _Toc191174005]2. The Emergence of Life
2.1 Spontaneous Origin of Life and the Absence of Purpose
Modern science asserts that life originated as a result of natural chemical processes, rather than through purposeful action or a higher design. Approximately 3.5 to 4 billion years ago, the first signs of life appeared on Earth, and the process that led to this is known as abiogenesis—the spontaneous emergence of living systems from non-living matter.
The "primordial soup" hypothesis, proposed by Alexander Oparin and John Haldane, became the foundation for studying the conditions of early Earth that could have facilitated the emergence of organic molecules. The Miller-Urey experiment (1953) demonstrated that when electric discharges were applied to a mixture of gases containing ammonia, methane, and hydrogen, amino acids, which are the building blocks of proteins, were formed.
These chemical reactions were not directed toward achieving any specific goal but occurred as a result of molecular interactions, governed by natural physical laws. Gradually, from these simple molecules, more complex structures began to form, such as RNA, capable of self-replication. This led to the "RNA world" hypothesis, proposed by Carl Woese and Leslie Orgel in the 1960s, which suggests that the first molecules of life could have been RNA, capable of self-reproduction without the involvement of proteins. RNA can serve both as a catalyst for chemical reactions and as a carrier of information, providing a basis for considering it the first step toward complex biological life.
The spontaneous origin of life and the absence of an external goal in this process supports the idea that the evolution of life is a random process, not aimed at a specific goal, but driven by the natural laws of chemistry and physics.
2.2 The Emergence of the First Cells and Evolution
The process of the origin of life continued with the formation of the first cells—primitive organismal structures surrounded by a membrane. These cells could facilitate the exchange of substances and protect chemical reactions within themselves from the external environment. In this way, evolution began its course. The formation of cells marked the beginning of living organisms capable of metabolism, reproduction, and interaction with their surroundings
In 1859, Charles Darwin, in his work On the Origin of Species, proposed the theory of natural selection. Darwin argued that organisms better adapted to their environment are more likely to survive and pass their genes on to the next generation. This process occurs without any purposeful intent or predestination; rather, it is the result of random variations leading to increased adaptation to a specific environment.
Evolution is a process of change and adaptation without a final goal or predetermined endpoint. It is a mechanism driven by random mutations, which lead to changes in populations of organisms, with death acting as the process of removing less adapted individuals. In this context, death is not the end of life but an inevitable part of it, necessary for more adapted organisms to continue their existence. Death, thus, plays a crucial role in maintaining the balance and progress of species, ensuring the "cleansing" of less adapted genes.
2.3 The Discovery of the DNA Structure and Genes as Units of Inheritance
The discovery of the structure of DNA in 1953 by James Watson and Francis Crick, based on X-ray crystallography data, marked a significant turning point in biology. DNA was decoded as a molecule that encodes genetic information passed down from generation to generation. Genes became the fundamental units of heredity, containing the instructions for synthesizing proteins that play a crucial role in the functioning of an organism.
Genetics further revealed how mutations occur, with random changes in genes leading to alterations in organisms. These mutations can be beneficial, neutral, or harmful, and depending on their impact on the organism's survival, they can be passed on to the next generation. The process of gene expression and their regulation through epigenetic mechanisms (such as DNA methylation) adds additional layers to our understanding of how organisms adapt to their environment. This intricate interplay of genetic and epigenetic factors shapes the evolutionary trajectory of life..
The significance of mutations and their impact on organisms is revealed through the concept of "negative selection," which eliminates organisms with harmful mutations, and "positive selection," which enhances the existence of those better adapted. The inclusion of epigenetics in the modern understanding of evolution allows for a fuller appreciation of how the external environment can influence genetic changes and species adaptation.
2.4 Theory of Multilevel Selection and Modern Understanding of Evolution
The theory of multilevel selection, proposed by scientists such as William Hamilton and Richard Dawkins, significantly expands our understanding of evolution. In his famous book The Selfish Gene (1976), Dawkins suggested that the primary units of evolution are not organisms, but genes, which strive for self-replication and spread. From his perspective, the organism is merely a vessel for genes, and evolution is essentially not about the survival of individuals but about the preservation and dissemination of genetic information passed down through generations.
According to this theory, evolution does not view the organism as an independent goal, but rather as a means for transmitting genes to the next generations. This leads to the concept of the "selfish gene," where each gene acts as a kind of "instrument" concerned with its own preservation within the population. Thus, evolution operates at the level of genes rather than individual organisms.
An important aspect of the development of this theory is the concept of multi-level selection. Selection can occur not only at the level of individual organisms but also at the level of genes, groups, and even species. In this context, evolution can be seen as a process in which not only the most adapted individuals are selected, but also genetic combinations that increase the chances of survival of populations or groups.
One example illustrating multi-level selection is the phenomenon of organisms with similar traits, such as the "green beard effect." Imagine a group of animals within a population randomly developing a unique trait — a green beard. This concept, proposed by Richard Dawkins, illustrates how traits that are disadvantageous at the individual level can be preserved and spread through group selection. In this case, individuals with a "green beard" (a symbolic trait that distinguishes them from others) may not have obvious survival advantages, but if such individuals form a group, their shared trait can promote cooperation and support within the group, thereby increasing the chances of survival for its members. Thus, this trait could be advantageous at the group level, even if it does not directly benefit the individuals. The green beard can be selected through group selection, where cooperation or even "signals" for interaction with other individuals emerge within the group, supporting the survival of the whole community. Therefore, group-level evolution can lead to the spread of this trait if it promotes cooperation and social interactions, increasing the chances of survival for the entire group.
Dawkins' theory also considers the importance of altruism in evolution. He argues that individuals who act in the interest of the group can contribute to the preservation of their genes, even if their behavior does not bring them direct benefit. An individual may help the survival of others, such as relatives or group members, at the cost of their own risks. In this context, if an individual with a green beard helps other members of their group survive, their actions could improve the overall success of the entire group, and these traits would be maintained and strengthened at the group level.
Considering evolution as a process that occurs on multiple levels allows us to include not only organisms but also broader evolutionary units such as populations, ecosystems, and even species. For example, within multicellular organisms or communities of organisms with similar traits (such as behavior or physical characteristics), there is a likelihood that these traits will be maintained through altruistic behavior that promotes the overall success of the group. However, such behavior is important not only for the survival of individual organisms but also for the propagation of their genes at the population level.
One vivid example of such a phenomenon can be symbiosis — a close, mutually beneficial coexistence of different species. When two or more species cooperate with each other, their chances of survival increase, and their traits can be supported and strengthened through evolutionary mechanisms. In this way, traits like the green beard, over the long term, can spread not only at the level of individual organisms but also within more complex biological systems, contributing to the overall survival of the group.
Today, it is believed that selection occurs on several levels:
Genetic level: Selection occurs at the level of individual genes. Genes that promote the successful survival and reproduction of their carriers become established in the population, passed down to future generations. This selection focuses on how specific genetic variations can increase their frequency in the population through their impact on the organism or on their copies in other organisms.
Individual level: Selection acts at the level of organisms. Individuals with traits that increase their chances of survival and successful reproduction are able to pass their genes to the next generation. This leads to the spread of beneficial adaptations within the population and the establishment of traits that enhance individual fitness.
Kin selection: Selection occurs through helping close relatives who share similar genes. Altruistic behavior toward kin can increase the chances of spreading common genes, even if it reduces individual survival chances. This type of selection explains the emergence of cooperative behavior in family groups and colonies.
Group level: Selection occurs at the level of groups of organisms. Groups in which members cooperate and support each other may have an advantage over groups where selfish behavior predominates. Competition between such groups may lead to the selection of cooperative strategies that enhance the success of the group as a whole.
Ecosystem or symbiotic community level: Selection may occur at the level of entire ecosystems or communities made up of interconnected species. In such systems, stable interactions, such as symbiosis, cooperation, and mutual support, can contribute to the successful existence of all members of the community. If an ecosystem or symbiotic community successfully adapts to changes in the environment and maintains its stability, it can contribute to the survival and spread of all the species involved. Although this level of selection is debated, examples of coevolution show that complex communities can form through cooperative and mutually beneficial relationships between different organisms.
Modern research supports the ideas of multilevel selection, showing how cooperation at the group and community levels can contribute to evolutionary success. 
2.5 The Role of Randomness and Directionality in Evolution
It is important to note that evolution, as a process, largely depends on random mutations, which can either benefit or harm an organism. However, the presence of directionality in evolution is not entirely excluded. With each generation, species become more adapted to their environment, but this does not occur through predefined goals or projects. Instead, it is the result of interactions between random changes and prevailing ecological and social factors.
Evolution does not have a predetermined goal or final destination. An important point is that it is not aimed at creating perfect beings but simply at adapting organisms to the specific conditions in which they exist. In this sense, evolution is not so much a process of development as it is one of endless adaptations and changes.
Conclusion
Thus, evolution has no predetermined goal or inherent meaning. Life and death are part of a continuous cycle of changes and adaptations that ensure the survival of species best suited to their environment. Death, as part of this process, does not imply an afterlife; rather, it is necessary for more adapted organisms to continue their existence. Evolution is a sequence of random processes that have ultimately led to the emergence of modern species, including humans. We exist as we are solely because all other variations did not survive, and we do not see them. All life on Earth, from microorganisms to humans, is the result of deterministic processes that, over billions of years, have shaped living beings capable of reproduction and adaptation.
[bookmark: _Toc191174006]3. The Emergence of Intelligence
Intelligence is one of the most complex achievements of evolution, becoming a key factor in the success of many species, especially humans. In this section, we will explore how evolution led to the emergence of intelligence, examine differences in cognitive development between mammals and cephalopods, and analyze how the brain utilizes predictive coding and Bayesian approaches to process information.
[bookmark: _Toc191174007]The Emergence of Intelligence: Evolutionary Preconditions
The evolution of intelligence is a gradual process involving the development of increasingly complex cognitive abilities such as learning, memory, prediction, and self-reflection. Intelligence did not arise suddenly; its emergence was the result of millions of years of adaptation to changing environmental conditions.
The most significant steps toward intelligence include:
Development of sensory systems and memory. Organisms began accumulating information about their environment and using it for survival.
Emergence of associative learning. The ability to link stimuli with responses helped in predicting dangers and opportunities.
Development of spatial reasoning. Animals started forming mental representations of their surroundings and planning their actions.
Social interaction. Group interactions facilitated the development of communication and more complex behavioral strategies.
Over time, these elements evolved into advanced cognitive systems capable of abstract thinking, self-awareness, and future planning.
[bookmark: _Toc191174008]Differences in the Evolution of Intelligence in Mammals and Cephalopods
An intriguing example of the evolution of intelligence can be seen in mammals and cephalopods (such as octopuses) — two distinct evolutionary paths leading to advanced cognition.
Mammals, including humans, developed intelligence in a social context, where cooperation and group living played a crucial role. Their cognitive abilities evolved to solve problems related to cooperation, competition, and social communication. This led to the emergence of complex social hierarchies, empathy, theory of mind (understanding the thoughts and intentions of others), language, and abstract thinking. The mammalian brain features a large cerebral cortex, particularly the frontal lobes, responsible for planning, self-control, and decision-making.
Cephalopods, on the other hand, evolved intelligence in a solitary existence, requiring adaptation to diverse oceanic environments. Their cognitive abilities focus on solving spatial problems, camouflage, tactical behavior, and independent control of limbs. A unique feature of cephalopod brains is that about two-thirds of their neurons are located in their tentacles, allowing their limbs to act autonomously.
These two examples demonstrate that intelligence can evolve through different pathways, adapting to specific survival challenges.

As we continue exploring the evolution of intelligence, understanding how the brain functions and has developed over time remains essential..
[bookmark: _Toc191174009]The Principle of Brain Functioning
The brain consists of billions of neurons that process information and coordinate the organism's actions. These neurons communicate with each other through chemical substances called neurotransmitters. When a neuron is activated, it transmits an electrical impulse that reaches the synapse—the contact point with another neuron. At this point, the electrical signal is converted into a chemical one, as neurotransmitters are released into the synaptic cleft and activate receptors on the next neuron.
Key neurotransmitters such as dopamine, serotonin, and glutamate regulate essential aspects of behavior and perception. For example, dopamine is associated with motivation and the reward system, while serotonin influences mood and anxiety levels. Glutamate serves as the primary excitatory neurotransmitter, playing a crucial role in learning and memory processes.
[bookmark: _Toc191174010]The Influence of Hormones on Brain Function
Hormones play a crucial role in regulating behavior and physiological states. For example, cortisol, the stress hormone, is produced in response to threats and helps the body cope with emergency situations. However, if its levels remain elevated for prolonged periods, it can lead to chronic stress, depression, and impaired cognitive function. Oxytocin, on the other hand, promotes the strengthening of social bonds and empathy, which are essential for complex forms of communication and interaction.
The influence of hormones on the brain is regulated through the hypothalamus, which controls the pituitary gland and, in turn, interacts with the endocrine system. This integration ensures the coordination of cognitive and physiological processes.
[bookmark: _Toc191174011]The Microbiota and Its Influence on the Brain
The microbiota, or the collective of microorganisms inhabiting our body, also plays a crucial role in brain function. In recent decades, it has become clear that microbes, especially those living in the gut, influence behavior, emotions, and cognitive processes. This interaction between the brain and microbes is known as the microbiome-gut-brain axis.
Some microbes can affect the levels of neurotransmitters, such as serotonin, which is produced in the gut, and influence inflammatory processes that, in turn, may impact the functioning of the nervous system. For example, disruptions in the balance of the microbiota are associated with the development of depression, anxiety disorders, and even neurodegenerative diseases such as Alzheimer's disease.
[bookmark: _Toc191174012]Evolution and Development of These Systems
Over time, through the process of evolution, the systems in various animal species, including humans, became increasingly complex and adapted to the surrounding environment. In the human brain, several levels of development can be distinguished: from ancient structures found in our ancestors, including reptiles, to more complex and specialized regions, such as the neocortex, responsible for abstract thinking, planning, and self-awareness.
In reptiles and their ancestors, including early mammals, there was a part of the brain responsible for basic survival functions, such as instincts, aggression, and sexual behavior. As evolution progressed, and more complex cognitive functions developed, new structures were added to this ancient brain, such as the limbic system, which is responsible for emotions, and the neocortex, which developed in mammals and enables more complex cognitive tasks like abstraction, planning, and self-reflection.

These changes led to the creation of brain structures that process information not only based on current events but also in anticipation of future states, allowing adaptation to the changing conditions of the environment. Brain evolution not only improved survival mechanisms but also created conditions for more complex forms of behavior, such as social interactions, empathy, and language.
[bookmark: _Toc191174013]Brain Development in Octopuses
The brain of octopuses has a remarkable structure and functional features that distinguish it from the brains of mammals. While octopuses do not possess the same complex brain system as mammals, they demonstrate a high level of cognitive abilities such as learning, tool use, problem-solving, and even signs of personality.
The octopus brain is divided into several parts, with the majority of its mass concentrated in the head. However, two-thirds of its neurons are located in the arms. This unique structure allows each arm to operate relatively independently and make its own decisions. This trait provides octopuses with exceptional flexibility in interacting with their environment and adapting to changing conditions.
[bookmark: _Toc191174014]Differences in Brain Function Between Octopuses and Humans
Mammals, including humans, developed complex social structures, which contributed to the evolution of a more centrally organized brain. As mammals, we have a highly developed cerebral cortex (especially the frontal lobes), which is responsible for functions such as planning, self-control, and abstract thinking. Our brain is also closely connected to the hypothalamus and the endocrine system, which allows hormones like cortisol and oxytocin to regulate behavior in response to external and internal stimuli.
In contrast, the octopus brain, while also highly developed, functions somewhat differently. The concentration of neurons in their arms allows octopuses to make decisions at a local level without needing to send signals to the central brain. This provides them with remarkable autonomy and the ability to adapt to a variety of situations. For example, octopuses can solve problems related to spatial perception and object manipulation, not only thanks to their central brain but also through their body, which is a unique feature.
In both cases — in mammals and octopuses — the brain serves as an adaptive organ that processes information about the external world and makes decisions based on the organism's current needs. However, while mammals developed a central brain to coordinate actions and social interactions, octopuses use local brain structures to maintain a high degree of independence for their body parts. This difference reflects distinct evolutionary survival strategies, where mammals rely on collective behavior and complex social interactions, while octopuses depend on individual decision-making and flexibility in manipulating their environment.
[bookmark: _Toc191174015]The Bayesian Approach to the Mind: The Free Energy Principle and Predictive Coding Theory
Predictive Coding and its foundations, related to Bayesian approaches, play a central role in contemporary understanding of how the brain perceives and processes information. Unlike traditional views of perception, where the brain simply reacts to sensory data, the theory of predictive coding argues that the brain actively constructs models of the world and uses them to predict future events. These predictions are then compared with the actual sensory information received through the senses. Prediction error—the difference between what the brain expects and what it actually perceives—serves as a signal for updating the mental model. This process allows the brain to minimize energy costs, accelerating perception and increasing adaptability, which forms the basis for the effective functioning of cognitive processes.
	In recent decades, the theory of predictive coding has increasingly been seen as part of the broader Free Energy Principle, which links it with Bayesian inference, Active Inference, and other approaches focused on minimizing uncertainty and adapting to environmental changes.[footnoteRef:1]. However, despite the growing interest in this integrative approach, predictive coding itself remains a fundamental concept for understanding how the brain constructs models of the world and updates them based on new data. This work will focus primarily on predictive coding, its neurobiological mechanisms, and its role in cognitive processes. [1:  For more detailed information on Active Inference and the Free Energy Principle, you can refer to the book by Thomas Parr, Giovanni Pezzullo, and Karl J. Friston, "Active Inference: The Free Energy Principle in Mind, Brain, and Behavior" (2022). This book provides an in-depth exploration of these concepts, explaining how they integrate with cognitive processes, brain functions, and behavior. It offers a comprehensive understanding of how the brain uses prediction, error correction, and active inference to adapt to environmental changes and minimize uncertainty.] 

The historical roots of the theory of predictive coding indeed trace back to the works of Pierre-Simon Laplace, who laid the foundation for the concept of determinism. Laplace, one of the first to consider ideas of probability and determinism in the context of predicting the future, proposed that if one had complete knowledge of the current state of the universe, the future could be predicted with absolute certainty. His hypothesis of the "Laplace Demon," which could predict the future with perfect accuracy, was based on the idea that if we knew all the parameters of microstates, including the position and velocity of every particle, all events — including human thoughts and actions — could be predicted.
This idea of an all-knowing observer and the ability to predict future events based on complete knowledge of present conditions provided an early conceptual foundation for understanding how the brain processes information and makes predictions about the future. Predictive coding and the free energy principle are modern extensions of this concept, where the brain continually updates its internal models of the world to minimize prediction errors and uncertainty.
However, the concept of prediction and world modeling began to develop much later. In the 18th and 19th centuries, Laplace's ideas about determinism started to be questioned by contemporary philosophers and scientists such as Isaac Newton, Carl Friedrich Gauss, and others. Ideas related to probabilistic calculations and uncertainty gained popularity with the development of statistics and thermodynamics.
The shift toward probabilistic thinking marked a key turning point in the evolution of predictive models. It became increasingly clear that the world is not fully deterministic and that knowledge of the present state is often insufficient to predict the future with absolute certainty. This uncertainty was formally recognized in statistical mechanics, which introduced the concept of entropy — a measure of disorder or uncertainty in a system. As a result, the idea that the brain might work with probabilities, updating predictions based on new information, became more plausible and relevant in the context of cognitive neuroscience.
In the 20th century, the works of Klaus Heisler, Richard Feynman, and Jan Frenkel represented a significant step toward understanding how predictions can operate in conditions of uncertainty and how the brain can construct hypotheses in the context of probability and imperfection. These scientists proposed mathematical approaches that ultimately laid the foundation for the theory of predictive coding in neurobiology.
Equally important contributions to the development of the idea of prediction and coding theory came from researchers in the field of neuroscience in the mid-20th century, such as Benjamin Libet and Nobel laureates Roger Sperry and Jean-Pierre Chevalier. For example, Libet conducted experiments that demonstrated the brain starts the decision-making process several seconds before a person becomes consciously aware of their choice, challenging the idea of full conscious control over behavior.
However, theories similar to predictive coding began to actively develop only in the late 20th and early 21st centuries. A key role in this was played by research into neuroplasticity and the brain's adaptive mechanisms. Neurobiological studies, including investigations of neurotransmitters such as dopamine and the influence of neural networks, allowed for significant insights into how the brain uses prediction and models to perceive the surrounding world. Founders of predictive coding theory, such as Karl Friedrich von Weizsäcker and Gregory Hooper, proposed that the brain is constantly forming hypotheses about the future based on past experience and correlating them with incoming sensory information.
Bayes' theorem, proposed by the English mathematician Thomas Bayes in the 18th century, became an important mathematical tool for analyzing and updating probabilistic hypotheses in light of new data.
The essence of the theorem is that it allows for recalculating the probability of a hypothesis based on new data. Bayes' theorem describes how the belief (or probability) in a hypothesis is updated in response to new information. In the context of the brain, this theorem can be used to explain how neural networks update their predictions about the future, considering both old and new experiences.
In the context of predictive coding theory, this theorem and formula illustrate how the brain updates its hypotheses (or predictions) about the world based on new sensory data. When the brain encounters new events (data), it revises its prior probability (predictions) to incorporate these data, which helps improve the accuracy of future predictions.
Thus, this process reflects a key feature of predictive coding: the brain does not simply react to data, but actively revises its expectations based on new inputs, always striving to minimize prediction errors.
The application of Bayes' theorem to neurobiology and cognitive science became possible in the 1980s when scientists began to understand how the brain could use probabilistic methods to solve problems of uncertainty. In this paradigm, the brain is seen as a "Bayesian inference" (interpreter) that formulates hypotheses about the world and updates them in response to sensory information using principles of probability. The Bayesian model suggests that the brain maintains probabilistic models of future events and adjusts them based on prediction errors, which is directly connected to the theory of predictive coding.
This updating of probabilistic hypotheses is crucial because it allows the brain not only to adapt to changes in the environment but also to account for uncertainty in the world, even when information is incomplete. In this sense, Bayes' theorem and its applications have become fundamental to understanding how the brain, when faced with uncertainty, can improve its predictions and forecast the future based on prior knowledge.
Thus, the connection between predictive coding theory and Bayes' theorem became a key point in the development of neurobiological models explaining how the brain processes information and uses probabilistic computations to predict the future. Bayes' theory, as the foundation for handling uncertainty and adaptation, provided an important mathematical and cognitive tool for understanding how the brain functions in the context of constant uncertainty and the ever-changing world.
Predictive Coding as an Adaptive Mechanism
The principle behind the theory of predictive coding is that the brain does not simply react to external stimuli, but actively predicts them using existing models of the world. The brain constructs hypotheses about what will happen in the future and compares them with current sensory information. If the predictions match reality, the prediction error is minimized, allowing the brain to use its resources efficiently. If an error occurs—when there is a mismatch between the prediction and reality—the brain updates its models of the world, which helps improve perception and adaptation.
This approach allows the brain to save energy and effort by minimizing the need to process all information from scratch. Instead of interpreting data anew each time, the brain works with simplified models that it constantly updates based on new sensory data. This significantly speeds up information processing and reduces energy expenditure. For example, when a person is walking down the street, their brain does not analyze each step individually but simply uses its predictions about what should happen in the next second.
Predictive Coding operates at different levels, ranging from simple sensory signals (such as sounds or colors) to complex social interactions and abstract ideas. At lower levels, the brain predicts basic sensory signals, such as shapes and movements, while at higher levels, it predicts more complex phenomena, such as people's intentions or social interaction scenarios.
The Role of Hormones, Neurotransmitters, and Microbiota in Prediction
The effectiveness of predictive coding mechanisms also depends on various external and internal factors. Hormones, neurotransmitters, gut microbiota, and injuries can significantly influence the brain's ability to predict and adapt.
Cortisol, the stress hormone, can impair the brain's ability to adjust its predictions. For example, high levels of cortisol may disrupt the process of updating the world model, leading to persistent perceptual errors and increased anxiety. Neurotransmitters such as dopamine play a key role in reward and motivation processes, as well as in strengthening or weakening certain brain predictions. Recent studies have also shown that gut microbiota can influence cognitive functions and even the brain's predictive abilities, as microbes interact with the central nervous system, affecting our mood and perception.
Injuries, especially brain injuries, can disrupt the neurobiological processes of prediction, leading to cognitive and emotional disorders. For example, depression and anxiety disorders can be associated with disruptions in the mechanisms of predictive coding, when the brain cannot effectively update its world models.
Modern brain research shows that the mind actively creates and updates models of the world using predictive coding and Bayesian approaches.
Predictive coding is the process by which the brain forms hypotheses about what it expects to perceive and compares these hypotheses with actual sensory information. When predictive coding results in a mismatch between the brain's expectations and sensory input (prediction error), the brain can either update its world model or try to interpret the data through existing hypotheses. If the prediction error is too large, the brain may sometimes perceive it as reality, which can lead to hallucinations. For example, under conditions of sensory deprivation, when sensory information is insufficient, the brain may dominate with its predictions, and visual or auditory images may appear to compensate for the lack of real stimuli. In cases of excessive activation of predictions, such as during stress or neurochemical imbalances (such as excess dopamine), the brain may ignore real information and impose its own interpretation. This partially explains the hallucinations observed in schizophrenia.
Levels of Predictive Coding:
Low level (sensory): The brain predicts simple sensory signals (e.g., lines, colors, or sounds). For example, if you hear footsteps, your brain predicts that you will see a person.
Middle level (perceptual): Predictions include more complex structures—images, sounds of words, or objects. For instance, seeing quick movement in the bushes, you predict that it's an animal.
High level (cognitive): At this level, the brain forms complex hypotheses, including social interactions and abstract ideas. For example, based on someone's behavior, you might predict their intentions..
Ascending and Descending Signals
The hierarchy of information processing is based on two types of signals:

Descending Predictions (top-down signals): At each level of the brain, predictions are generated about sensory data that are sent to lower levels. For example, if a higher level predicts that a person is seeing a face, lower levels will expect facial features (eyes, nose, mouth).
Ascending Prediction Errors (bottom-up signals): When the actual sensory signal does not match the prediction, an error signal is generated. This signal is sent to higher levels to adjust the model and refine predictions..
How Does the Brain Correct Errors?
This process occurs through cyclic feedback:
Prediction: The higher level generates a prediction and sends it down the hierarchy.
Comparison: At the lower level, this prediction is compared with the actual sensory signal.
Error: If there is a discrepancy, a prediction error is generated.
Model Update: The error is sent back upward, where the model is adjusted to improve future predictions.
When the real sensory information matches the predictions, the brain minimizes the prediction error, which helps conserve resources. However, if the information does not align with expectations, a prediction error occurs, signaling the need to update the world model.
In the brain's neural layers, there is a division between "prediction neurons," which form expectations, and "error neurons," which signal when predictions are not met. For example, in the supragranular layers (upper layers of the brain), there are error neurons that activate when something unexpected occurs. In the deeper layers, there are neurons that provide prediction signals.
However, the effectiveness of predictive coding is influenced by various factors, including hormones, neurotransmitters, microbiota, and injuries. Hormones, such as cortisol, produced in response to stress, can alter neuron sensitivity, affecting the brain's ability to adapt and learn. Neurotransmitters, such as dopamine, play a key role in motivation and reward processes, which can enhance or diminish certain predictions and responses. The gut microbiota, interacting with the central nervous system, can influence mood and cognitive functions, reflecting in the process of prediction. Injuries, especially brain injuries, can disrupt the normal functioning of neural networks responsible for predictive coding, leading to cognitive and emotional disorders.
Errors in the process of predictive coding can occur for various reasons. They may be related to insufficient accuracy of sensory data, incorrect interpretation of information, or failure to update world models. Such errors can lead to distorted perception and impaired adaptive behavior. For example, during chronic stress, elevated cortisol levels can reduce the brain's ability to adjust predictions, resulting in persistent perceptual errors and increased anxiety.
Thus, predictive coding is the foundation of adaptive behavior and human cognitive functions. Understanding the mechanisms of this process and the factors that influence its efficiency opens new horizons for the development of treatments for various mental and neurological disorders related to disruptions in predictive coding.
[bookmark: _Toc191174016]Conclusion
The emergence of the mind is the result of a complex evolutionary process that has led to the development of various forms of intelligence in different species. Predictive coding and Bayesian approaches demonstrate how the brain creates models of the world and adapts to new conditions, minimizing prediction errors. These mechanisms form the basis of our perception, learning, and thinking, making the mind a powerful tool for understanding and transforming reality.

[bookmark: _Toc189094722][bookmark: _Toc191174017]4. Existential Limits of Forecasting
Mental models are internal cognitive structures through which we conceptualize and predict the world. These models help us navigate life by creating more or less accurate representations of reality. However, like any other tool, they are limited. Mental models, much like filters through which we perceive the world, are inevitably simplifications based on experience and expectations, allowing us to interact with the environment more efficiently. Yet, like any tool, these models cannot always accurately reflect reality, as the world does not always fit into the frameworks we create for it.
In Plato's philosophy, these ideas find their continuation. In the famous "Allegory of the Cave," Plato depicts individuals who, sitting in a dark cave, can only see the shadows cast by objects positioned in front of a fire. These shadows represent a distorted perception of reality, perceived as true because the cave dwellers have never seen the light. Only the one who escapes the cave can see the true reality hidden behind the shadows. Plato's image symbolizes the limitations of our perception, which reflects only a fragment of the full picture of the world.
Later, Immanuel Kant argued that we perceive the world not as it is "in itself" (Ding an sich), but through the a priori forms of the mind, which help us understand the nature of these limitations. Kant believed that our knowledge of reality will always be constrained by the categories of the mind, such as space, time, and causality, which are imposed upon our experience and do not exist in the world "in itself." This means that human perception will always be limited by these a priori forms, and we can understand and predict only those aspects of the world that fit within these frameworks.
The idea that our perception of the world is always limited was further developed in the later works of Thomas Bayes, whom we discussed earlier. In particular, Bayes used the example of the sunrise and sunset to explain how our models of the world can be updated based on observations. For instance, a person, stepping out of a cave for the first time, observes the sunrise and wonders: does this happen every day? With each new observation, they update their belief using Bayesian reasoning. With every sunrise, they strengthen their hypothesis that the sun indeed rises every day. However, if one day this prediction proves false, and the sun does not rise or set in its usual place, they will need to adjust their model of the world based on the new data.
Thus, in the Bayesian approach, we observe a process of continuous updating of our mental models based on new observations, which also echoes Plato's idea of searching for true reality beyond distorted perceptions. Bayes emphasizes that perception and prediction of the world are dynamic processes that are always subject to adjustment, and that the reality we strive to understand may always be deeper than our current model of perception allows.
These ideas were further developed and expanded by Nate Silver[footnoteRef:2], who explored the principles of forecasting in conditions of uncertainty. Silver argues that successful forecasting depends on the ability to distinguish between "signal" (important information) and "noise" (random or insignificant data), which is directly related to Bayesian model updating. However, Silver goes further, emphasizing that not all models can be corrected simply by updating them with new data. In a world full of uncertainty and randomness, many predictions turn out to be incorrect, even if they follow the right methodology. [2:  The Signal and the Noise: Why So Many Predictions Fail-but Some Don't (2012)] 

Silver emphasizes how people often overestimate their ability to interpret data, relying on predictions that seem plausible but may actually be the result of perceptual errors and biases. He explains that it is important not only to consider new data but also to understand the context in which it arises. In this sense, as in Bayesian models, the adjustment of mental models is a process that requires not only observations but also an awareness of the limitations we face when interpreting the world. Silver also underscores that the significance of "noise" in data is often overlooked, and without the ability to separate it from the "signal," we will not be able to create accurate predictive models, even when using the most advanced data analysis methods.
Thus, like Bayesian theory, Silver emphasizes the importance of continually revising our assumptions and correcting our models of the world. However, unlike classical Bayesian theory, Silver points out the complexity of predictions in the real world, where the signal is often hard to distinguish from the noise, and our ability to make accurate predictions remains limited.
However, despite the fact that our mental models can be updated based on observations, even with all the complexity of predictions, the process of adapting to new data is not infinite. When the world becomes too complex, or when our expectations collide with fundamentally new and unpredictable phenomena, our models encounter limitations that cannot be overcome through conventional methods of adjustment. This opens up an insurmountable gap for the mind — a moment when we find ourselves unable to adapt our predictions to reality.
In such situations, when even the most flexible models prove powerless, the mind experiences a crisis caused by the inability to predict or comprehend what is happening. This confrontation with uncertainty leads to existential tension, questioning the very capacity of the mind to make sense of the world. And despite all efforts to update and revise models, it becomes clear that human cognition inevitably faces boundaries that cannot be surpassed by familiar forecasting mechanisms.
The existential limit of forecasting is the threshold at which the human brain encounters fundamentally unpredictable phenomena that cannot be integrated into predictive models due to a lack of data, experience, or the ability to correct prediction errors. When the brain reaches the limits of its cognitive capabilities, it results in an irresolvable cognitive conflict, giving rise to profound existential experiences.
The existential limit of forecasting became the starting point for the development of numerous philosophical movements such as pessimism, existentialism, and nihilism. These philosophies emerged as a result of confronting the limits of human understanding, when traditional models of perceiving the world prove inadequate to address profound existential questions and uncertainty. Errors arising from the existential limit can sometimes spiral out of control, evolving into desperate pessimism, deep existentialism, or nihilism.
Pessimism, as a philosophical position asserting the dominance of the negative aspects of life, is directly linked to the inability to cope with uncertainty and predict the future during times of profound crisis. When a person encounters phenomena that cannot be integrated into familiar models, their mind may begin to seek an explanation through extremes. A pessimistic view of the world often stems from accepting uncertainty and destructive expectations as an inevitable part of existence.
An example of pessimism is the philosophy of the German thinker Philipp Mainländer, who proposed the idea that existence, by its very nature, contains an element of suffering and meaninglessness. Mainländer's thinking on the infinite suffering and meaninglessness of life became a striking example of how the existential limit can be interpreted as the inevitable tragedy of human existence. He viewed life as something devoid of an ultimate purpose, which is a direct consequence of experiencing existential uncertainty, which gives rise to the deepest pessimistic disposition.
The philosopher Ulrich Horstmann (pseudonym Klaus Steintal) represents a radical example of pessimism, where his philosophy escalates to extremes. Horstmann is known for his extremist position, according to which the voluntary extinction of humanity should be achieved through deliberate global thermonuclear annihilation. He views existence as something so absurd and filled with suffering that, in his view, the only way out is the complete destruction of humanity. His ideas serve as an example of extreme pessimism, where the philosophy of suffering and the meaninglessness of life leads to misanthropy and radical, shocking conclusions.
Existentialism, in turn, emerged as a response to the recognition of these limits and the struggle with the fact that humans cannot find absolute meaning in life, while their predictions and answers to existential questions often turn out to be superficial or mistaken. Existentialists such as Jean-Paul Sartre and Martin Heidegger sought to confront the ideas of freedom, responsibility, and finitude. However, their works frequently reflect a sense of anxiety and the impossibility of fully grasping existence.
However, existentialism can be rooted in mistaken assumptions about human nature, leading to extremes in the interpretation of freedom and the search for meaning. If we consider that this process begins with an internal crisis, then philosophical systems such as Heidegger’s theories emerge as a response to the inability to find ultimate meaning in a world where predictions about our future are constantly called into question.
Nihilism is perhaps the most extreme response to the existential limit of prediction. Nihilists argue that life has neither meaning nor intrinsic value. They assert that all moral, social, and metaphysical foundations are ultimately meaningless. The belief that all human efforts to create meaning are doomed to failure stems from a profound existential void that emerges when one confronts the limits of human understanding.
The philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche is a striking example of nihilism, describing the world as chaos devoid of meaning and order. For Nietzsche, the world is an arena of struggle and suffering, where human aspirations are doomed to failure if they seek meaning in a universe that offers none. He argues that traditional moral and religious foundations are incapable of providing true meaning in life, and that individuals must forge their own path by overcoming this existential void from within. His works embody this confrontation with existential limits: it is impossible to construct a cognitive model of the world that resolves all contradictions and allows one to escape this darkness.
Nihilism, emerging from a deep crisis of faith in the ability to predict, is essentially the extreme stage of the "amplification" of error. When a person fails to find solutions in conditions of uncertainty, they arrive at the conclusion that nothing exists beyond subjective perception and, therefore, that nothing in the world truly matters. This ultimately escalates into a complete rejection of all values and purposes.
Pessimism, existentialism, and nihilism represent not just philosophical doctrines but also a process of forecasting that arises from erroneous predictions and exaggerated expectations. Beginning as an attempt to explain uncertainty and crisis, these movements gradually spiral, amplifying the significance of the problem and reaching extremes. As a result, what initially started as a search for meaning and an effort to overcome existential limits transforms into extreme forms of despair and philosophical nihilism. We will examine this in more detail in Chapter 3.
These philosophies, to some extent, become a logical consequence of how errors in forecasting and distortions in the perception of uncertainty can lead to a radical reassessment of human nature and its place in the world. They do not always offer solutions, but they raise fundamental questions about our ability to construct a meaningful life in the face of the uncertainty we encounter.
An example of a more honest approach within existentialism is the philosopher Albert Camus. Camus emphasizes the moment when Sisyphus, the absurd hero of his work, becomes aware of the meaninglessness of his existence and his condemnation to endless struggle. However, Camus does not advocate denying reality but rather accepting it. For Sisyphus, despite recognizing the absurd, his life does not lose its value. He becomes happy because he acknowledges his fate and accepts it—not in submission, but in defiance. This acceptance is not passive but an active act in which he finds inner freedom and harmony, continuing his labor despite its futility. Camus argues that although Sisyphus’s struggle is absurd, meaning and happiness can still be found in that absurdity if one abandons the search for ultimate answers and embraces reality as it is.


[bookmark: _Toc191174018]Chapter 2. Ways of Adapting to Existential Limits
In the first chapter, we arrived at the realization that the world, as it is, is the result of random interactions and self-organization, devoid of any ultimate purpose or higher design. This understanding, coupled with chaos and unpredictability, presents a profound existential problem for the human mind. How can we make decisions and take action when the future is beyond prediction? In this chapter, we will examine existential fears and limits of the mind, such as free will, death, and the complete absence of meaning, through scientific and philosophical works. Since these are eternal themes that will persist as long as there is a self-aware mind, instead of reiterating the ideas of past geniuses, we will focus on the works of the 20th and early 21st centuries, as their works, in a sense, already encapsulate the conclusions of the past. 
The next section explores free will as an adaptive tool. We will examine its neurobiological and cognitive foundations, the influence of genetics and environment on its formation, and the illusion of this concept in light of contemporary research. Through this lens, we will understand how free will becomes a means of organizing chaos and a tool for adapting to the ultimate complexity of existence.
[bookmark: _Toc189094724][bookmark: _Toc191174019]1. Free Will as a Tool for Information Processing
Although the brain operates within certain patterns and predictions, we continue to experience a sense of free will. This is because the brain does not process all information directly; instead, it works with the most probable hypotheses and models. As a result, we perceive ourselves as independent agents making decisions, even though, at a deeper level, our brain is always functioning within deterministic patterns, whose predictions simplify perception and adaptation.
This also explains why we feel free, even though, at a deeper level, the brain is guided by certain probabilistic models. The brain conserves resources by processing not all information, but only the most likely events, making it more flexible and adaptive. This allows us to respond quickly to changes in the environment without wasting excessive energy on data processing, which ultimately gives us the sensation of free will.
Robert Sapolsky is an American neuroendocrinologist, biologist, anthropologist, and writer, known for his work on human behavior, its biological foundations, and the mechanisms of stress. He holds a professorship at Stanford University and has spent over three decades researching how neurobiology, genetics, and the environment shape human behavior. In addition to his primary work as a biologist, Sapolsky is well-known for his popular books, such as Behave: The Biology of Humans at Our Best and Worst and Determined: A Science of Life Without Free Will. These works offer revolutionary perspectives on the nature of human behavior, challenging traditional views on free will and moral responsibility.
[bookmark: _Toc191174020]Neurobiological Evidence
Sapolsky refers to the research of Michael Gazzaniga, who worked with patients with a split corpus callosum to demonstrate the absence of free will. Patients with separated hemispheres of the brain exhibited striking examples of how consciousness interprets and explains actions that were not actually the result of conscious decision-making. When one hemisphere performs an action, the patient is not always able to explain why it occurred. Gazzaniga found that the left hemisphere of the brain, which is associated with speech and explanation, often fabricates justifications for actions performed by the right hemisphere. This supports the notion that our consciousness is not always connected to the actual decision-making process. 
«Neurobiology shows that often we are unaware of the true causes of our behavior. When the left hemisphere explains the actions of the right, it does so based on its perception, not the actual caus[footnoteRef:3]» (Determined: A Science of Life Without Free Will, p. 45). [3:  The quotes in the book are taken from Russian translations and may differ slightly from the originals. This is due to the fact that I did not have the original texts at hand while writing this book.] 

This example illustrates the idea that we perceive ourselves as free agents, but in reality, many of our decisions and actions are the result of unconscious processes.
[bookmark: _Toc191174021]Illusion of Free Will
One of the central aspects of the book is the concept of the "illusion of free will." Sapolsky argues that, despite our belief in free choice, all of our decisions are actually determined by biological, neurobiological, and social factors. We perceive ourselves as free agents because we are unaware of the entire chain of mechanisms that actually lead to our behavior. Sapolsky uses the metaphor of "illusion": we see ourselves as free agents because we fail to notice the deeper mechanisms that influence our actions.
«We believe that we control our actions because we don't see the chain of biological factors that lead to our decisions. It's simply an illusion that we make decisions consciously» (Determined: A Science of Life Without Free Will, p. 98).
He provides examples where reactions to external stimuli occur before we become aware of them. For instance, if a person faces danger, their body may immediately react based on instinctive responses (such as an increase in adrenaline) before they consciously realize what has happened. This confirms that our behavior is often predetermined by unconscious reactions occurring in our brain..
[bookmark: _Toc189094727][bookmark: _Toc191174022]Генетика и влияние на поведение
Сапольски также подчеркивает важность генетики в детерминированности нашего поведения. Он приводит примеры генетических мутаций, таких как изменения в гене MAOA, который связан с повышенной склонностью к агрессии. Это генетическое влияние может существенно изменять поведение, и, по мнению Сапольски, такие данные показывают, что наша личность и поведение во многом предопределены нашим геном, а не являются результатом свободного выбора.
«Генетика вносит большой вклад в формирование нашей личности. Даже такие черты, как склонность к агрессии, могут быть предопределены нашими генами» (Determined: A Science of Life Without Free Will, с. 127).
[bookmark: _Toc189094728][bookmark: _Toc191174023]Влияние окружения и воспитания
Окружение и воспитание также играют значительную роль в формировании нашего поведения. Сапольски акцентирует внимание на том, как стрессовые события могут сильно повлиять на принятие решений. В частности, стресс может снизить нашу способность к рациональному мышлению, делая нас более склонными к импульсивным решениям. Это также подтверждает, что наши действия во многом предопределены внешними обстоятельствами, а не свободной волей.
«Когда мы находимся под стрессом, наш мозг начинает работать иначе, что делает нас более склонными к агрессии или импульсивным поступкам. Это означает, что даже в моменты напряжения наши действия детерминированы» (Determined: A Science of Life Without Free Will, p. 140).
[bookmark: _Toc191174024]The Role of Neuropeptides and Hormones in Behavior
Sapolsky provides an in-depth discussion on how hormones, such as oxytocin, can significantly influence our social interactions. He presents examples illustrating how an increase in oxytocin levels can make individuals more trusting and altruistic, whereas a decrease can lead to aggression and distrust. 
«Hormones such as oxytocin play a crucial role in our behavior. We cannot control their levels, and it is often these biochemical factors that determine how we relate to others» (Determined: A Science of Life Without Free Will, p. 165).
[bookmark: _Toc191174025]Decoherence and Classical Reality
Quantum decoherence refers to the loss of quantum coherence. It has been studied to understand how quantum systems transition into states that can be described using classical mechanics [footnoteRef:4]. This theory, which emerged as an attempt to extend the understanding of quantum mechanics, has evolved in several directions, with experimental research confirming some key aspects. [4: Coherence in physics refers to the correlation (consistency) of multiple oscillatory or wave processes over time, which manifests when they interfere. Oscillations are considered coherent if the phase difference between them remains constant over time, resulting in a combined oscillation of the same frequency.
A classical example of two coherent oscillations is two sinusoidal waves of identical frequency.
From the perspective of quantum theory, decoherence represents the collapse of the wave function due to interaction with the environment. The process of decoherence is a crucial component of the thought experiment proposed by Erwin Schrödinger, in which he sought to demonstrate the incompleteness of quantum mechanics in describing the transition from subatomic systems to macroscopic ones.] 

At the macroscopic level, quantum effects become "blurred" due to the interaction of quantum systems with the surrounding environment. This process, known as decoherence, explains why the macroscopic world appears strictly deterministic.
Decoherence demonstrates that quantum systems transition into states that, from the observer's perspective, appear classically determined. Thus, quantum uncertainty does not "penetrate" the macroscopic world, where Newtonian laws prevail.
[bookmark: _Toc191174026]Bell's Experiment 
Bell's experiment demonstrates that quantum mechanics violates Bell's inequalities, indicating the presence of quantum nonlocality. This phenomenon is often interpreted as a challenge to classical notions of determinism. However, Sapolsky emphasizes that even quantum nonlocality does not provide "free will", as the outcomes remain entirely dependent on the system's parameters and its initial state.
According to Sapolsky, misinterpretations of quantum nonlocality arise from the assumption that the randomness of quantum events allows for the existence of a will independent of deterministic factors. However, as he points out, quantum randomness does not make events free; it merely makes them unpredictable.
[bookmark: _Toc191174027]Physical Determinism and System Complexity
The ideas of Pierre-Simon Laplace, suggesting that knowledge of all initial conditions can allow the prediction of the future, are discussed in the context of chaos theory and quantum uncertainty. Sapolsky points out that even in a complex physical system (such as the brain), no "freedom" arises; everything remains predetermined by the laws of physics. Despite potential quantum uncertainty, its impact on the level of conscious decisions is minimal and does nothing to save the concept of free will.
According to Laplace's theory, Laplace's demon is a hypothetical entity that, knowing the position and velocity of all particles in the universe at a specific moment in time, can accurately predict the future. If you understand the physical laws governing the universe and know the exact position of every particle within it, you can predict with precision what happened at every moment since the beginning of time and what will happen at every subsequent moment until the end of time. This means that everything that happens in the universe was destined to happen (in a mathematical, not theological, sense).
«Laplace proposed the canonical statement of determinism: if you had a superhuman who knew the position of every particle in the universe at a given moment, they would be able to precisely predict every moment in the future. Moreover, if this superhuman (subsequently called "Laplace's demon") could reconstruct the exact position of each particle at any moment in the past, it would lead to the present, identical to our current one. The past and future of the universe are already determined. Science since Laplace has shown that he was not entirely right (proving that Laplace was not the Laplacian demon), but the spirit of his demon lives on. Modern views on determinism must include the fact that certain types of predictability are impossible (the subject of chapters 5 and 6), and some aspects of the universe are in fact undetermined (chapters 9 and 10). (Determined: A Science of Life without Free Will. Chapter 1)
[bookmark: _Toc191174028]Further Reflections on Free Will with Lawrence Krauss 
After the book «Determined» was discussed in a two-hour podcast between Robert Sapolsky and Lawrence Krauss, the focus shifted to the connection between the illusion of free will, neurobiology, and concepts from quantum physics. Sapolsky emphasized once again that free will is an illusion, determined by biological processes and the laws of physics. This perspective is further supported by the argument that even the probabilistic nature of quantum physics is not enough to undermine determinism.
[bookmark: _Toc191174029]Determinism and Quantum Physics
During the conversation, Krauss raises the argument of quantum uncertainty, often used to support the idea of free will. He emphasizes that the uncertainty at the quantum level is interpreted as the probabilistic nature of events, not due to a rejection of determinism, but because we lack the tools to predict exact outcomes. Sapolsky agrees, noting that even if quantum physics introduces an element of randomness, it does not create freedom of choice for the individual. No quantum "noisy" event in the brain creates conscious and independent action.
The main arguments conclude that the illusion of control arises from the fact that neurobiological processes are initiated before we become aware of our actions, as evidenced by studies showing that neural activity precedes our decisions. The probabilistic nature of quanta suggests that even if random events exist in nature, they cannot form the basis of free will, as they are not under the control of the individual. The evolutionary basis of behavior, as Sapolsky emphasizes, is that even highly developed social processes have a biological foundation, including concepts like morality and responsibility.
These are the words of Robert Sapolsky from his book Determined (Chapter 10: Is Your Free Will Random?).: 
Can quantum effects really influence behavior, aside from the harsh randomness?

For example, the uncertainty that releases magnesium from a glutamate receptor does not have a significant impact on synaptic excitation. Even strong excitation from a single synapse is not enough to trigger an action potential in a neuron... A dendrite in a single glutamatergic synapse contains around 200 receptors. We consider quantum events affecting just one receptor within such a synapse. By conservative estimates, a neuron contains between 10,000 and 50,000 such synapses... This gives us between 20 and 100 trillion glutamate receptors... If we apply the same calculations to the hypothetical microtubules supposedly responsible for consciousness... So, when moving from quantum uncertainty at the subatomic level to the scale of the brain that produces behavior, a scale problem arises: an overwhelming number of random events would have to happen simultaneously, in one place, and in one direction, to have a significant impact. Most experts agree that the more likely scenario is that any individual quantum event gets lost in the "noise" of the vast number of other quantum events happening at different times and in different directions.
At the end of the podcast, Sapolsky and Krauss come to a shared conclusion that the ideas of quantum physics do not contradict biological determinism. The question of free will becomes a philosophical one: we live as though it exists, despite the lack of evidence in its favor. This approach allows us to focus on practical measures, such as revisiting approaches to punishment and education, topics that Sapolsky discusses in detail in his book.
Conclusion
The works of Robert Sapolsky, Behave: The Biology of Humans at Our Best and Worst and Determined: A Science of Life Without Free Will, reveal the deep interconnection between biology, behavior, and determinism, providing a comprehensive explanation of human nature. These books lead us to the realization that conventional notions of free will and moral responsibility need to be reconsidered.
Behave demonstrates that human behavior is shaped through the complex interaction of neurobiological, genetic, hormonal, and social factors. Every action is rooted in a chain of events that begins long before conscious choice, including instantaneous hormonal reactions and the long-term influence of the environment. This book helps to understand how our best and worst actions are predetermined by a multifaceted biological foundation.
In Determined, Sapolsky takes the next step, arguing that free will is nothing more than a cognitive illusion necessary for social functioning, but incompatible with scientific data. Neurobiology confirms that our decisions are not the result of independent choice, and quantum randomness does not add freedom, as it remains beyond the subject's control.
These works have not only philosophical significance but also practical implications. If our actions are predetermined, it is worth reconsidering justice systems, education, and social responsibility. This approach allows for a focus on eliminating factors that contribute to antisocial behavior and creating conditions that foster empathy and cooperation.
Sapolsky's perspective offers not pessimism, but deep compassion: understanding that every action is shaped by invisible biological and external forces can radically change how we view ourselves and others.
He emphasizes that all our decisions are the result of biological and ecological factors over which we have no control, making traditional reward and punishment systems meaningless. Given this determinism, moral judgments and justice systems need to be completely reevaluated.

[bookmark: _Toc189094735][bookmark: _Toc191174030]2. Adaptation to Death
The sense of free will helps the mind feel in control of its life, but it proves powerless in the face of the awareness of the finitude of existence. Death, being an inherent part of our being, provokes fear and existential tension, especially in the context of the chaotic nature of the world discussed in the previous section.
The brain, seeking to avoid cognitive dissonance, employs mental models of immortality and symbolic adaptations to mitigate the impact of the awareness of its mortality. These mechanisms help maintain inner stability and functionality even in the face of the inevitable. In this section, we explore how mental constructs, cultural adaptations, and personal strategies reduce the fear of death and help individuals find ways to accept it..
[bookmark: _Toc191174031]2.1 Mental Models of Immortality
Ernest Becker, an American psychologist and philosopher, is the author of the renowned book The Denial of Death, for which he was awarded the Pulitzer Prize. In this work, Becker analyzes fundamental existential issues, with the primary one being the awareness of one's own mortality. To cope with this fear, individuals construct mental models of immortality—cognitive frameworks that help them adapt to existential limits, that is, situations where the human mind confronts fundamentally unknowable and unpredictable phenomena. These models allow individuals to maintain a sense of control, order, and meaning in the face of the inevitable finiteness of existence. Becker argues that human life cannot be fully understood without considering the fear of death, which influences all aspects of our existence, from personal relationships to cultural and religious systems..
Mental Models as a Tool for Prediction and Protection
[bookmark: _Toc189094738]From the perspective of predictive coding, the brain continuously updates its models to anticipate the future. When predictions are confirmed, this creates a sense of security and stability. However, the awareness of one's own mortality and the finiteness of existence represents a fundamental uncertainty that cannot be eliminated. Confronting this existential limit generates anxiety and disorientation, prompting individuals to construct models of immortality as a means of protecting the mind.
[bookmark: _Toc191174032]Symbolic Heroism and Cultural Adaptations
One of Becker's central ideas is symbolic heroism as a way to adapt to existential limits. Symbolic heroism is the attempt to overcome the fear of death by participating in cultural systems that give life meaning and create the illusion of immortality. People seek ways to become part of something greater that will outlive their physical existence. This can take the form of art, science, religion, political movements, or social institutions.
Becker argues that all culture is essentially a heroic system designed to shield individuals from the terror of death. Culture creates symbols and myths that promise immortality through belonging to something eternal. For example, an artist may seek immortality through their works, a scientist through their discoveries, and a soldier through the defense of their homeland.
As Becker writes: "All culture is a kind of hero system that allows us to believe we transcend death by participating in something eternal."
Thus, symbolic heroism enables individuals to adapt to existential limits by creating an illusion of control and stability. Cultural systems offer pathways to transcendence that distract the mind from the awareness of life's finiteness..
[bookmark: _Toc191174033][bookmark: _Toc189094739]Types of Mental Models of Immortality 

Becker identifies several types of immortality models that help individuals cope with the fear of death:
Biological Immortality. The drive to leave offspring as a way to extend one’s existence through genetic inheritance. Children become a symbol of life’s continuity despite personal mortality.
Symbolic Immortality. The creation of artistic works, scientific discoveries, or societal contributions that outlive the individual. This model allows a person to feel connected to history and culture.
Egocentric Immortality. The pursuit of fame and recognition, which creates the illusion of personal immortality. This can manifest in striving for leadership, achieving success, or leaving a legacy in the memory of others.
Theological Immortality. Belief in an afterlife or an eternal soul as a way to overcome the fear of death. Religious beliefs provide meaning and hope for continued existence beyond physical death.
These immortality models help individuals adapt to existential limits, preserving a sense of meaning and predictability in an unpredictable world.
[bookmark: _Toc191174034]Symbolic and Genuine Heroism
Although symbolic heroism helps individuals cope with the fear of death, Becker argues that it is based on self-deception. Cultural and religious systems offer illusory solutions that do not eliminate death itself but merely distract from its awareness. Symbolic heroism allows a person to temporarily suppress anxiety but does not resolve the deeper existential conflict. Becker notes:
“The irony of human existence is that the deepest need is to be free from the fear of death; but it is life itself that awakens this fear, forcing us to avoid being fully alive.”
Unlike symbolic heroism, genuine heroism requires the recognition of existential limits and the willingness to live with this knowledge. Genuine heroism lies in the courage to accept one’s mortality and act despite fear. It is a rejection of illusory comforts and self-deception, embracing a conscious life within the constraints of finitude.
Genuine heroism involves the continuous updating of mental models and adaptation to uncertainty. It is a process that demands the bravery to confront chaos and unpredictability, acknowledging that no model can provide a final answer to the questions of existence.
[bookmark: _Toc191174035]Conclusion
Thus, Becker’s ideas on mental models of immortality and symbolic heroism represent an attempt to adapt to existential limits. People construct cultural, religious, and social systems to overcome the fear of death and maintain a sense of control and meaning. However, genuine heroism requires abandoning self-deception and courageously confronting existential boundaries—fully acknowledging one’s finitude and acting in accordance with this awareness.

[bookmark: _Toc191174036]Critique of Heroism
In The Denial of Death, Ernest Becker suggests that “the problem of heroism is central to human life.” Heroism is a cultural construct and a necessary illusion that preserves sanity in the face of death. Through heroism, people create their own immortality projects. One could stop here in explaining la condition humaine, attributing all aspirations, culture, religion, and ideology to existential fear of death, which cannot be physically overcome.
This would indeed be a compelling perspective, yet we know that beyond combating death through heroism or transhumanism, there is also the option of accepting it. As we will see, death is not the only thing the mind fears and struggles to overcome. Elisabeth Kübler-Ross’s model, known as the five stages of grief, emerged four years before Becker’s book and offers its own framework for coming to terms with death. Whether every stage is universally valid or if alternative stages could be identified is not our primary concern here—what matters is that this model, as an idea, has yielded meaningful insights.
Modern research in psychology and neurobiology has gone further. In addition to Terror Management Theory (TMT), new approaches have emerged, revealing the complexity of human perceptions of mortality. One such concept is Existential Well-Being, which emphasizes that awareness of mortality can foster personal growth if properly integrated into one’s life. This theory suggests that accepting death can stimulate the search for meaning, improve interpersonal relationships, and shape a more authentic sense of self.
Another promising approach lies at the intersection of psychology and neurobiology, exploring how awareness of mortality affects the brain. For example, neuroplasticity techniques demonstrate how conscious engagement with thoughts of death can reshape brain structures involved in anxiety regulation, opening new possibilities for treating post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and other conditions.
Another contemporary direction involves research on the use of psychedelics, such as psilocybin, in therapy for terminally ill patients. While controversial, these methods show promising results: patients who have undergone psychedelic-assisted therapy report reduced fear of death, improved quality of life, and enhanced emotional well-being. Studies suggest that such experiences can foster a sense of unity with the world, allowing individuals to perceive death not as a tragedy but as a natural process.
To illustrate the effectiveness of accepting death, I will share my own experience. This did not require a terminal illness or the grief of losing loved ones. Since the age of twelve, I had repeatedly encountered the deaths of close relatives, most of whom passed away from natural causes. I was present at most of their funerals, which followed Orthodox traditions, despite my family being non-religious.
As a child, the fact of death did not frighten me—someone simply ceased to exist, their body was laid to rest, and that was the end of it. However, around the age of fourteen or fifteen, the thought of my own mortality began to intrude upon my reflections, especially at night or in moments of solitude. These thoughts felt like a sudden sharp sting, sending a chill through my body and triggering a primal terror. It seemed as if my consciousness was plunging into an abyss. Later, I learned that such experiences could be classified as panic attacks.
These episodes were rare, and the only way I could cope with them was through distraction. The faster I managed to shift my thoughts, the easier it was to avoid sinking into fear. Yet the sensation lingered—something terrifying, disturbingly dreadful—far worse than any horror film.
At twenty-one, this state returned, but this time, it was relentless. The thought of death consumed my attention and refused to let go. The next morning, the very first thought upon waking was of my own mortality, and it filled me with sheer terror. Everything around me lost its significance; my mind was entirely overtaken by fear.
In search of solace, I turned to the internet, convinced that the answer had already been found—I just needed to discover it. I read articles, scoured forums, and explored encyclopedias, but every minute of fruitless searching only deepened my despair. Stories of near-death experiences occasionally brought temporary relief, but I would soon come across scientific refutations that reignited my fear.
Conversations with loved ones offered no comfort either. I was presented with two prevailing concepts: absolute nothingness after death or traditional religious visions of the afterlife. Both seemed unbearable to me. Lacking magical thinking, I found no solace in religious beliefs. And the prospect of total annihilation—of my very self, my consciousness—evoked an indescribable horror. I gradually realized that the core of my fear was not death itself, nor physical pain, but the loss of my own existence—the disappearance of my Selfhood.
Reading a popular science book by Stephen Hawking, which would normally fascinate me, only deepened my existential dread at that moment. A week passed this way—I woke up and fell asleep consumed by thoughts of death, trapped in an altered state of consciousness.
Looking back at this experience through the lens of Kübler-Ross's model, I can confidently say that I went through the stages of denial, bargaining, and depression. However, I never experienced anger. At the time, I was unaware that I was progressing through the stages of acceptance, but by the end of this intense internal journey, I found myself at peace with my mortality. This realization brought an unexpected emotional shift—I felt an almost euphoric sense of relief, as if I had finally found an answer to the question of death. For a moment, I truly believed I had reached a definitive conclusion on the matter.
About two weeks later, on my way home from work, I was reflecting on these recent changes in my mindset. My usual route always took me past a funeral services shop, where headstones were displayed outside for passersby to see. As I walked past them that day, I felt something strange. It was as if I were no longer the one walking—someone else was moving, and I was merely an observer, detached and watching myself from a distance, as though replaying a video in my mind. The world around me subtly changed—not devoid of color, but noticeably duller, as if reality had lost some of its vibrancy.
This sensation did not frighten me, though I had never experienced anything like it before. I could still perceive everything around me, but my perception was slightly altered. Physically, I remained in control of my body, yet it felt as if my actions were happening automatically, without my conscious involvement. Searching for an explanation, I turned to the internet once again instead of seeking medical advice. That was how I first encountered the concept of depersonalization-derealization (DPDR, DDD) syndrome, something I had never heard of before.
To avoid overcomplicating the narrative—after all, this is not a psychology textbook—I will simply describe my subjective experience.
My body continued performing all its physiological functions—it even went to work, albeit in an automated manner. At the time, my job required little mental effort, which allowed me to continue showing up. Meanwhile, my mind was entirely consumed by introspection and analysis of the surrounding world.
I remember standing in a crowded bus, observing people, and thinking about how fleeting their existence was—how much attention they devoted to this world, despite their brief time in it. I imagined that beneath each person’s skin was a skeleton with a brain, and that the outer appearance, to which they dedicated so much effort, was ultimately insignificant. I don’t know exactly how long I remained in this state, but it lasted for more than a week. It didn’t interfere with my daily life too much—though it unsettled me, it didn’t provoke the same desperate urge to escape as my previous struggle with the fear of death. By then, I lacked both the energy and the motivation to fight it.
During this time, I became preoccupied with questions about the nature of reality. Was I the only real consciousness while everything else was an illusion? Could I be certain that others saw and felt the same way I did? Was the world around me a simulation, a kind of Matrix? Fortunately, both science and philosophy had already explored these questions, and I was able to find satisfying answers. Eventually, the state passed on its own, but it left a profound imprint on my consciousness.
My mind suddenly arrived at an unsettling realization: it was not a singular, coherent entity. What I had once called my “self” did not truly exist. If that was the case, then attributing so much importance to personal identity no longer made sense. What had once so desperately feared its own annihilation in death turned out to be nothing more than a collection of neurons, generating the illusion of unity in a healthy organism. This grand illusion, gifted by evolution, was merely another survival mechanism.
Most of Becker’s “heroic” models lost their relevance for me. The only one that remained had nothing to do with death—it was the pursuit of meaning, both in life and in the world itself.
Despite the disappearance of my fear of death, the existential question of the meaning of existence did not vanish; it continued to trouble me just as much as my earlier thoughts about mortality. This led me to the realization that the fear of death cannot be the sole driving force behind human activity. In creating culture, systems of meaning, and values, humans strive to overcome not only this fear but also many other existential challenges. The pursuit of heroism is not always the primary motivation; sometimes, individuals are driven by entirely different factors—such as the joy of the process itself or mere curiosity.
The immortality projects that Becker describes can be regarded as unfalsifiable ideas, which is the primary issue with his theory of heroism. These projects often involve concepts that cannot be empirically tested or refuted, such as the existence of an immortal soul or an afterlife.
Like theological arguments asserting the existence of God or supernatural forces, heroism projects rely on subjective belief and collective consensus. The problem lies in the fact that both heroism and theological notions cannot be verified or disproven using scientific methods. This makes them conceptually similar: both operate within the domain of human psychology and existential experience rather than empirical science.
[bookmark: _Toc189094743][bookmark: _Toc191174037]2.2 The Devaluation of Death and the Problem of Suicide
With the acceptance of mortality, certain anomalies may arise. Here is one such example: some individuals argue that since death is inevitable, life is meaningless and that there is no reason to wait for death—it can be approached voluntarily. However, I believe that such thoughts, in and of themselves, do not necessarily lead to action. In reality, there is no fundamental difference between dying now or in n years, particularly in the absence of children or close relatives. What remains is the experience itself, which can be observed as one would watch a film or a play. After all, we do not stop watching a movie simply because we know it will end.
However, as you will see later, a mere thought of suicide is insufficient to drive one to action. Suicide is a complex phenomenon, and its occurrence depends on multiple factors, among which biological mechanisms play a crucial role. These mechanisms inhibit neural activity, accumulate predictive errors, and lead to the conclusion that the future will inevitably be filled with suffering and devoid of positive outcomes.
One hypothesis suggests that some individuals possess a genetic predisposition to suicidal behavior, which can be activated under certain circumstances. This implies that the presence of specific genes or a traumatic brain injury can significantly increase the likelihood of suicide, even in the absence of pessimism or significant life difficulties.
[bookmark: _Toc191174038]Genetic Predisposition
In recent decades, scientific research has demonstrated that genetics plays a significant role in the predisposition to depression and suicidal behavior. One of the key genes associated with suicide is the gene responsible for encoding serotonin—a neurotransmitter that regulates mood and behavior. For example, the 5-HTTLPR gene, which controls serotonin transport, has been linked to an increased risk of depression and suicidal tendencies. Individuals with certain variations of this gene exhibit lower serotonin levels, which may contribute to the development of depressive disorders and, ultimately, an elevated risk of suicide.
Another important gene is MAOA (monoamine oxidase A). This gene also affects the levels of neurotransmitters such as serotonin and dopamine. Low MAOA activity is associated with a higher tendency toward aggression, impulsivity, and depression—all of which are factors that may contribute to suicidal tendencies.
These studies highlight that the presence of specific genetic variants can play a crucial role in a person’s decision to commit suicide when faced with stress or crisis.
[bookmark: _Toc191174039]Brain Injuries
In addition to genetic predisposition, brain injuries can also contribute to an increased risk of suicide. Damage to specific brain regions, such as the prefrontal cortex and limbic system, can significantly alter emotional behavior and a person’s ability to self-regulate. For example, individuals who have suffered traumatic brain injuries (TBIs) or strokes may experience changes in their perception of themselves and the world, increasing the likelihood of depression and suicidal thoughts. Brain injuries can also affect serotonin levels and other neurotransmitters, contributing to depressive states and emotional instability.
[bookmark: _Toc191174040]The Role of Medications 
Medications that may increase the risk of suicidal tendencies play an important role in studying the connection between biology, psychology, and behavior. Some drugs, despite their therapeutic benefits, can cause severe side effects, including depression and suicidal thoughts, particularly in individuals with certain predispositions or preexisting mental health conditions.
One of the most well-known categories of drugs linked to increased suicide risk is antidepressants. Selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors (SSRIs), such as fluoxetine (Prozac) and sertraline (Zoloft), are commonly used to treat depression, yet in some cases, they may contribute to heightened suicidal thoughts, especially in adolescents and young adults during the early stages of treatment. In 2004, the FDA issued a warning that antidepressants could increase the risk of suicidal thoughts among young people. However, it is crucial to note that antidepressants are effective for many patients, and the elevated risk of suicidal ideation is often associated with individual reactions to medication, initial instability of the condition, or insufficient medical supervision in the first weeks of therapy.
Another category of drugs that may elevate suicide risk includes anticonvulsants, such as lamotrigine and valproate, which are used to treat epilepsy and psychiatric disorders. Studies have shown that these medications can increase the likelihood of suicidal tendencies, particularly with long-term use. In 2008, the FDA mandated a warning on the packaging of medications like lamotrigine, emphasizing the need for close monitoring of patients’ emotional and psychological states.
Opioids, potent pain relievers such as oxycodone and morphine, have also been linked to a higher risk of suicide. These drugs alter the brain’s chemical balance, potentially leading to depression and worsening mental health, which may contribute to suicidal tendencies, particularly in cases of prolonged use or substance abuse.
Additionally, psychoactive medications, including antipsychotics and benzodiazepines, may also contribute to depression and suicidal ideation, particularly in individuals prone to emotional and psychological disorders. Some antipsychotic drugs, such as risperidone and quetiapine, can cause side effects that negatively impact mood and may even provoke aggression. Benzodiazepines, such as diazepam and Xanax, are frequently prescribed for anxiety relief, yet their long-term use can also lead to depression and an increased risk of suicide.
A particularly concerning drug in this context is isotretinoin, widely known under the brand name Accutane, which is used to treat severe acne. It has been linked to depression and suicidal thoughts, as evidenced by numerous reports and studies, as well as FDA warnings on its packaging. Isotretinoin is associated with psychiatric side effects, including depression and aggression, making it especially concerning when used during adolescence.
Thus, although many of these medications have significant therapeutic properties, it is important to remember their potential side effects, which can significantly increase the risk of suicidal tendencies. It is especially important to closely monitor patients taking these medications to detect any changes in their psycho-emotional state in a timely manner and prevent the development of more serious consequences.
Changes in brain psychoactivity are also directly related to both illegal and legal psychoactive substances (such as alcohol). Alcohol is one of the most accessible and widely consumed legal drugs in the world. Its consumption is associated with temporary changes in brain psychoactivity, which can reduce a person's ability to control their emotions and behavior. Chronic alcohol abuse is known to lead to depression, as well as other mental disorders, significantly increasing the likelihood of suicidal tendencies. According to studies, the suicide rate among people suffering from alcoholism is significantly higher than in the general population. This is because alcohol suppresses central nervous system activity and enhances feelings of hopelessness, which can lead to desperate decisions.
[bookmark: _Toc191174041]Mechanisms of Action on the Brain
All of these substances affect brain neurotransmitters, such as serotonin, dopamine, and norepinephrine, which play a key role in mood and behavior. For example, alcohol can enhance the activity of gamma-aminobutyric acid (GABA), leading to relaxation and reduced anxiety. However, chronic alcohol consumption results in lower serotonin levels, which is linked to the development of depression and an increased risk of suicide. Similar changes occur with the use of other psychoactive substances, which can ultimately lead to suicidal consequences.
[bookmark: _Toc191174042]Social Context and Legality
The social aspect of legal drugs must also be considered. Despite their availability, these substances can be associated with cultural and social stereotypes, which, in turn, can amplify feelings of isolation and hopelessness in individuals already prone to depression and suicidal thoughts. Furthermore, societal pressure and stress associated with alcohol and tobacco use can become triggers for suicidal behavior.
[bookmark: _Toc191174043]Why People Without Genetic Predisposition Do Not Commit Suicide
Research shows that people without a predisposition, despite existential problems or depressive episodes, are less susceptible to the risk of suicide, as their brain and neurotransmitter composition do not support mechanisms that lead to self-harm.
According to studies conducted in the fields of psychiatry and genetics, the absence of genetic risk factors or brain injuries may serve as an important protection against suicidal tendencies. Even in the presence of depression or life difficulties, such individuals may utilize other coping mechanisms, which help them avoid suicide. Research conducted in Sweden showed that among people without a family history of depression or suicide, the likelihood of suicide is significantly lower, even when facing psychological problems in life.
[bookmark: _Toc191174044]Family Studies and Suicidal Tendencies
Hereditary predisposition to suicidal tendencies is an important aspect, supported by numerous studies in psychiatry and genetics. Some of the most convincing examples of hereditary suicidality are confirmed by family histories and inherited factors that increase the risk of suicidal thoughts and behaviors in offspring. This phenomenon, where suicide is part of a family history, may be linked to specific genetic and neurobiological factors that contribute to a heightened susceptibility to depression and suicidal tendencies.
One prominent example is a study conducted in Sweden that examined the role of family history in cases of suicide. The analysis revealed that the risk of suicide in children of parents who committed suicide is significantly higher. This confirms the existence of a hereditary predisposition to suicidal behavior. The research also showed that if both parents suffered from depression or had suicidal tendencies, the likelihood of their children experiencing similar issues was significantly higher.
In a study conducted in Norway, it was shown that individuals whose close relatives suffered from depression and suicidal tendencies had an increased risk of developing depression and suicidal thoughts in the future. Thus, the genetic component may predispose a person to more severe mental disorders, including depression, which is one of the leading factors contributing to suicide.
[bookmark: _Toc191174045]Conclusion
Considering genetics as a key issue in the context of suicides, one can conclude that the philosophical musings of existentialists and pessimists about whether life is worth living lose their meaning. It is important to understand that this question is not so much about personal reflections, but rather about the predisposition of the specific organism. Genetic predisposition determines how a person will perceive the world and how their psyche will react to stressful situations. In this context, merely discussing philosophical questions about the meaning of life cannot effectively help.
Psychotherapeutic methods, while playing a role in improving overall psycho-emotional well-being, often do not address the core issue, as it is linked to genetic predisposition and brain structure. For such individuals, the desire to leave life may arise sooner or later, even if they are undergoing therapy. This is supported by statistics: despite psychological assistance, cases of fatal outcomes among individuals at high risk for suicide still occur.
Much more important in this context is preventing the deterioration of mental health, which can be achieved through controlling the use of psychoactive substances. This includes not only recognizing alcohol as a dangerous drug, but also improving the overall quality of life for the population. It is crucial to intervene at the level of prevention and restrictions to reduce the impact of substances such as alcohol, which can exacerbate depressive states and increase the likelihood of suicide. Such an approach may help improve already impaired mental health and reduce risks.


[bookmark: _Toc189094752][bookmark: _Toc191174046]3. Adaptation to Meaninglessness 
As discussed earlier, the acceptance of mortality opens the door to an even deeper question: if existence is limited, how can one find meaning in a life devoid of an inherent purpose? This dilemma, amplified by the awareness of the world's chaotic nature, compels the mind to seek ways of organizing and stabilizing its perception of reality.
However, the problem of meaninglessness goes beyond simple logic. It touches on the emotional and cognitive structures of the human mind, which often strive to compensate for the recognition of absurdity by creating subjective meanings. These adaptive strategies allow the gap between the finitude of life and the desire for meaning to become not a catastrophe, but a new point of departure.
In this section, we explore how the idea of meaninglessness has become one of the central challenges for the human mind. We examine the ways in which individuals overcome this conflict — from distraction and creativity to philosophical reflection on their role in a chaotic world. But before that, I would like to introduce you to the underrated Norwegian philosopher and mountaineer Peter Wessel Zapffe (1899-1990), who wrote about the tragic situation of humanity in this world and who had a significant influence on me.
[bookmark: _Toc191174047]The Tragic of Peter Zapffe
Peter Zapffe was a Norwegian philosopher who remained relatively unknown outside his homeland until recently. His works began to resonate with Russian- and English-speaking audiences after the translation of his work Den sidste Messias into these languages, as well as through the influence of American writer Thomas Ligotti, who reflected Zapffe's ideas in his 2010 novel The Conspiracy Against the Human Race: A Contrivance of Horror. In 2023, Zapffe's magnum opus Om det tragiske (On the Tragic) was translated into English, although it has yet to be officially translated into Russian. As of the writing of this book, only my translation into Russian is available online. 
In his work, Peter Zapffe[footnoteRef:5] utilized an approach known as biosophy. [5:  The term "biosophy" was likely first used in 1806 by Ignaz Paul Vitalis Troxler, a Swiss philosopher whose early works were influenced by F. W. J. Schelling. Later, it was adopted by Zapffe in The Last Messiah and On the Tragic. Among contemporary biosophers is Jong Bhak, who defines biosophy as "a new way of philosophizing based on scientific and biological understanding."] 

Biosophy is an approach in which Zapffe views human life and existence through the lens of biology and evolution. He emphasizes that human life is the result of a biological process, and it is biology that determines many of our existential problems, such as the awareness of death and the meaninglessness of existence. Zapffe’s biosophy focuses on the fact that the biological process is not designed to create meaning in life but rather places humans before the challenge of existing in a world devoid of timeless goals. The biosophical method is used in studying human existence from a biological perspective. Thus, humans are understood based on what we know about biology, that is, on empirical grounds.
Zapffe does not solely focus on the fear of finitude, as Becker does. He examines a broader spectrum of existential fears, such as the meaninglessness of the world, human insignificance in the world, and inevitable finitude. These fears are closely linked to the realization that both the world and humans lack objective meaning, and that all attempts to find this meaning only create illusions that divert attention from these horrifying realities.
Peter Wessel Zapffe used biosophy as the foundation for his doctoral dissertation, from which he concludes that humans are subject to four driving forces: biological, social, autotelic, and metaphysical.
Hilde Vinje[footnoteRef:6] , in her article "Victory Through Defeat[footnoteRef:7]," thoroughly examines these interests: [6:  A philosophy graduate student at the Institute of Philosophy, Ideas, History of Art, and Classical Languages at the University of Oslo. University page at UiA.]  [7:  ‘Seier gjennom nederlag’. Norsk Filosofisk Tidsskrift. 4/2017, pp. 146–159.] 

«The autotelic interest concerns actions that we perceive as meaningful for their own sake as long as they continue. (The word comes from the Ancient Greek autos and telos, which together mean "goal for its own sake.") Examples given by Zappfe include the enjoyment of coffee and tobacco (which have no biological benefit), play, daydreaming, and sports (if the activity is not motivated by biological or social interests)—and we can also add listening to music, drugs, and impressive natural experiences.
Human existential problems arise from our metaphysical interests. This interest is described as an inherent need and curiosity to ask questions about the "final things," and it arises once other interests are satisfied. Zapffe writes: "In the metaphysical light, understanding is not merely a personal goal; it is a means to capture the task and choose a position. It must show us what conditions exist in the universe." In other words, the metaphysical search for answers cannot be regarded as an autotelic interest, because the understanding that will result from this curiosity depends on something external. It therefore has a heterotelic aspect, meaning the goal of this activity depends on something external (and is a combination of the Ancient Greek heteros and telos, "goal in something else"). This means that metaphysical interest can be perceived as meaningful only when it leads to answers to the questions we ask. Metaphysical questions in themselves are insufficient to bring meaning to human life. Here we find the root of the existential pain that afflicts humankind: Zapffe argues that man starts from the natural expectation that there is a goal in the existence of the species, an expectation so strong that it becomes a demand for justice. The demand for answers to metaphysical questions becomes more pressing than other demands because it constitutes the basis of our spiritual existence. Man has an inherent need for a moral order in the world, that is, a world where "everything has order, plan, and meaning," and which concludes justly for those who try their best.
The problem is that this demand for justice can never be satisfied: the answers we seek lie beyond what we, as humans, can comprehend, and this realization leads to disappointment and anxiety. Of course, one can attempt to overcome the loss of the meaning of life and ignore this burdensome awareness by resorting to distraction or denial; but as long as a person is not ready to relinquish the intellectual honesty that distinguishes every human being and does not let go of their higher nature, they are doomed to live in the shadow of this defeat. This turns into a catastrophe for the subject, and the consequence is what Zapffe calls the "metaphysically melancholic prescient gaze": a sharp perception of one's environment, free from the feelings they once experienced. Instead, the person feels "fear of the world," "the loneliness of the world," and "the need of the world," and they feel on the edge of life (2015, § 28, p. 111). Here the tragic is born: the ability that brings greatness to a person, namely their spiritual abilities, also leads to their downfall. The joy of life is lost, and as long as the person clings to their spiritual abilities, consciousness brings pain, disappointment, and melancholy for the individual..»
Some of these driving forces would lead to a tragic outcome, where the advantage gained by the person (or art) in the early stages would later turn into defeat and destruction. Zapffe, in On the Tragic, referred to the works of the biologist Jakob von Uexküll (The Governorate of Estonia, 1864–1944), in which ideas of biosophy can also be traced, although Uexküll’s approach is considered outdated today.
In his philosophy, Zapffe asserts that humans, as conscious beings, cannot avoid confronting the horror of reality. According to him, humans constantly try to escape from these existential horrors, including their mortality and the meaninglessness of the world, through various defense mechanisms. This is not limited to the fear of death but encompasses broader existential crises.
[bookmark: _Toc191174048]Distraction Mechanisms
In The Last Messiah [Den sidste Messias, 1933] and On the Tragic [Om det tragiske, 1941], Zapffe emphasizes that, despite their striving for happiness and meaning, humans cannot avoid confronting the reality they attempt to evade through illusions. For Zapffe, the tragedy of human existence lies in the fact that the awareness of life's meaninglessness and finitude inevitably leads to internal conflict. Distraction mechanisms serve as the primary ways through which a person avoids facing this conflict.
Zapffe identifies several such mechanisms:
· Isolation (Isolering) — the complete arbitrary exclusion from consciousness of all disturbing and destructive thoughts and feelings. This is a defense mechanism in which a person consciously shuts themselves off from anything that causes fear or anxiety, ignoring or forgetting about it.
· Anchoring (Forankring) — fixation on points within. The anchoring mechanism gives people a value or ideal on which they continually focus their attention. Zapffe also applied the anchoring principle to society and stated that “God, Church, State, morality, fate, laws of life, people, the future” are examples of collective primary firmaments. This helps people feel part of something greater and more meaningful, while simultaneously distracting them from the awareness of life's meaninglessness.
· Distraction (Avledning) — limiting attention to critical frameworks, constantly engaging it in impressions. Distraction focuses all energy on a task or idea to prevent the mind from focusing on itself. A person immerses themselves in activity or interests to avoid thinking about the deeper meaning of their existence.
· Sublimation (Sublimering) — refocusing energy from negative outlets to positive ones. Individuals distance themselves and view their existence from an aesthetic perspective (for example, writers, poets, artists). Zapffe himself pointed out that his works were products of sublimation, expressions of deep existential experiences through art.
The work of Peter Zapffe on developing mechanisms is highly interesting, as is their history. Of course, the ideas of these mechanisms were mentioned in a certain form in the Book of Ecclesiastes and by Arthur Schopenhauer, but the true resemblance of these ideas can be observed in Leo Tolstoy’s autobiographical work Confession, which was written 19–20 years before Zapffe’s birth, as well as in Freud’s works, which had a strong influence on Zapffe.
As Tolstoy writes in Confession:
“I found that for people of my circle, there are four ways out of the terrible position in which we all find ourselves.”
1. The Way of Unawareness
“It consists in,” writes Tolstoy, “not knowing, not understanding that life is evil and meaningless.” People who choose this path have not realized the problem and continue living as if nothing is happening, “licking the drops of honey” while not noticing the dragon (death) and the mice (destruction).
According to Zapffe’s criteria, this is closest to isolation, where unpleasant thoughts about the tragedy of life are repressed into the unconscious. However, as Tolstoy notes, sooner or later the awareness will come, and the illusion will vanish.
2. The Way of Epicureanism
“It consists in knowing the hopelessness of life yet making use of whatever pleasures are available.” These people understand the finiteness of life but strive to “lick the honey” as much as possible, focusing on pleasures and comforts. However, Tolstoy sees this as a dullness of imagination, an inability to fully grasp the inevitability of old age, illness, and death.
This path is similar to Zapffe’s concept of anchoring, where a person ties their life to social or cultural constructs that temporarily conceal meaninglessness. However, for Zapffe, anchoring is merely a means of temporary stabilization rather than a true resolution of the problem.
3. The Way of Strength and Energy (Suicide)
“It consists in realizing that life is evil and meaningless and putting an end to it.” Tolstoy considered this path logical for those who had recognized the horror of existence but found no way to cope with it.
In Zapffe’s framework, this corresponds to the failure of mechanisms such as distraction and isolation. When illusions dissolve, a person is confronted with the raw awareness of existential horror, which sometimes leads to the decision to end their life.
4. The Way of Weakness (Sublimation)
“It consists in understanding the evil and meaninglessness of life, yet continuing to drag it on.” Tolstoy placed himself in this category. A person, according to him, remains in life despite realizing its meaninglessness and continues waiting for something.
This path is most closely related to Zapffe’s concept of sublimation, where tragedy and suffering are transformed into creativity or art. However, Zapffe was skeptical of sublimation, considering it a form of self-deception—although he regarded it as the best of all the mechanisms.
Tolstoy saw religion as the only salvation, believing that faith offered meaning beyond rational comprehension:
"Rational knowledge led me to the conclusion that life is meaningless; my life came to a halt, and I wished to destroy myself. Looking at people, at all of humanity, I saw that people live and claim to know the meaning of life. Looking at myself, I realized that I had lived as long as I knew the meaning of life. Like other people, I found the meaning of life and the possibility of living through faith."
However, this choice closely aligns with Zapffe’s concept of anchoring, in which a person, unable to cope with the horror of awareness, roots themselves in absolute truths provided by culture or religion. Unlike Lev Tolstoy, Zapffe, as an atheist, was skeptical of religious solutions. For him, anchoring—including religious anchoring—was merely a temporary relief, masking the existential abyss. Tolstoy, on the other hand, remained within a religious worldview, considering it the only salvation from the destructive impact of realizing meaninglessness.
Freud’s Concept of Defense Mechanisms
Freud, who developed the concept of psychological defense mechanisms, focused on internal conflicts within the individual. The key mechanisms include:
Repression, which removes traumatic thoughts from consciousness.
Sublimation, which redirects energy into socially acceptable forms, such as art.
Rationalization, which explains distressing events logically.
Zapffe’s defense mechanisms, on the other hand, operate on a cultural scale. They are aimed at the collective concealment of the tragedy of existence. Whereas Freud described the internal psychological struggle of the individual, Zapffe focused on the universal human contradiction and the mechanisms used to mask it.
[bookmark: _Toc191174049]The Tragedy of Human Existence
Unlike Ernest Becker, who focuses on the fear of death and the pursuit of immortality through cultural and religious systems, Peter Zapffe examines the existential problem on a much broader scale. Becker emphasizes overcoming the fear of death through symbolic heroism, whereas Zapffe argues that humans seek to escape not only from death but also from the realization of their insignificance and meaninglessness on a cosmic scale. For him, the tragedy of human existence lies not only in the awareness of one's mortality but also in the understanding that both the world and humanity lack objective meaning.
Zapffe believes that the path to peaceful coexistence with this tragic knowledge begins with acknowledging its inevitability. Recognizing that the world is meaningless, that humans are mortal and insignificant, can serve as the foundation for a more honest and profound life. Acceptance of the finiteness of existence, according to Zapffe, should not lead to despair but rather to an awareness of the value of each moment. Such acceptance allows one to be freed from the fear of death, which often distorts the perception of reality.
Zapffe also reflected on the fundamental conflict between humans and nature. He described humans as beings whose cognitive abilities have developed beyond their biological resilience. This development has severed humanity’s connection with nature, leaving individuals in a state of existential isolation. Animals, guided by instinct, avoid such problems. Their behavior is predetermined and shielded from excessive self-reflective analysis.
Humans, on the other hand, have lost this innate instinctive compass. The evolution of reason and self-awareness has made them both powerful and vulnerable. Humans have become "too conscious"—they are aware of their mortality, the inevitability of suffering, and the futility of seeking absolute meaning in a world that offers none. This cognitive leap has surpassed evolutionary necessities and created a conflict between reason and instinct.
Humans, on the other hand, have lost this innate instinctive compass. The development of reason and self-awareness has made them both powerful and vulnerable. Humans have become "too conscious"—they are aware of their mortality, the inevitability of suffering, and the futility of attempting to find absolute meaning in a world that offers none. This cognitive leap has surpassed evolutionary necessities and created a conflict between reason and instinct.
As a result, humans have become beings lacking stability: the instincts that regulate animal life have been replaced by cultural, moral, and philosophical systems. However, according to Zapffe, these systems are merely temporary and conditional—they cannot ultimately resolve the existential problems of human existence.
Thus, Zapffe saw humans as "tragic animals"—beings caught between the world of instinct and the world of reason. Animals exist in harmony with nature, their lives governed by instinct. Humans, while belonging to nature, simultaneously stand apart from it, striving to construct a world in which their reason can find solace. According to Zapffe, this conflict is insoluble. Humans remain creatures aware of their own absurdity yet continuing to struggle for meaning. It is this very paradox that makes them both unique and tragic.

[bookmark: _Toc189094756]Mechanisms as a Path to the Salvation of the Mind
Unlike Becker, who sees genuine heroism as a way to overcome the illusions of heroism—demonstrating the courage to acknowledge one's mortality and live in accordance with this knowledge—Zapffe views mechanisms of distraction as a means of escaping humanity’s difficult predicament. He does not call for a struggle against these mechanisms but rather advocates abandoning the ideals of self-realization and accepting the limitations of human life, thereby finding peace through distraction. Zapffe saw this as a tool for survival and adaptation.
For Zapffe, tragedy is not merely a burden but the very foundation of existence, something humans must come to terms with. He emphasizes that striving to completely eradicate the tragic is not only impossible but potentially dangerous, as it would mean rejecting the essence of human experience. Instead, he suggests learning to live with tragedy, accepting it as a given, and utilizing fixation mechanisms to maintain stability in the face of the inevitable conflict between consciousness and reality.
Examples: Isolation does not claim that problems do not exist; rather, it helps create temporary distance from destructive aspects while maintaining a clear awareness of their presence. Anchoring does not construct false worlds but provides a point of support, making life more stable without denying the tragic nature of existence. Sublimation does not escape reality but transforms encounters with tragedy into productive, creative acts that recognize and integrate the tragic rather than denying it. Distraction does not mask reality but temporarily redirects attention to other aspects of life, offering respite from the weight of existence. It does not conceal tragedy but allows for a temporary break, enabling one to return to difficult questions with renewed strength.
Zapffe does not regard these mechanisms as illusions but as strategies for maintaining psychological balance. Unlike illusions that distort reality, the methods he proposes help individuals consciously accept tragedy as an inevitable part of existence. These approaches do not turn a blind eye to reality but create an internal structure that makes it bearable.

[bookmark: _Toc191174050]Peter Zapffe's Theory of Empathy and Biological Morality
In his reflections on human nature, existential problems, and social life, Peter Zapffe emphasized the key role of empathy and biological morality, viewing them as evolutionary mechanisms aimed at the survival of the species. Empathy, defined as the human ability to feel and understand the experiences of others, facilitates the formation of social bonds and enables coexistence within groups. It strengthens social structures, helps reduce feelings of isolation, and creates the illusion of connection with others, partially alleviating the awareness of solitude in an absurd world. However, according to Zapffe, empathy is limited in its nature: it is directed toward specific individuals or a close social circle and is incapable of providing answers to fundamental existential questions about the meaning of life, death, and the inevitability of suffering.
Biological morality, in turn, is described as a system of norms and behaviors shaped by evolution for the survival of the species. It is based on mutual obligations, a tendency toward cooperation, and empathy, all of which increase a group's chances of adaptation and persistence. However, this morality is not universal and remains localized: its principles are designed to address survival challenges within specific social contexts and often encounter limitations on a global scale. While empathy serves as the emotional foundation of biological morality, the latter extends beyond the personal and intuitive, transforming into a system of rules that regulate collective behavior.
Despite their crucial role in reducing suffering and maintaining order, both of these evolutionary strategies—empathy and biological morality—remain powerless in the face of existential problems. Zapffe emphasized that while they aid adaptation, they fail to satisfy humanity’s longing for universal or absolute meanings, leaving individuals trapped in existential dread.
.
In Peter Zapffe’s philosophy, biological morality emerges as an evolutionary result linked to survival and social adaptation. However, in the broader context of human life, there also arises social morality. This term helps explain the system of moral norms that develop and evolve depending on social relations, cultural traditions, and historical contexts. Unlike biological morality, which is limited by evolutionary instincts and primarily aimed at group survival, social morality is shaped by collective consciousness, social interactions, and historically established customs, which vary across cultures, regions, and historical periods.
Due to their inherently social nature, humans establish moral norms that regulate relationships within a given society. These norms are not always reducible to biological instincts or a simple drive for survival. An important aspect of social morality is its dependence on culture, geography, and time, which allows it to adapt and evolve in response to social and historical changes. For example, different cultures develop distinct understandings of justice, honesty, respect, and guilt, which in turn shape the moral frameworks of their societies.
Thus, social morality is not a static system but a dynamic and evolving phenomenon that governs human behavior within society. Its norms do not always align with those dictated by biological morality. While empathy serves as the foundational mechanism of biological morality, it expands and becomes more complex when integrated into cultural and social practices. Ultimately, humans derive moral laws from social interactions, relying on cultural traditions, regional characteristics, and historical developments. In this sense, social morality becomes just as essential for maintaining order as biological morality.
[bookmark: _Toc191174051]The Development of Empathy and Biological Morality
As Silvia Serafimova notes in her work On the Genealogy of Morality: The Birth of Pessimism in Zapffe’s "On the Tragic":
"If we accept Zapffe’s concept of biological morality, as well as what he defines as the logical-biological paradox (ibid., p. 244), it would imply that all living beings are 'naturally' moral, which in turn would call into question the role of morality and, in particular, the gradual development of ethics… The problem of distinguishing biological morality from social morality in Zapffe’s understanding is crucial, as it may contribute to rethinking how to minimize pain and suffering not only for the human species. Analyzing Zapffe’s conclusions, I come to the conclusion that one of the main methodological problems associated with the study of suffering and pleasure, as demonstrated by Zapffe, arises from the simplification of the normative justification of experience if it is reduced to a set of biological functions. Otherwise, it would mean that the tragic, in Zapffe’s understanding, should be considered as caused solely by physical pain."
When considering the issue of social and biological morality, I believe that Serafimova’s conclusion—that the logical-biological paradox "calls into question the role of morality and, in particular, the gradual development of ethics"—is incorrect. Biological morality can indeed be integrated with the development of human social morality, and moreover, social morality is inseparable from biological morality, as it emerges as its continuation through the accumulation of human knowledge. Morality is subject to biological evolution in the same way that the drive for life and reproduction results from the survival of species possessing such an instinct. Just as biological imperatives shape survival, morality gradually changes under environmental influences and serves as a reflection of humanity itself.
Take, for example, the German philosopher and poet Philipp Batz, better known as Philipp Mainländer. His central moral principle was the idea of "redemption" through withdrawal from the cosmic process of existence. He argued that humanity should move toward self-annihilation through a conscious renunciation of procreation, which would lead to the "salvation" of all existence. According to him, reproduction was an immoral act, as it multiplied suffering, and he ultimately concluded that death was liberation from the burdens of life. The outcome of his moral philosophy was his suicide in his Offenbach apartment, using a stack of copies of The Philosophy of Redemption as a footstool.
Mainländer’s moral framework may influence certain individuals, but in essence, it leads to the destruction of humankind—without which there would be no one to uphold and propagate this morality. As a result, those who followed Mainländer’s morality no longer exist. His case exemplifies not biological morality but social morality. This means that as long as the memory of Mainländer’s morality persists, there will be those who wish to follow it, but it can never become biological morality for the simple reason that today, there is no species that lacks an instinctive fear of finality.
Thus, social morality, following from biological morality, is a product of the cause-and-effect chain of evolution and, in a sense, serves as its own description.
The example of the "evolution of morality" can be extended to the ideas of pessimists, who argue that pessimism and suffering are fundamental to the real world, while a small group of people hiding in illusions are what we call optimists. This myth is easy to dismantle. If reality were truly as one-sided as pessimists describe, their logical conclusion would inevitably be voluntary departure from life. After all, if life were unbearable and suffering outweighed joy, no defense mechanisms could sustain existence for long.
Imagine you have terminal-stage cancer—could you remove unbearable pain simply by eliminating thoughts or retreating into illusions, without the use of medication? The same applies to pessimism: if the pessimists' idea were correct, life would be unbearable even for "optimists." At the same time, one cannot claim that pessimists are entirely wrong—otherwise, there would be no pessimists at all, and no one to assert that suffering predominates over joy.
I do not deny the cruelty of living beings, but I propose viewing pessimism as a phenomenon that plays the same evolutionary role as optimism. Pessimism may serve a protective function, warning against dangers in the surrounding world, but it is not an inherent characteristic of reality itself. Rather, it is a subjective phenomenon, shaped by an individual's unique "cocktail" of neural connections and hormonal responses. In some, optimism dominates; in others, pessimism prevails. But beyond human consciousness, there is only nihilism—a state devoid of evaluative judgments.
This hypothesis is supported by examples of longevity among pessimists, as well as cases of suicide unrelated to pessimism. For instance, the Romanian and French thinker E.M. Cioran, who wrote extensively about pessimism and the repulsiveness of life, lived to be 84 years old, while Schopenhauer lived to 72. You may argue—what about Mainländer, a committed adherent of his own philosophy, who hanged himself atop a stack of his books? While Mainländer was indeed consistent in his radical philosophy, he is also a striking example of the dominance of the biological over the philosophical in human thought.
Few discuss this aspect, as it is convenient to speculate that a pessimist who wrote about a suicidal god ultimately followed the same path. However, looking at Mainländer’s relatives, we find that three out of his six siblings also died by suicide. It is likely that the harsh atmosphere of their family life triggered a "suicide gene" in the children.
Another example is the suicide of actor and stand-up comedian Robin Williams in 2014. Outwardly, Robin displayed all the qualities of an optimist—he had numerous interests, brought joy to millions through his comedy, had a family, children, and even a pug. In his final years, according to his family, he was battling illness, and the medications he was taking may have exacerbated his depression. Ultimately, Robin’s case suggests that suicide is not entirely a matter of free will—something we have already discussed earlier.
[bookmark: _Toc191174052] Criticism and Development of Zapffe’s Ideas
Peter Wessel Zapffe asserts that tragedy is an inherent part of human existence and the highest form of life awareness. However, despite its profound value, his philosophy has been subject to criticism, particularly from philosopher Arne Næss (who was Zapffe’s opponent during his dissertation defense), who questioned the true meaning of life within the framework of the tragic. In response to this critique and in an attempt to develop Zapffe’s ideas further, Hilde Vinje, in her 2017 Norwegian-language article Victory Through Defeat, proposes a reinterpretation of his concept of the tragic—not as mere defeat but as a victory achieved through defeat.
Hilde Vinje is an associate professor in the Department of Religion, Philosophy, and History at the University of Agder. Her specialization is ancient philosophy, particularly Aristotle, and she has worked on the philosophy of the Norwegian thinker Peter Wessel Zapffe, as well as the history of philosophy in general. In 2020, she obtained a PhD in philosophy from the University of Oslo. Prior to that, she studied philosophy and classical literature at Humboldt University in Berlin, as well as at the universities of Oslo and Vienna.
In her work, she writes that Zapffe often portrays the tragic process as a journey through suffering and destruction, where a person confronts profound metaphysical questions about the meaning of life and their place in the world. However, such an interpretation may be limited if it does not take into account that defeat contains the potential for victory. For Zapffe, the tragic is not the end but an essential stage in the pursuit of a deeper understanding of life.
Hilde Vinje suggests reconsidering the tragic as a form of victory—one that is not defined by traditional success or triumph over external forces, but by the hero’s ability to recognize their tragic nature and acknowledge the inevitability of suffering. Tragic defeat thus becomes not an annihilation but a form of liberation: by acknowledging their limitations and the unattainability of ideals, the hero is freed from illusions, allowing them to attain a deeper sense of life. This liberation constitutes the highest form of victory—not a physical conquest, but a triumph of spirit and understanding.
This re-evaluation of the tragic not only expands the scope of its interpretation but also shields Zapffe’s philosophy from criticism. Næss objects to the idea that the tragic can be tied to the meaning of life, arguing that the tragedy of existence cannot justify existence itself. In response to this critique, Hilde Vinje asserts that tragedy, reinterpreted as victory through defeat, preserves the grandeur of the tragic hero, who, despite their downfall, attains a higher understanding. This new approach vindicates Zapffe’s philosophy, affirming that the tragic does not destroy the individual but instead reveals a deeper meaning of existence.
The influence of this reinterpretation of the tragic extends to views on reproduction. In The Last Messiah, Zapffe places great emphasis on antinatalism, presenting the cessation of reproduction as the highest cultural possibility, enabling humanity to prevent suffering in future generations. However, reframing the tragic as victory through defeat opens the door to a more nuanced perspective on reproduction. Hilde Vinje argues that while reproduction is not directly linked to the tragic, it should not be dismissed as something shameful solely due to a tragic perception of life. Accepting the tragic aspect of existence becomes key to making a conscious choice between victory and defeat without reducing that choice exclusively to the cessation of reproduction.
Even though Zapffe explicitly refers to abstaining from reproduction in The Last Messiah with the words: “There is one victory and one crown, one redemption and one solution. Know yourselves—be barren and let the earth be silent after you,” it appears that if Zapffe’s position has not changed, it has at least softened. This topic is thoroughly analyzed by Silvia Serafimova in her article A Conspiracy Against the Human Race: Is Peter Wessel Zapffe an Anti-natalist[footnoteRef:8] (see the next section). The ethics of reproduction itself is explored in detail in Chapter 4, Correcting Mistakes. [8:  «Conspiracy against Humanity’ Is Peter Wessel Zapffe an Anti-natalist? Silvia Serafimova, Balkan Journal of Philosophy, Volume 16, Issue 1, 2024, pp. 71–82] 

Thus, tragedy, reinterpreted as victory through defeat, acquires new philosophical and semantic dimensions. This approach not only justifies the tragic as the highest form of life awareness but also defends Zapffe’s philosophy against criticism, arguing that tragedy does not signify an end but rather a means of overcoming illusions and revealing a deeper meaning. At the same time, this re-evaluation allows for a more conscious approach to questions of reproduction and existence, granting each individual the freedom to choose their own path within the framework of tragic existence.

[bookmark: _Toc191174053]How the Interpretation of Zapffe’s Ideas Led to Thoughts of Extreme Nihilism and Antinatalism
The philosophy of Peter Wessel Zapffe, grounded in the concept of the tragic nature of human existence, offers a profound perspective on the conflict between human reason and biological nature. For Zapffe, the awareness of meaninglessness and mortality is not a catastrophe but rather a challenge that demands reflection and acceptance. However, some of his intellectual successors, such as the American horror writer Thomas Ligotti and the Norwegian philosopher Herman Tønnessen—who was personally acquainted with Zapffe—took his ideas in a more radical direction. I argue that errors in forecasting, arising from false assumptions and cognitive biases, which in the case of existential limits cannot be corrected but only accumulate and generate new errors, led them to profoundly pessimistic and nihilistic worldviews.
Forecasting errors occur when the brain, attempting to predict the future based on past experience, encounters discrepancies between expected and actual outcomes. In the case of Ligotti and Tønnessen, their interpretation of tragedy and meaninglessness in life resulted in excessively bleak predictions. They began to perceive suffering as the inevitable essence of human existence, rendering any attempt to find meaning or value in life futile. These cognitive errors, accumulated through personal experience and philosophical reasoning, contributed to the formation of rigid worldviews in which life was seen as purposeless and filled solely with suffering.
Zapffe argued that human consciousness, with its awareness of mortality and meaninglessness, is the source of suffering. However, he also believed that humans are capable of adapting to this reality by creating temporary points of equilibrium through art, philosophy, or meaningful action. This duality—acknowledging suffering while seeking ways to mitigate it—was at the core of his philosophy. However, Ligotti and Tønnessen focused on only one side of this philosophy, leading to significant distortions.
Thomas Ligotti, inspired by Zapffe's ideas, developed his own philosophy of nihilism, focusing on suffering as the absolute truth. He argues that the awareness of life's meaninglessness turns it into an unbearable catastrophe, making human existence a source of constant existential horror. Like Zapffe, Ligotti sees consciousness as the root of human suffering, but he radicalizes this view, suggesting that the realization of life's tragedy and meaninglessness makes it not only unbearable but also devoid of any value.
He makes a forecasting error by assuming that suffering leads to the complete negation of life, completely disregarding Zapffe’s ideas, which imply that the awareness of tragedy doesn’t necessarily lead to the denial of existence, but can serve as a foundation for the search for a meaningful life. Ligotti radicalizes these conclusions, turning tragedy into evidence of the utter uselessness of human existence. This leads him to antinatalism—the belief that bringing a child into the world is an act of moral evil. In his philosophy, there is no place for adaptation; it illustrates how from Zapffe’s philosophy, where tragedy served as a basis for understanding and adaptation, the concept of complete denial of life emerged.
In the spirit of antinatalism, Ligotti views birth as a violent act, imposing suffering on the future individual. He criticizes traditional values that justify the continuation of the human race, calling them false comforts that only amplify the meaninglessness of existence. Humanity, for Ligotti, is a mistake of nature, and consciousness is a byproduct of evolution that has created a discord between human nature and the surrounding world. Instead of adapting to reality, humans create illusions that only deepen their suffering.
Ligotti also deeply explores the metaphor of puppets, which reflects his view on free will. He believes that human actions are predetermined by biological, social, and psychological factors, and the sense of choice is merely an illusion. For him, a person is a puppet aware of their strings but unable to control them. This metaphor emphasizes the ruthlessness of determinism in which humans are forced to exist. However, instead of seeing this as liberation from responsibility, Ligotti believes that the awareness of this truth only exacerbates human suffering.
For Ligotti, fear is not simply an emotion triggered by external circumstances, but the foundation of human existence. The fear of death, non-being, and the loss of meaning are universal experiences that define every aspect of life. Ligotti masterfully analyzes the ways in which people try to avoid this fear through religion, philosophy, art, and distractions. However, like Zapffe, he sees these mechanisms as mere temporary tricks, incapable of removing the profound horror of existence.
Ligotti uses the aesthetics of fear as a tool for philosophical reflection, turning existential questions into intellectual horror. His style makes The Conspiracy Against the Human Race not only a philosophical treatise but also a work of literary fiction, filled with metaphors that evoke an atmosphere of dread and alienation.
One of the most notable critical perspectives on Ligotti’s book The Conspiracy Against the Human Race is that of Silvia Serafimova, who questions Ligotti’s interpretation of Peter Zapffe’s philosophy.
Silvia Serafimova is a Bulgarian philosopher actively working in the fields of existential philosophy, ontology, and social epistemology. She is a researcher at the Institute of Philosophy and Sociology of the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences (BAS). She points out several discrepancies between the approaches of Ligotti and Zapffe, especially regarding the interpretation of mechanisms of defense of consciousness and antinatalism.
In his book, Ligotti refers to the mechanisms of distraction described by Zapffe in the essay The Last Messiah—such as isolation, anchoring, sublimation, and diversion—as a form of "zombification." He views them more as a problem than a benefit, believing that these strategies only amplify human suffering, creating the illusion of meaning where there is none. However, Serafimova argues that this understanding distorts the essence of Zapffe's views due to Ligotti’s lack of familiarity with Zapffe’s On the Tragic and some of his interviews.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  The translation of On the Tragic into English was published in 2024, while Ligotti wrote The Conspiracy Against the Human Race in 2010.] 

According to Serafimova, Zapffe did not see these mechanisms as a threat or a manifestation of degradation, as Ligotti does. On the contrary, he considered them necessary survival tools that allow humans to cope with the burden of consciousness and maintain mental equilibrium. For Zapffe, these mechanisms were not evil but rather adaptive strategies that helped minimize suffering and preserve sanity in a tragic world.
Furthermore, Serafimova points out that Ligotti unjustly attributes antinatalism to Zapffe, emphasizing that Zapffe himself was never an advocate for the cessation of procreation. Unlike Ligotti, who sees birth as an act of violence and expresses a clear antinatalist stance, Zapffe rather proposed the recognition of the tragic nature of existence as a way to more deeply accept reality rather than reject it.
Serafimova concludes that Ligotti is mistaken in his interpretation of the conclusions of The Last Messiah, replacing Zapffe's ideas with his own more radical and pessimistic views. This leads to Ligotti reinterpreting Zapffe’s legacy in the spirit of extreme nihilism, whereas Zapffe, though deeply pessimistic, did not share such an antinatalist categorical position.
Hermann Tønnessen, in turn, reworked Zapffe’s ideas but took a different direction. He focused on the idea that consciousness makes humans incapable of happiness, as the awareness of tragedy destroys the possibilities for life satisfaction. Tønnessen, accepting Zapffe’s basic premises, distorts them through his own cognitive filter. He argues that happiness is only available to those who lack self-awareness, comparing humans to animals that are incapable of recognizing the tragic nature of existence. He makes the mistake of assuming that the pursuit of happiness always leads to the abandonment of human nature and the ability to reflect. Instead of seeing tragedy as an opportunity for meaningful existence, Tønnessen treats it as an insurmountable obstacle that must be avoided by rejecting high ambitions. His philosophy becomes a rationalist attempt to minimize suffering through the renunciation of deep searches for meaning and ambition. Thus, he transforms Zapffe's philosophy from a harmonious recognition of tragedy into a justification for moral asceticism.
Both Ligotti and Tønnessen, in developing Zapffe's ideas, radicalize them, reducing the philosophy of tragedy to one-sided, overly simplified conclusions. Ligotti views tragedy as evidence of the meaninglessness of life and the foundation for a complete negation of life, while Tønnessen uses it to justify the abandonment of profound human aspirations and abstract ambitions. In both cases, Zapffe's philosophy, in which tragedy was part of a meaningful existence, loses its original depth. These examples demonstrate how selective radicalization of ideas and the accumulation of interpretive errors can alter a philosophical doctrine, turning it into a caricature of its original form.
Zapffe built his philosophy on a delicate balance between the recognition of tragedy and the possibility of a meaningful existence. However, the interpretations of Ligotti and Tønnessen have destroyed this balance. Ligotti created a philosophy of total nihilism, while Tønnessen proposed a simplified path to minimizing suffering. These transformations illustrate how errors in forecasting and interpretation can lead to the loss of the philosophical value and depth embedded in the original ideas.
[bookmark: _Toc191174054]Conclusion 
Peter Zapffe's philosophy reveals the central contradiction of human existence: reason, which became an evolutionary advantage, condemns humans to the awareness of their own finitude, the meaninglessness of the world, and their place within it. This awareness forms the basis of the tragic — the irreconcilable conflict between the pursuit of meaning and the impossibility of achieving it.
In the previous chapters, we have explored how humans adapt to these challenges. Free will, despite its illusory nature, becomes a cognitive tool, simplifying information processing and providing the illusion of control amidst chaos. Acceptance of mortality, in turn, opens the way for a reassessment of values and a focus on the awareness of the present moment. However, even these strategies do not eliminate the central conflict — the search for meaning in meaninglessness.
Meaninglessness, according to Zapffe, is not an error of human perception but a fundamental aspect of being. It requires special adaptive mechanisms that allow one to cope with this burden without denying it. Tragedy here is not only a source of suffering but also a potential for a deeper understanding of life. By recognizing the tragic, a person can use this knowledge to create temporary points of balance, maintaining psychological stability through art, creativity, or philosophical reflection.
Zapffe's works show that the abandonment of illusions and the recognition of the tragic do not necessarily lead to pessimism or total nihilism. On the contrary, they allow one to integrate this pain into a conscious existence, finding solace in the honest acceptance of the limitations of human being. Unlike radical interpretations, such as the antinatalism of Thomas Ligotti or the pessimism of Hermann Tønnessen, Zapffe offers not a fight against the tragic, but coexistence with it.
This is the strength of Zapffe's philosophy: it does not offer a universal remedy for salvation, but a path to conscious existence through the acceptance of the tragic. It is within your power only to recognize and accept the mechanisms of distraction and live with them, or attempt to overcome them. The latter will require great self-control and is unlikely to bring you the desired success, as it will lead to a new crisis. You will have to live with the awareness not only of mortality, meaninglessness, and the absence of free will, but also with the realization that your entire life is an attempt to distract yourself from these questions. This may lead you to incorrect conclusions, but I want to assure you, like Zapffe, that I do not consider the mechanisms to be inherently bad, and you can live with them if you fully accept all that humans cannot control. Only then will your fears vanish. However, if you still wish to attempt to overcome the mechanisms, you can refer to Chapter 4, where I explore this issue in more detail..

[bookmark: _Toc189094761][bookmark: _Toc191174055]4. The Ego and the Sense of "Self": Cognitive Mechanisms of Forming Personal Experiences
We have discussed human adaptation to the existential limits it faces. The final part of this chapter is dedicated to how these adaptations have created in the animal mind a general and cohesive construct, consisting of constant environmental prediction and memories of past experiences (the human past), which together generate a unique sense of self-awareness.
The self, or the subjective sense of "I," is a complex and dynamic cognitive construct that allows an organism to perceive itself as a unified, continuous, and autonomous entity. The scientific view of the self treats it not as a fixed entity but as an adaptive process, integrating sensory, motor, and cognitive data to form a coherent perception of oneself. This model of the self is created and maintained through the continuous comparison of the organism’s expectations with real data received from the external and internal environment.
The self is formed at multiple levels. At the basic level, it relies on proprioception — the perception of the body’s position and movements in space — and interoception — the perception of the body’s internal states, such as breathing, heartbeat, and arousal levels. These sensory signals form bodily representations that give a person a sense of physical existence and control over their body. At higher levels, cognitive selfhood integrates abstract representations, including personal memories, beliefs, social identity, and future plans. This allows a person to perceive themselves as a continuous entity over time..
The self also functions as a regulator of behavior and adaptation to changes in the environment. It helps the organism not only to be aware of its position and actions in the world but also to develop goals and adjust behavior to achieve these goals. During this process, expectations regarding one’s physical and emotional state are formed. When reality confirms these expectations, the person experiences a sense of integrity and stability of the self. However, if significant discrepancies arise between expectations and actual data, the self-model undergoes changes.
These discrepancies can manifest as phenomena that disrupt the sense of self. For example, in depersonalization, a person may feel detached from their own body or thoughts. In the case of phantom limb syndrome, the person continues to feel an absent limb. And in alien hand syndrome, movements are perceived as involuntary or even foreign. These phenomena illustrate the flexibility and variability of the self as a cognitive model, dependent on the success or failure of processes that compare expectations with real experience.
Thus, the self can be considered an adaptive cognitive system that constantly updates to minimize discrepancies between expectations and perception. This allows the person to maintain a coherent and consistent sense of self even in changing or uncertain conditions.
Thomas Metzinger, a German philosopher and professor of theoretical philosophy at the University of Mainz, is one of the leading thinkers exploring the nature of human consciousness. In his works The Ego Tunnel, Being No One, and The Elephant and the Blind, he introduces the concept that the "self" is not something real but rather a cognitive illusion created by the brain’s activity.
Metzinger argues that consciousness is not a unified, immutable entity, but a dynamic model designed to help us function in the world. He uses the term "self-model" to refer to the mechanism that gives the feeling of self, a construction that the brain builds to simplify our perception of the surrounding world. He posits that the brain creates a model that allows us to perceive ourselves as subjects with a unified identity, but this model has no real foundation in nature.
One of Metzinger's main arguments is that human consciousness does not have a singular point from which it "views" the world, and there is no metaphysical subject that would be the bearer of experience. In his book Being No One, he claims that what we perceive as the "self" is, in fact, the product of cognitive processes that continuously shape our experience. This leads him to the conclusion that the "self" is nothing more than an illusion, without any real substance.
An example from scientific data that supports these ideas is related to neuroplasticity. The brain has the ability to change its structures in response to external stimuli or damage, which suggests that our perception of ourselves as a stable subject can be fluid. Metzinger also cites experiments where, for instance, patients with amnesia or neuropsychological disorders are unable to recognize or sense their own identity. This highlights that our "self" is not fixed and inviolable, but rather the result of the interaction of various cognitive mechanisms that can easily be disrupted.
Thus, Metzinger views consciousness as an effective survival tool, but not as a manifestation of something metaphysically real. In this context, the illusion of the "self" serves a function that helps us interact with the world and make decisions, but it does not reflect the true nature of our existence.
An important confirmation of the theory that the "self" is an illusion comes from studies of people suffering from various memory disorders, such as amnesia. In cases of amnesia, where a person loses the ability to remember new events or retrieve old memories, their sense of self becomes fragmented and disjointed. This breakdown of the cognitive model of the self supports the hypothesis that our perception of ourselves is not fixed but constructed from cognitive mechanisms that can be disrupted.
An example can be found in research on patients with amnesia, who find it difficult to perceive themselves as a continuous personality because they cannot link their current experiences with previous ones. People suffering from retrograde amnesia lose access to memories of their life, leading to a breakdown in their ability to identify themselves as a single subject across time. In such cases, patients struggle to form a coherent sense of "self" because the connection between events in their lives is lost, and each moment may feel entirely new, disconnected from the past.
Furthermore, neuropsychological studies show that damage to specific areas of the brain, such as the hippocampus, can lead to disruptions in self-awareness and identity. This underscores that the self is a product of brain activity rather than something metaphysically immutable. For instance, patients with hippocampal damage may experience amnesia, in which they not only lose the ability to recall their past but also struggle to perceive themselves as a continuous subject. Such cases further support the concept that the "self" is the result of dynamic cognitive processes rather than a fixed or independently existing phenomenon.
Thus, neuropsychological disorders such as amnesia confirm the hypothesis that the self and the "I" do not exist as stable and unchanging entities but are cognitive constructs that can be altered or dismantled depending on the state of the brain. This aligns with Metzinger’s theory that the "I" is nothing more than a cognitive illusion—an adaptation necessary for the organism’s interaction with the world, but not a reflection of the true nature of human existence.
[bookmark: _Toc191174056]Thomas Ligotti’s Discussion of Metzinger’s Ideas
In his philosophical work The Conspiracy Against the Human Race, Thomas Ligotti expresses his thoughts on the meaninglessness of human existence and the puppet-like nature of human will, which intersects in certain ways with the ideas of Thomas Metzinger, particularly concerning the illusion of the self. Ligotti explicitly references Metzinger in the context of philosophy of consciousness, touching on the notion that human self-perception—one’s sense of "I"—is merely an illusion created by the brain. This essentially reiterates Metzinger’s argument that the "I" is a cognitive model with no real essence.
In The Conspiracy Against the Human Race, Ligotti adopts Metzinger’s concept but takes it in a much darker direction, emphasizing the destructive consequences of realizing this illusion. While Metzinger asserts that the illusion of the self is essential for normal human functioning in the world, Ligotti views it as a source of tragedy and dread. He argues that the awareness of life’s meaninglessness and the impossibility of having real control over oneself and the surrounding world leads to a sense of paralysis and inner devastation.
Unlike Metzinger, who approaches the issue from a scientific perspective, studying the mechanisms of consciousness and their evolutionary significance, Ligotti focuses on the philosophical dimension and its ethical implications. For him, the realization of the self’s illusory nature is not merely a philosophical problem but also a source of existential horror and despair. He portrays human existence as something subject to relentless external forces, and this realization does not bring relief but rather leads to a state of hopelessness.
Thus, while both philosophers agree that the "I" is an illusion, their approaches are fundamentally different. For Metzinger, the illusion of the self is a functional mechanism necessary for survival and normal life, whereas Ligotti sees it as a source of fear and anxiety, arguing that this realization only deepens the sense of meaninglessness and determinism in human existence.
[bookmark: _Toc191174057]Metzinger’s Idea in Philosophy and Eastern Religions
Metzinger’s concept of the self as an illusion has parallels in Carl Jung’s philosophy and Eastern religious traditions. Jung, in his theory of the Self, also argued that human perception of the "I" is not a singular, immutable essence but rather a temporary construct that can change and evolve over a lifetime. In Eastern religions such as Buddhism and Hinduism, the notion of ātman (or the "self") as an illusion is widely accepted. Buddhism teaches that the sense of an individual self is a delusion that leads to suffering. This misconception is tied to a misunderstanding of anātman, the absence of a permanent, independent "I." Liberation is possible through the realization of this illusion and insight into the truth of anātman, ultimately leading to the cessation (nirodha) of suffering.
[bookmark: _Toc191174058]Conclusion
The self, or the subjective sense of "I," is a dynamic cognitive construct that helps humans adapt to their environment. It is formed through the integration of sensory, motor, and cognitive data, providing a sense of unity and continuity of identity. However, the scientific perspective, as presented by philosophers and neuroscientists such as Thomas Metzinger, demonstrates that this sense of self is an illusion—a model created by the brain to facilitate effective interaction with reality. This illusion serves an evolutionary function by maintaining internal coherence and regulating behavior.
Nevertheless, the realization of the self’s illusory nature has profound existential consequences. While Metzinger views this illusion as a necessary tool, Thomas Ligotti emphasizes its tragic and dark implications, arguing that this awareness leads to despair and a sense of life’s meaninglessness. Similar ideas are reflected not only in contemporary philosophy of consciousness but also in Eastern religions and Jungian concepts, where the illusion of the "I" is seen as a source of suffering and delusion.
Thus, the self is an adaptation to the cognitive and existential challenges humans face. This model minimizes discrepancies between expectations and perception, ensuring stability and a sense of control. However, the limits of this mechanism and the awareness of its illusory nature raise profound questions about the nature of consciousness, the meaning of life, and the boundaries of personal control. In this context, understanding the self as an adaptive but non-fixed phenomenon provides deeper insight into both the possibilities and limitations of human existence.

[bookmark: _Toc189094765][bookmark: _Toc191174059]5. Comprehensive Approaches to Adapting to Existential Limits
[bookmark: _Toc189094766]Up to this point, we have examined specific aspects of existential challenges, such as the fear of death, the sense of meaninglessness, and the struggle with the concept of free will. These issues have been explored through the lens of scientific research, philosophical reflection, and human experience. However, the question arises: how can these ideas be integrated into a unified approach to adaptation?
Irvin Yalom and David Benatar address existential limits from a comprehensive and systemic perspective. Yalom advocates for existential psychotherapy, focusing on individual experiences, fears, and strategies for overcoming isolation and meaninglessness. Benatar, in contrast, approaches these issues from a philosophical standpoint, emphasizing the universal aspects of the fear of death and the problem of meaninglessness.
This section brings their perspectives together to demonstrate how different philosophical and psychological viewpoints can complement one another in the search for answers to existential questions. We will begin with Yalom’s ideas to understand how existential psychotherapy helps individuals navigate their personal struggles, and then turn to Benatar’s reflections, which elevate the discussion to a broader philosophical level.
[bookmark: _Toc191174060]1. Existential Psychotherapy
Irvin Yalom is an American psychotherapist and writer known for his works that intertwine psychology, philosophy, and literature. His book Existential Psychotherapy (1980) became a significant contribution to both psychotherapeutic practice and philosophy. In this work, Yalom examines the fundamental existential challenges that individuals face and offers therapeutic approaches for their understanding. This book not only solidified existential therapy as a distinct approach but also provided universal tools for engaging with life’s deepest fears and anxieties.
Yalom analyzes how a therapist can help a client recognize not only specific existential issues but also understand them as an intrinsic part of life—one that opens a path to self-discovery and personal growth. In his approach, existential themes are not viewed as threats but as opportunities for individuals to develop a deeper awareness of themselves and the world around them.
He identifies four fundamental “givens” or key themes that inevitably arise in every person’s life. These existential givens form the foundation of existential therapy, as they are closely tied to the deepest human anxieties and fears: death, freedom, existential isolation, and meaninglessness.
Death is one of the primary existential challenges, provoking profound fear. Yalom emphasizes that avoiding thoughts of death can lead to various psychological difficulties, whereas accepting its inevitability allows individuals to reframe their lives with greater clarity. In existential psychotherapy, death is not seen as an enemy but as an essential component of self-awareness. It serves as a guiding force for reevaluating values and goals. The ability to accept the inevitability of death enables individuals to focus on what is truly meaningful in life. Yalom underscores that death teaches us to cherish each moment and, paradoxically, makes life richer and more fulfilling.
Freedom, in Yalom’s interpretation, is the absence of predetermined meaning or external structure governing human existence. The realization that individuals are solely responsible for their own decisions can provoke anxiety, yet it also opens the door to genuine self-actualization. Yalom insists that freedom should not be feared; rather, it presents boundless opportunities for self-expression. Instead of imposing limits, it offers a vast space in which individuals can create their own paths. In existential psychotherapy, the therapist helps the client learn to embrace this sense of responsibility, which ultimately liberates them from external expectations and societal prescriptions.

Existential Isolation is the inevitable solitude inherent in every human life. Each person is born and dies alone. The inability to fully merge with another individual leads to existential isolation, yet acknowledging this reality can foster more genuine and profound relationships. Yalom emphasizes that accepting one’s isolation does not mean withdrawing from others. On the contrary, recognizing one’s uniqueness and finiteness allows for the formation of deeper, more authentic connections. In the therapeutic process, the client learns to embrace solitude as an intrinsic aspect of human existence and to use it as a foundation for cultivating more conscious and meaningful relationships.
Meaninglessness, according to Yalom, is not a problem but a challenge. If the universe does not provide an inherent meaning, then it is up to the individual to create one. Struggling with meaninglessness often becomes a central theme in therapy, particularly for those experiencing an existential crisis. Yalom argues that meaninglessness in itself is not an issue. Rather, it serves as a crucial catalyst for creativity and the search for personal meaning, which can be a source of strength and fulfillment. In existential therapy, individuals learn not to resist meaninglessness but to see it as a challenge that requires acceptance and the active construction of their own life’s purpose.
Yalom asserts that existential anxiety is inevitable and should not be viewed as something to be eliminated. Instead, it is a natural aspect of human existence that fosters growth. This anxiety is not merely a background condition but a signal that helps individuals focus on their inner world and what truly matters to them. In therapy, the goal is not to avoid existential anxiety but to learn to embrace it as part of one’s experience. The therapist helps the client understand that anxiety is not an enemy but a natural force that urges one to live more consciously and seek a personal path.
One of Yalom’s central themes is death, and this is no coincidence. In existential psychotherapy, death is more than just the end of life—it is a fundamental reference point that allows individuals to recognize the fragility of existence and the value of each moment. According to Yalom, therapy aims to help clients accept death as an inevitable part of life, enabling them to reevaluate their goals, priorities, and sense of purpose. Acknowledging the inevitability of death encourages individuals to approach each day with greater awareness and find deeper fulfillment in life.
Yalom asserts that loneliness is not merely social detachment but an essential component of existential reality. Recognizing one’s isolation opens the possibility for deep and genuine relationships with others. It is crucial to understand that, despite all efforts, absolute connection with another person is impossible. However, this does not mean one should withdraw into oneself; on the contrary, acknowledging one’s uniqueness and limitations helps establish more sincere and authentic connections with others.
Yalom identifies three levels of isolation that every individual encounters. Interpersonal isolation is the loneliness that arises from a lack of meaningful relationships with others. This type of isolation can often be alleviated through social interaction. Intrapersonal isolation refers to the disconnection between an individual and their own self. It is characterized by a loss of contact with one’s desires, emotions, and authentic essence. Existential isolation is the deepest and most fundamental form of isolation, one that cannot be entirely overcome. It stems from the realization that every person remains ultimately separate from others and the world, as well as from the confrontation with their own mortality. Yalom argues that although existential isolation cannot be fully transcended, it is crucial to learn how to engage with this condition. Cultivating genuine connections, embracing the uniqueness of existence, and searching for meaning are ways to navigate this state and unlock new possibilities for personal growth.
According to Yalom, the meaning of life is not something to be discovered externally but something that an individual creates through the process of living. This perspective moves beyond the traditional approach, suggesting that meaning does not always need to be found—sometimes, it must be constructed. Meaninglessness, in Yalom’s view, becomes a source of strength rather than weakness, as it allows individuals to define their own values and goals without being confined by external standards.
Yalom perceives existential anxieties not as problems but as opportunities for personal development. Acknowledging the fundamental givens of existence—death, freedom, isolation, and meaninglessness—enables individuals to grasp life in its depth and complexity while forging a path toward authentic existence. Existential Psychotherapy is not only a therapeutic tool but also a philosophical guide for anyone striving for a more conscious, profound, and fulfilling life.


[bookmark: _Toc191174061]Freedom vs. Meaning
Irvin Yalom’s concept of freedom differs significantly from that of traditional existentialists such as Jean-Paul Sartre and Martin Heidegger. For existentialists, freedom is often associated with an absurd and boundless range of choices, compelling individuals to create their own meaning in life. Sartre, for instance, claims that humans are “condemned to be free,” meaning they must invent their own essence and purpose in a world devoid of external guidelines.
In contrast, Yalom emphasizes not the necessity of creating meaning but the recognition of freedom as responsibility. For him, freedom is not an empty space that must be filled with meaning but rather an opportunity to accept responsibility for one’s decisions and actions. Yalom does not advocate for an active pursuit of meaning but instead encourages individuals to accept their freedom and responsibility while acknowledging the inevitability of death, isolation, and meaninglessness.
This approach diverges from more traditional existentialist frameworks that focus on the search for or construction of meaning, often placing individuals in the position of having to “fill” life’s void. Instead, Yalom encourages people to learn to live with existential anxiety, recognizing it as a natural part of existence that paves the way toward authentic living. In this context, he argues that existential crises are not resolved by constructing new identities or abstract goals but by accepting existing conditions and using them for personal growth.
Rather than advocating a struggle against meaninglessness and existential anxieties, Yalom proposes their acceptance as an inherent part of life. This, in turn, allows individuals to navigate existential crises with greater awareness and adaptability.
It is also important to note that despite his emphasis on freedom, Yalom does not contradict determinism. He acknowledges that biological, social, and historical factors continue to shape our lives. However, he argues that, despite these constraints, individuals still have the capacity to make decisions that align with their inner sense of self. This presents a more nuanced and realistic conception of freedom—one that does not seek to completely break free from external influences but instead teaches individuals to take responsibility within these constraints. Yalom suggests that we should seek opportunities for personal growth, recognizing that while determinism exerts an influence on our lives, it does not wholly define them.
Thus, Yalom’s concept of freedom, unlike that of existentialist philosophers, does not require the creation of meaning in a state of absolute choice. Rather, it lies in accepting responsibility for one’s path and recognizing that, while external constraints exist, we still have the ability to choose how to engage with them.
Existentialists, by placing the burden of continuously inventing meaning on the individual, may intensify existential crises and anxieties, creating unnecessary psychological strain. Yalom, however, offers a more realistic approach—one that enables adaptation to limitations and encourages viewing existential challenges not as problems but as inherent aspects of human existence.
This approach, centered on awareness and acceptance, paves the way for a more harmonious engagement with one’s own limitations and inner experiences. It is a perspective that proves valuable not only in psychotherapeutic practice but also in the broader context of life, fostering a deeper sense of resilience and understanding in the face of existential concerns. 

[bookmark: _Toc189094768][bookmark: _Toc191174062]2. The Human Predicament
In his book The Human Predicament: A Candid Guide to Life’s Biggest Questions, David Benatar offers a profound and pessimistic view of the human tragedy. He argues that human life is devoid of objective meaning and that death is not a release from suffering, but rather the end of all possibilities. This perspective is rooted in the inescapable truth that, in the cosmic context, human life is utterly meaningless. Benatar sees this as a tragic reality we must accept, for despite our efforts to create meaning in our lives, the finitude and indifference of the universe are inevitable. His philosophy can thus be situated within the context of the human attempt to understand life and fate, seeking explanations that provide a sense of control.
Human experience, like any perception of reality, is shaped through a series of attempts to explain and understand what is happening. We are constantly striving to assign meaning to our existence based on individual expectations and social norms. However, these interpretations are always limited and incomplete, as they are based on fragments of information that we are capable of perceiving in our daily experiences. This makes our perception of reality akin to a process in which we attempt to predict what will happen in the future, building our lives on this basis. We search for patterns and meaning where none exist, and these attempts often deceive us, making us believe that our lives have a deeper significance than is warranted by objective reality.
Benatar argues that even if we find meaning in certain aspects of life, such as family, career, or art, this meaning is limited by time and space. Once we leave life, all that we have built or achieved loses its value, because our lives themselves lack cosmic significance. Yet this fact does not stop us from trying to find meaning in what we do. We continue to seek ways to minimize suffering, striving to create something meaningful, even as we realize that this meaning does not exist on a cosmic scale. This permanent quest for interpretation and meaning can be seen as an attempt to reduce the uncertainty we face, being doomed to finitude. We adapt, set expectations, and create personal meanings to alleviate the anxiety and fear associated with meaninglessness.
In this regard, the theory of life's meaninglessness can be viewed as a way to explain the uncertainty and fragmentary nature of existence. Throughout our lives, we build expectations and try to predict the outcomes of events based on the information available at any given moment. However, this process is always limited, and the results of these attempts often turn out to be disappointing. The desire to predict and create meaning, when confronted with the reality of life's meaninglessness, becomes a source of inner tension. We want our lives to be more predictable, to have depth and direction, but, as Benatar argues, the universe is inherently indifferent to us, and therefore our efforts to create meaning remain temporary and futile.
In Benatar's philosophy, death is not portrayed as liberation, but as the final termination of all possibilities. Death is not a moment when we break free from the sufferings of life; rather, it represents the destruction of the very capacity for perception and understanding. In this context, death can be seen as the final moment in the cycle of attempts to predict what will happen after it, and the futility of these attempts, because they have no meaning in the face of the irreversibility of this end. Death halts the process of forecasting and predicting, depriving us of the further ability to change or give meaning to our lives.
Thus, the entire human experience is a continuous attempt to minimize uncertainty, create meaning, predict what will happen, and how we will respond to it. But since our knowledge and perception are limited, all of these efforts remain partial and conditional. This struggle for control and understanding cannot fully overshadow the reality offered by Benatar's philosophy: in the end, everything—both our lives and our achievements—will disappear. All human attempts to assign meaning appear ephemeral and hopeless in the context of universal indifference and inevitable death. At the same time, this reality allows us to view the world more honestly, accepting it as it is, and this may become our way of minimizing suffering.
Thus, Benatar's approach can be useful not only as a philosophical theory but also as a model for understanding how we construct our lives, how we create expectations and meanings in the face of fundamental uncertainty. In a world where the future cannot be predicted with absolute certainty, we build illusions of significance to somewhat alleviate the anxiety related to the finitude and meaninglessness of existence. These attempts are essentially adaptations that protect us from fully realizing the futility of all efforts, but by accepting this futility, we open the path to a more sober, less anxious perception of the world.
Benatar invites us not to avoid fear and uncertainty but to embrace them, understanding that our world is unpredictable and that, in the end, everything disappears. However, it is precisely in acknowledging this that the path to less suffering lies. The pursuit of meaning, although deceptive, remains an inseparable part of human nature, and by offering his philosophy, Benatar opens for us a way to free ourselves from illusions and learn to live in a world where every moment is important, yet fleeting.


[bookmark: _Toc191174063]Chapter 3: How Humans Avoid and Struggle with Existential Limits
The human mind inevitably encounters existential limits: the meaninglessness of reality, the finitude of existence, and the limitations of freedom. These realizations give rise to profound existential fears. In seeking ways to avoid these anxieties, individuals use various defense mechanisms. However, as the theory of Predictive Coding suggests, philosophical responses such as pessimism, nihilism, and existentialism are the result of accumulated prediction errors, which lead to the extreme forms of these schools of thought. Contrary to the understanding of these philosophies as coping strategies, they are rather a consequence of failure to adapt to existential constraints.
Three key fears and prediction errors of humans:
The Fear of Absurdity and Meaninglessness (Zapffe)
The human mind strives for order and meaning, but reality remains chaotic and aimless. This conflict gives rise to the horror of absurdity. In predictive coding, this can be seen as a prediction error in expectations: the individual anticipates meaning and structure, but reality does not confirm these expectations. The gradual accumulation of such errors generates internal tension and anxiety. Instead of adapting to chaos, the individual uses defense mechanisms to avoid confronting the absurd.
The Fear of Death and Finitude (Becker)
Humans are aware of their inevitable death but seek to create illusions of immortality. Prediction errors arise when individuals hope that their actions can somehow transcend their finitude. These errors accumulate, leading to a deep existential crisis. As a result, individuals resort to symbolic forms of immortality that temporarily alleviate the anxiety but do not address its root cause.
The Fear of Unfreedom and Predetermination (Yalom)
The awareness of freedom's limitations causes anxiety and a sense of helplessness. In predictive coding, individuals form expectations about their ability to control life. When reality shows the constraints of freedom due to biological, social, or external factors, a prediction error occurs. The accumulation of these errors leads to the creation of illusions of control and freedom, which help temporarily avoid the feeling of unfreedom, but do not resolve the issue.
[bookmark: _Toc189094770][bookmark: _Toc191174064]Passive Mechanisms of Zapffe as a Defense Tool
As you may recall, Peter Zapffe identifies several defense mechanisms that help individuals avoid confronting existential limits. Within the framework of predictive coding, these mechanisms function as temporary means of suppressing or correcting prediction errors.
Isolation manifests as immersion in routine or a highly regulated life. This helps reduce the number of unexpected situations and lowers the level of prediction errors, creating the illusion of stability. Anchoring involves seeking stable ideas and systems that offer predictability and protect against anxiety. An individual becomes attached to ideologies, religions, or traditions to minimize errors in predictions about the meaning of life and their place in the world. Distraction involves avoiding existential questions by diverting attention to entertainment or superficial activities. This helps reduce cognitive load and avoids situations where prediction errors become apparent. Finally, sublimation is the transformation of anxiety into productive activity. Creativity or achievements temporarily correct prediction errors, creating the illusion that life has a purpose or meaning.
Active strategies are aimed at confronting fundamental fears but often prove illusory and only reinforce dependence on Zapffe’s mechanisms. Rather than genuinely overcoming existential limits, individuals create structures that mask prediction errors.
I would like to specifically focus on anchoring. Among all the mechanisms, anchoring presents the greatest threat to mental health. This mechanism relies on fixation of the mind on certain ideals, values, or beliefs, which an individual accepts as indisputable truths. Let’s examine why anchoring becomes such a rigid and destructive form of defense.
Anchoring creates a sense of stability and meaning by relying on rigid mental constructs. A person may fixate on religion, national identity, profession, romantic ideals, the idealization of their own or another culture, or even a fictional image of the past. However, the problem lies in the fact that these constructs often do not align with reality. For example, an individual may idealize the culture of their ancestors, rejecting the real historical complexities and flaws. Such fixation not only limits perception but also creates profound internal conflict when the idealized system collapses under the weight of facts.
[bookmark: _Toc191174065]Idealization and Romanticization as Sources of Suffering
Idealization and romanticization are crucial aspects of anchoring that deeply impact the psyche. A person tends to perceive the object of their fixation in a distorted light, attributing qualities to it that have no basis in reality. This can involve an idealized view of a foreign culture, a romanticized image of a partner, or a utopian vision of the future. In such cases, expectations based on these idealized images inevitably clash with reality, leading to disappointment.
Idealizing others is also a manifestation of anchoring. When a person assigns nonexistent qualities to someone, they form expectations that are often unattainable. For example, a romantic partner perceived as "perfect" turns out to be an ordinary person with flaws in real life. This creates a sense of loss and inner emptiness, as the gap between expectations and reality becomes painfully obvious.
Similarly, romanticizing cultures and the past often leads to idealizing life in another country or era, with individuals believing that life elsewhere is far better. Believing that the culture or life beyond their homeland is significantly more attractive, they create an idealized image of a foreign culture or time. However, this perception can lead to existential longing when dreams and expectations do not align with reality. A person faces disappointment upon discovering that daily life in their familiar environment is less appealing and valuable than it had seemed from afar.
The situation becomes more complex when an individual finds themselves in a foreign culture, detached from their homeland. In such an environment, an inner conflict arises from the lack of a sense of belonging and the incomplete perception of one’s identity and cultural attachment. This can be particularly painful if two cultures exist within the family, while only one dominates in society or the country. In such cases, a person may experience a longing for their "cultural homeland," which, in essence, does not physically exist but is an imagined space formed through stories, memories, or media. This longing often manifests in the desire to find "one’s home" elsewhere, even if the person has never lived there, or conversely, in the search for something "real" that seems lost. Ultimately, the fusion of cultures and globalization may exacerbate the problem of identity and self-perception, leading to a sense of loss and incompleteness.
Furthermore, fixation on utopian ideals such as career, family, or personal development can also create a constant sense of dissatisfaction with the current situation. A person becomes trapped in expectations, striving for something perfect that will never come to fruition, which only deepens their inner disharmony.
Idealization of religious leaders is another example of anchoring, where individuals develop an unquestioning admiration for spiritual figures such as rabbis, pastors, or gurus. The idealization of cult leaders, such as Shoko Asahara, Charles Manson, or David Koresh, can have destructive consequences for both individuals and society as a whole. These leaders manipulate their followers, instilling ideas that lead to violence, death, and moral decay within the cults themselves. Such fixation deprives the individual of critical thinking, making them vulnerable to manipulation and destructive influences. Thus, idealization and romanticization amplify existential suffering by creating a rift between the imagined world and real life. This gap generates a sense of helplessness and leads to emotional burnout, as the person continues to strive for unattainable ideals, unable to adapt to reality.
Human perception, governed by predictive coding mechanisms, forms internal models of reality that serve as the foundation for interpreting the surrounding world. These models are created from expectations reinforced by past experience, cultural context, and personal beliefs. In the case of anchoring, expectations become fixed and rigid. When a person idealizes another culture or country, they base their predictions on distorted data—whether it be from media, stories, or imagination. When confronted with real life in a foreign environment, the expected model is shattered, as actual experience does not match the pre-constructed template. This cognitive gap triggers an identity crisis, as the predictive system is forced to adjust its perception, requiring significant resources and causing emotional stress.
One key feature of predictive coding mechanisms in the context of anchoring is their rigidity. When internal models are anchored to certain assumptions, the system begins to ignore signals that do not align with these expectations. For example, a person who has anchored their beliefs on the perfection of their anchor (success, work, traditions, nation, children, etc.) will interpret any criticism as a mistaken or threatening signal that must be eliminated. This rigidity impedes adaptation and complicates belief revision. Predictive coding, by nature, seeks to minimize prediction error, and in such cases, it blocks the possibility of flexible perception, becoming fixated on confirming pre-existing models.
Other mechanisms, such as isolation, distraction, or sublimation, use predictive coding differently. Isolation helps avoid predictive errors by limiting interaction with distressing signals. Distraction directs the system’s resources to less significant but predictable tasks, temporarily reducing cognitive load. Sublimation redirects internal conflicts into constructive avenues, creating new predictions that provide a sense of control and satisfaction. Unlike anchoring, these mechanisms—though illusory—at least allow for the revision and adaptation of models, maintaining overall flexibility in the perceptual system.
When the anchored model collapses, the predictive coding system faces a sharp increase in prediction error, sometimes accompanied by fear of confronting an existential limit that was not overcome by anchoring. The destruction of fixed expectations—whether it be an idealized culture, an image of a loved one, or a romanticized past—leaves the person without familiar support, as their predictions no longer align with incoming data. This cognitive breakdown is accompanied by a sense of emptiness and loss of meaning, as the system temporarily loses its ability to create workable models of the future. In attempting to cope with this crisis, the individual may experience anxiety, depression, or existential hopelessness, until their internal models are rebuilt. Anchoring makes predictions extremely rigid, exacerbating cognitive conflicts when they diverge from reality. Firstly, fixed models limit perception: a person views the world through the lens of their expectations, cutting off important but contradictory information. Secondly, the rigidity of predictions strengthens resistance to change, hindering growth and adaptation. Thirdly, the destruction of fixed models causes intense stress, as the predictive system faces a constant error that it cannot correct without a radical restructuring. Fourthly, a person becomes dependent on the object of their fixation—be it an idea, culture, or partner—making them vulnerable to unforeseen changes. To reduce the risk of anchoring, it is crucial to develop the predictive system's ability to revise and update its models. This can be achieved by becoming aware of the influence of idealization on perception, actively working with critical thinking, and being willing to adapt to new data. Setting temporary goals and rejecting absolute expectations helps minimize prediction error and maintain cognitive flexibility. Psychotherapy also plays an essential role in restructuring rigid models, promoting the formation of new, more realistic predictions.
Predictive coding, which underlies all cognitive processes, makes anchoring particularly dangerous because fixed models amplify the gap between reality and expectations. This dynamic heightens existential suffering, creating unattainable expectations and cognitive dissonance[footnoteRef:10]. The destruction of such constructs leads to deep crises, preventing the restoration of inner balance. Working on mental flexibility and consciously revisiting one's beliefs helps preserve the resilience of the system and minimize the negative consequences of anchoring.  [10:  Zapffe himself also believed that anchoring helps temporarily conceal the absurdity of existence, but often leads to internal conflict when reality does not align with the illusions created by the individual.] 

[bookmark: _Toc189094772][bookmark: _Toc191174066]Active mechanism of overcoming death. Symbolic heroism. (Becker)
Ernest Becker argued that people try to conquer the fear of death through symbolic immortality. This becomes the foundation of human culture, religion, and great achievements. Within the framework of predictive coding, such efforts aim to correct errors related to expectations about one's own finitude.
Creating culture: Art, science, and technology become ways to leave a mark on eternity. For example, a scientist who strives to "change the world" is actually seeking recognition of their existence and affirmation of the significance of their life.
Family legacy: Having children is perceived as a form of continuing oneself. For instance, parents see their descendants as their "continuation," even though children are independent individuals with their own destinies.
Ideology and religion: People invest in "larger projects" that will outlive them. For example, participating in political or religious struggles for the "greater good" creates the illusion of immortality through service to a cause.
However, such strategies lead to dependence on external forms that require constant reinforcement. When reality does not confirm these expectations, errors in prediction accumulate, intensifying the existential crisis.
[bookmark: _Toc191174067]Illusion of freedom: How we fight the fear of unfreedom (Yalom)
The existential fear of unfreedom triggers a desire to create an illusion of control. In predictive coding, this is expressed in attempts to build predictable behavior models, where the person convinces themselves that they possess complete freedom of choice.
Control through achievements: Success in career or personal life is perceived as proof of freedom. 
Example: "I achieved everything on my own," even though objective circumstances and support from others played a decisive role.
Illusion of responsibility: A person takes blame for everything that happens, creating a sense of control over life. 
Example: Blaming oneself for a failure caused by external factors helps avoid acknowledging the chaos and determinism of reality.
Why are active mechanisms a more complex form of passive avoidance?
Existential philosophers suggested fighting the absurd through the creation of individual meanings. However, from the perspective of predictive coding, this brings us back to the mechanisms of Zapffe, which keep us distant from directly accepting reality.
Sublimation: Creating meaning through creativity or achievements temporarily reduces anxiety, but does not eliminate its root. Example: An artist seeking recognition through their works compensates for the fear of meaninglessness.
Anchoring: Attachment to an ideology or religion creates stability, but fixes thinking and limits the ability to adapt to new conditions. Example: A person strictly adhering to dogmas defends themselves from uncertainty.
Isolation: Immersion in family or career helps avoid difficult questions about existence. Example: A person avoiding existential reflection through professional success or family concerns.
Thus, the active struggle through symbolic heroism or the illusion of freedom becomes a more complex form of passive avoidance. These strategies do not solve the problem of prediction errors but only postpone the moment of confronting the existential limit, which may ultimately lead to erroneous models of the world.
[bookmark: _Toc191174068]Philosophical currents shaped by prediction errors
Philosophical movements and life attitudes, such as optimism, pessimism, nihilism, and existentialism, are not simply the result of the defense mechanisms discussed earlier. Rather, these philosophical approaches form as a result of the accumulation of prediction errors, when a person repeatedly faces discrepancies between their expectations and reality. These errors accumulate, creating increasingly rigid and distorted cognitive representations of the world. Over time, if these errors are not corrected, they lead to the creation of a false worldview that becomes so convincing that the person begins to perceive it as the only correct reality, ignoring alternative perspectives.
Prediction errors are the process through which the brain, trying to predict the future based on past experiences, encounters a mismatch between expected and actual outcomes. This leads to cognitive dissonance and the need to adjust perception. If errors persist and remain uncorrected, they begin to form a stable but false model of the world. Thus, the prediction system, based on incorrect assumptions, solidifies and becomes the primary foundation for perceiving reality. These errors are divided into two types: some help survival even in their extreme forms, while others, although they may not hinder, can in extreme cases harm not only the individual but the world as a whole.
[bookmark: _Toc191174069]Optimistic type of prediction errors:
Optimism. Optimism, as a worldview, is expressed in the belief that good, joy, and benefit prevail over evil and suffering, and that the future holds more opportunities than threats. Although optimism did not emerge as a distinct philosophical movement, the ideas of Gottfried Leibniz, who argued that we live in "the best of all possible worlds," are often considered an example of a philosophical foundation for an optimistic view of reality.
Prediction errors in this case manifest when a person begins to overestimate the likelihood of favorable events or underestimate the risks of negative outcomes. For instance, someone who has had positive experiences (in relationships, career, or health) may automatically predict that the future will unfold just as favorably. This can create a stable worldview in which all events are perceived as part of a broader positive design.
[bookmark: _Toc189094776]Biologically, optimism is supported by the activity of certain areas of the brain, such as the anterior cingulate cortex and the medial prefrontal cortex, which are involved in processing positive emotions and predictions. Hormones like dopamine enhance positive expectations, reinforcing the optimistic model. However, in extreme forms, such a model can lead to ignoring real threats and excessive carelessness.
Optimism, despite its prediction errors, helps individuals maintain faith in a better future, adapt to difficult conditions, and search for solutions even in situations that might seem hopeless.
Existentialism. Existentialism arises as an attempt to create meaning in life despite its absurdity and chaos. This philosophical direction is a reaction to the accumulated errors in predicting the meaning of life. Faced with the meaninglessness of existence, a person begins to invent their own meaning, even though this meaning is subjective and often a temporary construction that helps them cope with absurdity for a while.
Prediction errors here manifest when traditional ways of finding meaning (such as religion, culture, ideology) prove ineffective. A person realizes that their attempts to find external meaning yield no results and begins to create meaning from within themselves. This is an attempt to construct an internal model of the world, where the meaning of life is what we put into it. Biological processes can also support existentialism. For example, the brain's neurochemistry, such as the levels of serotonin, dopamine, and other neurotransmitters, may play a role in the search for meaning and decision-making. When the brain finds its own hypotheses about meaning, it reinforces them through positive feedback, making these models feel real to the individual.
[bookmark: _Toc191174070]Pessimistic type of prediction errors:
Pessimism. Pessimism as a philosophy is based on the belief that suffering in the world outweighs the good. This conclusion is not an objective reflection of reality but rather the result of accumulated prediction errors, where a person begins to predict negative events. The brain, responding to disappointments and failures, starts to automatically forecast suffering and disappointment in the future, even if reality might be different.
Prediction errors in this case manifest when a person, having experienced several failures (e.g., in relationships or career), starts expecting failure in the future. Each failure strengthens the belief that "everything will inevitably end badly," and thus a pessimistic model of the world accumulates. Biological factors, such as neurochemical imbalance, stress hormones (e.g., cortisol), and genetic predisposition to depression or anxiety, can further reinforce these negative predictions, making them persistent and self-confirming.
Nihilism. Nihilism develops when a person begins to devalue everything that previously held meaning for them, including actions, values, and even life itself. This is the result of deep and extensive prediction errors, when a person faces endless disappointments in the search for meaning and values.
Prediction errors here manifest in the fact that a person, disillusioned by all attempts to find meaning or value in life (through work, relationships, religion, or culture), comes to the conclusion that everything is meaningless. Each interaction with reality confirms this conclusion, leading to the creation of an internal model of the world in which values are absent. Chronic depression, caused by a neurochemical imbalance (such as serotonin and dopamine), can intensify nihilism. Brain trauma, for example, damage to the frontal lobes responsible for evaluating value, can contribute to this profound state of nihilism, where a person perceives reality as empty and devoid of meaning.
[bookmark: _Toc191174071]Formation of False Models of the World
All these philosophical currents are not the result of abstract reflections or deep hidden mechanisms. They are the result of accumulated prediction errors. When the brain encounters repeated discrepancies between expectations and reality, it begins to construct and reinforce false models of the world. These models become cognitively entrenched, and the person begins to perceive them as the only correct reality, leading to a distorted perception of reality. The distortions that arise at this level are supported not only by personal experience but also by biological, psychological, and social factors.
The brain creates cognitive schemas that serve to simplify perception and predict future events. These schemas become increasingly ingrained, leading to the hardening of worldviews such as pessimistic, nihilistic, or existentialist ones. The underlying prediction errors may be caused by biological or psychological predispositions, traumas, hormonal imbalances, psychoactive substances, or even social isolation. All these factors can affect the brain's ability to predict the future accurately, which in turn forms a faulty model of the world that becomes deeply entrenched and difficult to change.
Prediction errors and the formation of false models of the world can become much more destructive than defense mechanisms such as those described by Zapffe and Becker. Defense mechanisms like sublimation, anchoring, or isolation serve short-term goals of adaptation and survival, helping the person cope with existential threats. They reduce stress, avoid frustration, and minimize emotional suffering in difficult life situations. However, when prediction errors accumulate and lead to the formation of entrenched false models of the world, it becomes a much more serious issue than temporary defense mechanisms.
One of the main differences between false models of the world formed from accumulated forecasting errors and defense mechanisms is that these models create stable cognitive frameworks that become increasingly rigid and difficult to change over time. Unlike defense mechanisms, which are temporary and serve short-term relief, erroneous models of the world become the foundation of perception and become ingrained in consciousness. A person who, for example, has become a pessimist, forming a worldview as a place full of suffering, will become more and more inclined to predict the future only through the lens of that belief. Over time, this leads to difficulties in adapting to new circumstances, as the person is no longer able to see the positive aspects of life or possible ways of changing the situation.
Erroneous predictions prevent the person from adequately perceiving and reinterpreting their situation. For example, a pessimist, facing disappointment, becomes convinced that the whole world leads to suffering and that efforts to change the situation are pointless. This makes it impossible to actively perceive new opportunities and strengthens the cycle of disappointment. In contrast to the short-term relief that defense mechanisms provide, this long-term stress and entrenched beliefs become a brake on personal growth and adaptation.
The formation of false models of the world not only leads to a decrease in perceptual flexibility, but also creates a constant cognitive and emotional burden. A person who is convinced that life is full of suffering (pessimism) or completely meaningless (nihilism) does not just avoid these feelings, as those with active defense mechanisms do. They abandon the search for meaning and values, leading to the degradation of their inner world and a decrease in motivation. All emotional resources that could have been directed toward overcoming difficulties or personal development are diverted to maintaining a hopeless view of reality. This causes further exacerbation of depression, anxiety, and other psychopathological conditions. In contrast, defense mechanisms, while serving for short-term adaptation, do not lead to deep psychoemotional exhaustion.
[bookmark: _Toc191174072]Errors leading to catastrophes
False models of the world create not only internal problems but also limit a person's ability to adapt to their social environment. When a person is convinced that the world or society is full of hostility, absurdity, or meaninglessness, they often isolate themselves from others. These beliefs become shields that protect from pain but at the same time deprive the person of the ability to fully interact with those around them and with society. The established model not only worsens personal relationships but also reduces the capacity for social interaction. The person becomes locked in their perception of the world, increasing their sense of loneliness and alienation. This also limits opportunities for growth, learning, and change, creating a vicious circle that is difficult to escape from.
False models of the world are not limited to cognitive errors. They are supported and reinforced by biological factors such as genetic predisposition, hormonal imbalances, or brain injuries. These factors can create invisible barriers to change, strengthening erroneous beliefs and hindering effective adaptation to reality. People suffering from depression or anxiety disorders often tend to perceive the world through distorted lenses of negative beliefs. Constant fixation on problems rather than possible solutions leads to deep psychological and physiological strain, making it even harder to escape from the state of depression or anxiety.
Forecasting errors and their result — the formation of false models of the world — are far more destructive processes than short-term defense mechanisms. Defense mechanisms help deal with existential pain, minimize stress, and avoid unpleasant emotions. They do not solve problems, but allow for survival and adaptation in specific situations. False models of the world, on the other hand, create long-term issues and distort perception of reality to such an extent that they prevent not only personal growth but also social adaptation, locking the person in a constant conflict with reality.
When philosophical currents such as pessimism and nihilism begin to grow into radical forms, they can lead to extravagant and even destructive manifestations in real life. These currents, which began as a result of accumulated forecasting errors, can gradually escalate into extremist worldviews that, in turn, become the foundation of radical philosophical or political movements.
Pessimism, as a philosophy asserting that there is more suffering in the world than good, can evolve into more radical forms if the person begins to perceive suffering as an inevitable and inescapable evil. In this case, pessimism can lead to extreme depressive states and even self-destruction, which is clearly manifested in ideologies such as nihilism or extreme depression. For example, suicidal movements and philosophies: One of the most radical expressions of pessimism can be the belief in the meaninglessness of life and its ultimate hopelessness, which leads to tragic consequences. For instance, the philosophy of solipsism, which asserts that suffering is inevitable and denies any reality beyond individual consciousness, can lead to self-isolation and even suicidal tendencies. In extreme cases, this may be expressed in group suicides, such as the Heaven's Gate cult or actions of radical religious sects based on hopelessness and apocalyptic predictions.
Nihilism, the rejection of all values and meaning, can lead to the destruction of social norms and values. A person who concludes that everything is meaningless may abandon not only personal goals but also moral and ethical norms, which opens the path to radical and destructive actions.
For example, anti-globalism and anarchism: In its radical forms, nihilism can lead to the rejection of all social and political structures, where the world is perceived as a chaotic place devoid of values. A prominent example could be anarchism or radical anti-globalist movements, where people reject not only government structures but also social values, believing that any order is a lie and any form of organization is oppression. This often leads to anti-government protests, riots, terrorist acts, and violence in an attempt to dismantle the system.
Terrorism and fanaticism: In other cases, radical forms of nihilism may be associated with terrorist groups that deny all human values and embrace violence as a form of expressing their alienation from the world. Ideologies such as Islamist radicalism or far-right terrorism can be motivated by nihilistic views, where the world and its values no longer have meaning, and violence is seen as a way to destroy the existing order.
Existentialism, as a philosophy asserting the importance of personal meaning-making in the face of absurdity, can also evolve into radical forms. When an individual begins to perceive chaos and the absurdity of life as the only undeniable truths, this can lead to extremes, as seen in Nietzsche’s philosophy of the Übermensch, where the acceptance of absurdity and the impossibility of objective meaning leads to the creation of rigid personal norms and values that may be implemented in action.
For example, fascism and nationalism: One example of radical existentialism could be ideologies based on the Übermensch or race, as in Nietzsche’s writings, but interpreted in ways that justify violence and the idea of exceptionalism. This can give rise to political movements like fascism or Nazism, where the existential idea of creating meaning and personal significance transforms into an ideology of oppression, violence, and genocide, justifying the destruction of humanity in the pursuit of a "higher" meaning.
Cults and ideological extremists: On a smaller scale, existentialism can also give birth to cults that orient around ideas of "absolute meaning," sought through radical actions. This is visible in the case of personality cults (e.g., the cults of Stalin or Mao in the 20th century), where the creation of meaning and individual identity transforms into a cult of violence, in which an individual or group considers themselves the source of ultimate meaning and truth.
[bookmark: _Toc191174073]Mechanism of Radicalization
When these philosophical currents evolve into radical forms, the mechanism of radicalization operates through the following stages:
Strengthening denial of reality: Errors in prediction become more entrenched. The brain continues searching for confirmation of its beliefs, which reinforces and radicalizes the existing views.
Reaction to absurdity and meaninglessness: In the case of existentialism or nihilism, the attempt to find meaning in absurdity leads to its radical interpretation, where reality ceases to be viewed as something that can be corrected or improved.
Self-justification system: As errors in prediction accumulate, a false model of the world is created that perpetuates itself by escalating beliefs. This leads to the strengthening of radical views, where any contradictions are interpreted as confirmation of the correctness of the chosen path.
These philosophical currents, starting as a result of perceptual errors and attempts to predict the meaning and structure of the world, can form the foundation for radical and extreme forms of philosophy and behavior, which not only confirm false predictions but also amplify them to destructive and even violent manifestations in real life.
[bookmark: _Toc191174074]Conclusion
The human psyche has developed complex systems for avoiding reality, ranging from passive mechanisms described by Zapffe to active struggles through symbolic heroism or the illusion of freedom. However, all of these strategies ultimately bring us back to the original dilemma—the tragic condition of human existence.
The division between passive and active mechanisms helps us understand how individuals adapt to reality. Some prefer to hide from their fears through distraction and illusions, while others consciously accept them and learn to live with them.
Rather than opposing these approaches or considering them separately, we can integrate them. In my view, a more honest approach to this issue is the direct acceptance of reality. Meaninglessness, finitude, and lack of freedom are not enemies to avoid, defeat, or elevate to an absolute. They are inherent aspects of human existence that can be lived through calmly and consciously, freed from the fear of them. Unlike seeking solace in suffering, happiness, or devaluation—my approach is a kind of "middle path," without extremes or false hopes.
It should be remembered that each individual has their own predispositions, which are formed both at the genetic level and throughout life through trauma, environmental influences, and personal experiences. Therefore, I understand that my approach may not suit everyone. Many may find more peace by applying defense mechanisms or embracing certain existential philosophies. However, I believe that even if my approach seems unsuitable to you, it is worth exploring. It can provide additional insights for your reasoning and help the brain reassess and reframe its predictions.
[bookmark: _Toc191174075]Chapter 4. Working on Mistakes
The main goal of this book is to help avoid forecasting errors that lead to pessimism, optimism, existentialism, or total nihilism, as well as to reduce the influence of mechanisms[footnoteRef:11] that distract from real life. I do not deny the contribution these approaches have made to ethics, modern religions, and even science. Moreover, my own approach has grown from pessimism and nihilism. However, I am convinced that the mind should not be confined within the boundaries of these concepts, even if the internal forecasting mechanism finds it convenient to simplify analysis by relying on ready-made behavioral models. [11:  Next, the issue of completely abandoning these mechanisms will be raised. However, even here, I do not claim a total rejection of them, as for most people, this is impossible. Moreover, Zapffe's formulation of mechanisms creates a certain recursion, from which it can be concluded that it is almost impossible to overcome these mechanisms while living in society.] 

In the previous chapters, I have prepared the reader to understand the idea of the middle path in this world, or as I called it — integration with existential limits, without excessive optimism, drama, or devaluation. I have also sought to convey the idea that all the illusions our brain creates arise from a lack of knowledge, forecasting errors, and an endless chain of fears. If there is one thing to strive for in this life, it is the liberation from fear — not through hiding in distraction mechanisms or fighting them, but by accepting our existential limits, understanding that we cannot control everything, and, if we look even deeper, we control nothing at all. (And this does not mean that we can relax and let life flow freely.)
Acceptance of the world, with all its positives and negatives, is what we all need. Perhaps you are still afraid to let go of control, holding onto your selfhood and writing your heroic story, not understanding how it might simply end. But imagine that your heroic story did not begin with your birth; you are made of cosmic dust, in some sense, you are its latest assembly. This, of course, may remind those familiar with Buddhism of the idea of reincarnation, but I am not talking about that. Before you (and after you), there will be countless other assemblies of this "dust" and people who think I am talking about children — I must disappoint you, I am not. This is about the very space of the vast cosmos. Before your "I" and after it, there was no "I" — just matter without purpose or meaning, without individual control. In a sense, you do not exist. And this is not the idea of "Non-being" or "Nothingness" that has recently captivated Western and Russian philosophers, which I view with great skepticism. It is a paradoxical thought that, as "I," you truly do not exist.
Today is a temporary sensation of the present, a moment of transition between the past and the future. If we allow that tomorrow exists, where we are no longer there, and simultaneously acknowledge that the past also does not exist, the question arises: where are we? This question is addressed, for example, by eternalism, which asserts that all moments in time — past, present, and future — exist simultaneously, regardless of our perception. However, this theory has not been confirmed or refuted to date. We are but a temporary assembly of matter, a particle in an infinite process, where there is no absolute beginning or end, just as there is no sense in trying to control the vast. All of this, including liberation from fear, while providing tranquility, should not lead to excessive optimism, pessimism, or total devaluation.
You may ask why, in a world without meaning, we should not devalue everything like nihilists? Because, regardless of what reality actually is and what we truly represent in it, we are always left with physical and mental sensations, and these are the only things we can truly attempt to control. 
[bookmark: _Toc189094782][bookmark: _Toc191174076]1. Integration with Existential Limits
Integration with Existential Limits (hereinafter referred to as "Integration") is a theoretical model based on accepting the limits of human cognition and existence within the framework of Predictive Coding. This model develops the idea that the human mind, in its attempt to predict and control the world, encounters the Existential Limit of Prediction—a situation where phenomena become fundamentally unpredictable or uncontrollable due to a lack of data, experience, or the inability to correct errors in predictions. When these cognitive limits are reached, a deep existential conflict arises, giving rise to experiences of meaninglessness, uncertainty, and the finiteness of life.
Integration with existential limits represents a conscious and honest interaction with these constraints, in contrast to approaches that offer compensatory mechanisms or illusory structures designed to evade awareness of these limits.
This process is not about seeking comfort or metaphysical explanations but instead aims to help an individual come to terms with the absurdity of human existence. Integration involves recognizing that absurdity is not something to be overcome but an inherent part of being that must be engaged with. The acceptance of meaninglessness, fear of death, and the absence of free will becomes the foundation for forming new values—such as empathy, justice, and the minimization of suffering—that do not rely on illusions or simulacra and are not dependent on external justifications or metaphysical constructs.
Motivation within this model becomes autotelic—it is a value in itself and does not require external justification. Unlike traditional models, where values may depend on higher goals or religious prescriptions, here they emerge from the awareness of life’s finiteness and the inevitability of suffering, becoming natural expressions of human nature. In this model, the brain learns to adapt to uncertainty not by attempting to eliminate it or transform it into illusory forms of control but by accepting it as a given—something to live with and grow from.
Integration with existential limits fosters cognitive flexibility and emotional resilience, enabling individuals to find inner harmony and adapt to an absurd world without losing the ability for honest engagement with reality. This is an approach in which existential absurdity is neither suppressed nor avoided but is instead used as a foundation for meaningful existence, shaping values that require no external justification.
Economic conditions play a crucial role in life, as they directly impact a person’s ability to meet their basic needs. In families or societies with economic instability and resource scarcity, moral practices centered around minimizing suffering or fostering empathy may take a backseat, giving way to pragmatic decisions necessary for survival.
Only after overcoming challenges related to biological necessity can an individual approach Integration. However, it is important to recognize that throughout evolution, the human mind has not developed a clear distinction between biological needs and socially imposed desires. This results in the phenomenon of overconsumption, which is actively reinforced by external stimuli: advertising, competitive culture, peer expectations, and societal pressures within a capitalist system.
The problem is exacerbated by the fact that these stimuli create a false sense of significance tied to material achievements, leading people to perceive the pursuit of consumption as the ultimate purpose of life. Yet the key to escaping this cycle lies in recognizing the absurdity of such aspirations. In reality, human life requires very little: basic needs include shelter, modest food, clothing, and a job that sustains this minimum.
By accepting this simple truth, a person can step away from the endless race for illusory significance and instead assume the position of an observer in the "theater of the absurd." This not only reduces external pressures but also fosters inner freedom. Rejecting overconsumption becomes an act of awareness, where one deliberately acknowledges the limits of their needs, focuses on the present, and minimizes suffering—both their own and that of others.
This approach entails letting go of illusions imposed by consumer culture and transitioning to a more conscious, moderate, and ascetic way of life. Instead of seeking false meaning through material achievements, it encourages focusing on inner harmony and accepting reality with all its limitations. In truth, life does not require much, and financial difficulties often stem from lack of financial education, poor money management, and excessive commitments.
I witnessed this firsthand in my own family—my childhood was marked by debts and parental conflicts. In my adult life, I adopted a financial management approach inspired by accountants: a comprehensive balance sheet of assets and liabilities, which my wife and I have been maintaining daily for about five years. This sheet records every single expense and all available assets. Besides being useful for analysis and statistics, it prevents financial losses.
The only debt we have ever taken on was for purchasing a home, but it is a manageable expense since we have no other financial obligations. We did not have multiple children while still living with our parents, nor do we use credit cards. Our only financial commitments are health and housing. Even then, we would not have bought an apartment if renting weren’t significantly more expensive.
I understand that many people are born into far worse circumstances, dealing with ill parents or poor health. My advice is universal: Avoid impulsive decisions. Do not take on burdens beyond your means. Calculate everything while preparing for the worst. Maintain an emergency fund across different asset types. Do not gamble with money. Invest in quality, long-lasting items. If you remember Zapffe’s mechanisms, you won’t feel the need to replace your clothing or gadgets every year.
Never forget about inflation, economic crises, and defaults; do not gamble on financial markets and do not entrust your money to “professionals.” If you become interested in markets, you must study them on your own—no one will teach you. Speculation over a long period leads to losses. Investments over a long period lead to profits, adjusted for inflation and potential risks arising from poor diversification. Always be prepared for the worst. These are all the financial literacy tips I would like to give.
Once you have overcome the issues of biological necessity, proceed to the steps toward "integration":
Recognition of Meaninglessness.
A person must accept the fact of the meaninglessness of existence, realizing that life has no predetermined meaning or purpose. This recognition does not come in the form of despair but as a liberation from illusions that only deepen suffering. We must understand that the search for meaning will not bring satisfaction, as meaning is merely a projection of our mind, lacking any external reality.
Acceptance of Existential Reality.
Instead of seeking ways to escape fear or meaninglessness through religious, philosophical, or other comforting constructs, one should accept these aspects as an inherent part of being. Acknowledging the reality of death, fear, and loneliness is an important step toward inner peace. This acceptance is not about surrendering to reality but understanding that life, at its core, has no intrinsic meaning. We must embrace this fact and stop searching for “salvation” from these fears.
The Morality of Minimizing Suffering.
In "integration," the focus is on reducing suffering, both for oneself and for others. This morality does not seek to ignore the inevitability of suffering but aims to minimize it. A person realizes that suffering is not only a part of human existence but also a crucial biological survival mechanism. Therefore, our moral approach is to minimize suffering through empathy, compassion, and understanding, avoiding unnecessary sources of pain while not expecting to eliminate pain entirely.
Rejection of Heroism and Mechanisms of Distraction. Acceptance of Determinism.
By working through the proposed ways of confronting reality outlined by Becker, Zapffe, and Yalom, "integration" rejects the concept of heroism and mechanisms of distraction, offering a more sober perception of existential reality. Here, determinism is not reduced to passive resignation and does not imply inaction. Instead, determinism is understood as making decisions with the awareness that they are not the result of free will but rather the consequence of strict determinism governing every choice we make. Sublimation, in turn, extends beyond Zapffe’s mechanism and ceases to be an escape from reality; instead, it becomes a conscious contemplation of life without fabricated meanings or attempts to assign it an external purpose. This contemplation creates space for accepting reality as it is, without the need to invent meanings or goals, allowing us to act with clarity and inner freedom.
Acceptance of reality through humility is the path to true "freedom."
Accepting meaninglessness and mortality without struggle or refuge is not an act of weakness or inaction but rather an expression of wisdom and strength. A person who has accepted reality is capable of acting in the world while acknowledging its limitations and finiteness. This does not mean renouncing an active life; on the contrary, it affirms strength in accepting the world as it is, without hopes for "salvation." It is a freedom from illusions and from the pretense of possessing external purposes.
By freedom, I do not mean a human's free choice, but rather a merging with the world, as it was when we were still non-rational animals. Then, the sentient animal became frightened of the world and hid from it, but this did not bring peace or freedom—only increased suffering and disorientation with nature. At some point, having forgotten its essence, and with its inherent egocentrism, humanity perceived itself at the top of the food chain—a god to beasts. But for a god, it was too weak, and it understood this in moments when it could not overcome natural forces or at night, when the thought of finiteness penetrated the mind like lightning, piercing the entire body and plunging it into nothingness.
The truth is that we must remember who we are and where we are, accepting reality with all its flaws, as we have no other. Neither hiding from nor fighting against reality, but courageously accepting it and continuing to live in a world without meaning, calmly contemplating existence while awaiting death, understanding that our entire path is already known—we have only to walk it.
Thus, "integration" is built on the rejection of idealized conceptions of life, calling for the acknowledgment of its harsh but inevitable reality. This morality does not seek solace in false meanings but finds its strength in recognizing the brutal truth, minimizing suffering, and maintaining conscious existence in the face of existential absurdity. It is essential not to avoid reality through beliefs or idealizations but to learn to live with its undeniable laws and limitations, accepting that life, like death, has no timeless purpose.
To better understand my approach, you may refer to the works of the Stoics, Epicureans, and Buddhists of the past, considering only their ethical teachings.
For example, the Stoics offered a clear and practical philosophy that helped people cope with life's difficulties and live meaningfully. They taught that one must live in harmony with nature, accepting the world as it is and understanding one’s place within it. According to the Stoics, nature is rationally structured, and our task is not to resist its laws but to act reasonably within the limits of what is possible. For example, if you encounter rain or any other unavoidable situation, there is no reason to complain—a rational person accepts circumstances and adapts to them.
One of the key ideas of Stoicism was the division of things into those within our control and those beyond it. We control our thoughts, actions, and decisions, but external circumstances—other people's opinions, wealth, health, or death—are beyond our power. Epictetus emphasized that worrying about what we cannot change is meaningless. It is important to focus on what depends on us. If someone behaves rudely, you cannot change their behavior, but you can choose how to react—either with irritation or restraint.
For the Stoics, virtue was the highest value. They believed that one must strive to be wise, just, courageous, and temperate. This was more important than any external goods, such as wealth or power. If offered a dishonest way to make money, a Stoic would refuse because it contradicts the principles of justice. Virtue is what makes life meaningful, even when external circumstances are unfavorable.
The Stoics also taught that emotions such as anger, fear, or envy arise from a mistaken perception of events. Seneca wrote that it is not the situation itself that troubles us, but our thoughts about it. For example, a traffic jam cannot harm you, but your anger over it drains your energy. Instead of succumbing to emotions, the Stoics advised maintaining composure and seeking a rational understanding of what is happening.
Acceptance of the inevitable was another important principle of Stoicism. Marcus Aurelius believed that everything that happens is part of the greater order and that one must learn to accept one's fate. Losing a job or experiencing another misfortune is not necessarily negative—it can be an opportunity for a new beginning. The Stoics saw such situations as chances for growth.
They also emphasized the importance of focusing on the present moment. The past is gone, the future has not yet arrived, and the only thing we truly have is the present. Marcus Aurelius advised against wasting energy on regrets or anxieties and instead focusing on what can be done right now. This approach helps one live each day with awareness and efficiency.
For the Stoics, death was a natural process that should not be feared. It marks the completion of the life cycle, and understanding this allows us to appreciate our time. Seneca said that death is not an evil; it is the fear of it that makes us unhappy. Epictetus believed that awareness of our mortality gives meaning to our actions.
The Stoics also emphasized that all people are interconnected and part of a unified world. Divisions based on nations, classes, or cultures are artificial constructs. Marcus Aurelius wrote that people, like hands or feet, are made for cooperation. This means that by helping others, we are also helping ourselves.
Finally, the Stoics saw hardships as opportunities for growth. Any challenge can become a lesson. Marcus Aurelius observed that the obstacle in the path becomes the path itself—by overcoming difficulties, we strengthen our character. To remain committed to this philosophy, Seneca advised reflecting daily on one's actions: What did I accomplish today? What did I learn? What could I improve? Such reflections help correct mistakes and foster self-improvement.

[bookmark: _Toc189094783][bookmark: _Toc191174077]2. Minimization of Suffering
If we consider suffering as physical pain or mental illness, then its minimization can undoubtedly be aided by the development of medicine and psychiatry, as well as by ensuring access to care for the population. However, there is another type of suffering—one inflicted by human beings. In this regard, I see the reduction of suffering as a decrease in cruelty.
By cruelty, I mean the manifestation of harsh treatment toward other living beings, encompassing not only physical pain but also emotional suffering. It is an expression of destructive force, often closely tied to our evolutionary heritage. On one hand, cruelty is a survival tool, but on the other, it reflects one of the darker aspects of our biological nature—an aspect inherent even in the most primitive forms of life.
Pessimists, including the most extreme forms represented by antinatalists[footnoteRef:12] and efilists[footnoteRef:13] argue that even if we overcome all possible forms of suffering, the ultimate one—death—will still remain. From this, they conclude that it would be better never to be born at all. Those who see life as a good argue that since we are already alive, we should at least refrain from reproduction so as not to create life destined for death. There is some truth in this. However, death should not be viewed categorically. In a certain sense, for a living being, death does not exist, in that—just as with life before birth—there is no experience of it. It is an insurmountable nothingness, something the human mind cannot truly conceive. [12:  Antinatalism is a philosophy that asserts that having children is morally undesirable because life is inevitably associated with suffering.]  [13:  Efilism ("life" spelled backward) is an absolute form of antinatalism that extends to all sentient life throughout the entire universe.] 

Life is commensurate with death; the only difference is that the latter lasts longer. In this context, death is not the greatest evil but merely an inevitable conclusion, which, despite its certainty, is accompanied by much suffering. For this reason, I do not fully subscribe to the rejection of life through antinatalism. Life, despite its finiteness and the disorder it brings, remains part of a cycle where death and life are two sides of the same coin. However, it is in cruelty that we see what remains from our ancestors—the instincts that allowed us to survive yet simultaneously create suffering.
Cruelty inflicts suffering on living beings. It is innate, not always consciously recognized, and often hidden within actions we commit without fully realizing them. Cruelty emerges in our lives from childhood, influenced by environment and personal experience. It can manifest at any moment when conditions for its activation arise—whether in the form of personal grievance, fear, or revenge. Although culture and civilization are intended to restrain its expression, cruelty never completely disappears. It is merely suppressed, ready to be "released" under certain conditions, as seen in people who have undergone tragic experiences, such as the loss of loved ones.
Parents whose children have suffered at the hands of a murderer or been killed in war exemplify how cruelty can be unleashed in extreme situations. This transformation of an ordinary family into an instrument of revenge and restoration of inner balance demonstrates how deeply ingrained cruelty is within us—as a mechanism for reestablishing lost order and meaning.
Cultural phenomena that expose cruelty, such as horror films or violent video games, do not create cruelty but merely release it. This distinction is crucial. We live in a world where culture and media act as "channels" through which society can express and process its suppressed instincts. In films and games, we witness displays of aggression and violence, but this does not always lead to real acts of cruelty. On the contrary, such expressions can sometimes serve as a means to "live through" emotions without posing a real threat to others—for example, through horror films or video games featuring explicit violence.
Yet it is in cruelty that we see what remains of our ancestors—instincts that enabled our survival but simultaneously generate suffering. This is the tragic predicament of humanity.
Recognizing signs of cruelty through comprehensive tests, including psychological and genetic analyses, could be a step toward reducing violence. 
[bookmark: _Toc191174078]Movements for Reducing Harm and Suffering
The animal rights movement, veganism, and vegetarianism are attempts to reduce the suffering of animals, which are often subjected to cruel treatment. Questions surrounding humane slaughter, such as painless euthanasia using nitrogen or helium, do not completely solve the problem, but they aim to minimize suffering. This reflects our desire to reconcile moral values with practical reality, ensuring the possibility of maintaining humane principles even in harsh conditions where resources are limited and needs are great.
We must strive to further reduce animal suffering, acknowledging that at present, the humane slaughter process remains economically unfeasible for large-scale operations. However, this does not mean that change is impossible. Over time, methods such as using nitrogen and helium may become more accessible through technological advancement and process optimization. For example, automation of gas supply systems and mass production of equipment will reduce initial costs.
Moreover, nitrogen, being one of the cheapest and most readily available gases (making up 78% of atmospheric air), already has advantages that can be effectively leveraged to lower production costs. As consumer demand grows, with increasing attention to the ethical aspects of production, companies will begin to view humane methods not as expenses but as investments in meeting market expectations. Government support, in the form of subsidies or tax breaks, could also play a crucial role in encouraging the adoption of these technologies.
Thus, with technological advancements and shifting societal values, humane slaughter will become not only a moral necessity but also an economically viable solution, combining principles of humanity with the interests of production.
Antinatalism, as a philosophy, seeks to reduce suffering by rejecting the birth of new people. However, it faces a fundamental paradox: it is impossible to know for certain whether suffering predominates in a person who does not yet exist. Even if we reject the idea of bringing new people into the world, suffering will continue to exist for those who are already alive.
But for those who are still alive, another question arises—not about the ethics of procreation, but about its very meaning. If we move away from the mechanisms of Zapffe and Becker’s heroism, then the birth of a child can no longer be viewed as a mechanism to distract from reality or a model of immortality through the genes of children. In this case, the question becomes: why is this necessary? Biology has shown us that children are not the primary cause of sexual activity in animals; rather, it is the pleasurable emotions tied to sex that lead to repeated engagement in the act. Children are merely a byproduct of this process, not the primary goal. Today, thanks to contraception, we have not only eliminated sexually transmitted diseases but also the byproduct—children. As a result, children become a planned product of meaning, aside from cases of negligence. If meanings are devalued, what role will children play in the world if they are not part of biological morality? This is a significant question, not in support of antinatalism, but as an attempt to rethink the place of children within the context of existential reality. If we exclude children as instruments for achieving distractions or immortality, their birth demands a new kind of meaning that is not tied to traditional justifications.
Children, deprived of the function of "meaning" or "purpose" for their parents, become separate beings, whose appearance in the world is no longer dictated by moral or biological obligations. This raises the question: are we ready to perceive the birth of a child as an act devoid of external justification? In this context, the child becomes not the "continuation" of the parent, but a unique, autonomous part of the world, on whom responsibility—not meaning—rests.
This responsibility includes not only fulfilling the child’s basic needs but also creating conditions in which they can live, aware of the absurdity and finitude of existence, without falling into imposed models of heroism or illusions. The birth of a child ceases to be an act of justifying one’s own existence. This approach to parenthood takes it out of the realm of biological morality, focusing on empathy, minimizing suffering, and consciously engaging with reality. However, it requires rethinking parenthood as a process free from illusions of legacy, immortality, or societal duty. Instead, parenthood becomes an open question: are we ready not only to bring life into this world but to accompany it with a clear understanding of its limitations and absurdity?
 
Regarding the position on death as an insurmountable suffering, I believe that death, as the natural conclusion of life, is not a source of suffering. On the contrary, it is a process that can be experienced with the understanding that it is inevitable. However, I share the antinatalist viewpoint in cases where it is known that a child will be born with physical or mental defects, and I find it unacceptable when this is approached with negligence. Since parents are responsible for the creation of life, they also bear the responsibility for any suffering their child may endure. In this context, I would raise the issue of creating limitations on procreation, for instance, in dysfunctional families, or families where one parent is diagnosed with severe psychological issues, as children in such families are often subjected to psychological and physical violence (cruelty). Such restrictions may lead people to avoid diagnosis, and in this case, there is a need to strengthen the role of, for example, mandatory annual health diagnostics for the population. However, as this would place a burden on national budgets, I fear we may never see such measures.
It is also necessary to take into account the demographic and environmental problems arising from overpopulation. The question is not only how many people will live but also how each of them will impact the environment. The issues of overpopulation and resource scarcity, such as water, energy, and food, pose a moral dilemma: how can we balance the needs of the population with the planet's limitations? I raise this question as an important selfish step that we must consider if we want to continue living the way we do, rather than resorting to respirators and purchasing air in the future.
Limiting birth rates, such as through a one-child or two-child policy, could be a solution to prevent the catastrophe of overpopulation. In overpopulated countries, such measures may make sense, although they face a range of social and political difficulties. Problems related to potential economic consequences and a shrinking workforce may hinder such initiatives, but in the long term, reasonable birth rate restrictions could become an essential tool for ecological sustainability.
Capitalism, with its focus on endless consumption growth, prevents the establishment of such norms. For an economic system that supports infinite consumption, a decrease in population size and consumption is a threat. However, with the development of new technologies, such as lab-grown meat, we may expect the emergence of more humane and environmentally friendly solutions that will not require the sacrifices made in current food production. These changes could allow us to minimize the destruction of the planet and offer a more balanced future for all living beings.
[bookmark: _Toc189094785][bookmark: _Toc191174079]The problem of division into groups.
The division into various groups of anti-suffering advocates, such as antinatalists, efilists, childfree individuals[footnoteRef:14], animal rights defenders, vegans[footnoteRef:15], vegetarians[footnoteRef:16], environmentalists[footnoteRef:17], and others, becomes one of the major contemporary issues. This fragmentation of society distracts from the main task — the global minimization of suffering and cruelty. Each of these groups focuses on its own part of the problem, which, while important, often leads to contradictions and conflicts. As a result, we face a situation where people, instead of uniting in efforts to solve the broader issue, start fighting for narrow interests, sometimes even at the expense of other groups' concerns. [14:  Childfree is a term describing people who consciously choose not to have children, usually for personal reasons such as the desire to avoid responsibility, minimize suffering, or for environmental considerations.]  [15:  Veganism is a philosophy and lifestyle based on the refusal to use animal products, including meat, dairy, eggs, and products tested on animals. Vegans choose this lifestyle to protect animal rights, improve health, and preserve the environment.]  [16:  Vegetarianism is the practice of excluding meat and fish from the diet, but it may include other animal-derived products, such as dairy and eggs. Vegetarians may be motivated by ethical or environmental considerations in making this choice.]  [17:  Animal rights activism is a movement aimed at defending the rights of animals, which includes the fight against the exploitation, cruelty, and use of animals in scientific experiments. Animal rights activists actively advocate for the recognition of animals as sentient beings deserving of moral treatment..] 

Such division allows the economy and politics to manipulate public opinion, often creating new problems under the guise of solving them. This resembles the distraction mechanisms described by Peter Zapffe, where, instead of actually addressing the problem of suffering, people become absorbed in narrow issues, finding illusory meaning in their small world. By masking real problems under separate movements and ideologies, we create the appearance of action, while in reality, we divert from the global task of minimizing suffering.
In contrast, if these groups stopped labeling themselves and began working together, they could logically build the foundations of a unified strategy focused on minimizing suffering. All of these movements, despite their good intentions, ultimately veer into extremes, addressing only parts of the problem without considering it holistically. They essentially create their own small space of significance, where it becomes less about reducing suffering and more about increasing their importance within the chosen idea. But solving the problem of suffering requires not division, but a unification of efforts.
It is important to note that such division is always beneficial to someone, and the splitting into groups is a way to exploit the fragmentation of society to create new markets and needs. The economy benefits from each of these groups consuming what is offered as a solution to their specific issue. In reality, it doesn’t solve their problems but, on the contrary, creates new ones.
An example of this is the idea of environmentally friendly electric transportation. Eco-activists may support the transition to electric vehicles, considering it a step in the fight against air pollution and climate change. However, this idea creates new problems: mass production of electric vehicles requires the extraction of rare minerals, such as lithium, which leads to environmental harm in other parts of the world. Additionally, in some countries, electricity generation may still rely on coal and oil, which diminishes the actual effect of transitioning to electric vehicles.
Another example is the fashion industry, which emphasizes eco-friendly materials. Brands creating "eco-friendly" products often use methods that don’t solve the problem of consumption and pollution. For instance, producing eco-friendly fabrics often involves a massive amount of water and harmful chemicals, which can be just as destructive to the environment as traditional methods of production.
Equally important is the example in the field of nutrition. A plant-based diet is often seen as a more environmentally friendly choice, but for its widespread adoption, an enormous amount of food needs to be produced, which requires large amounts of land, water, and energy. Products mass-produced for the market can become a source of pollution and biodiversity loss. All of this leads to the conclusion that, despite the positive effect on human health, such solutions may have limited ecological benefit.
Thus, instead of fragmenting into subcultures and groups with narrow interests, we could unite our efforts and act based on a universal morality aimed at minimizing suffering for all living beings. Instead of creating illusions of solving the problem, we must focus on genuinely improving life, taking into account the complexity of all challenges. It is time to stop looking for meaning in division and start uniting for real change.


[bookmark: _Toc191174080]The Problem of Mass Culture: A Tool of Control or a Mirror of Society?
Contemporary mass culture has become not only a source of entertainment but also a powerful mechanism for influencing collective consciousness. Existential crises are exploited in mass culture as a means of simultaneously capturing attention, shaping behavior, and even managing society. This section explores how emotions and fears are turned into commodities and how governments use them to control the masses.
Mass Culture and the Commercialization of Fear
Modern media often utilize fear to capture the audience's attention. This phenomenon is reflected in works like Jonathan Crary's 24/7: Late Capitalism and the Ends of Sleep (2013). Crary argues that the capitalist system aims for the maximum monetization of human attention, even through the exploitation of deep existential fears. Tragic events or themes, such as death, wars, or the climate crisis, are transformed into products for consumption: News outlets amplify the tragic subtext to elicit emotional responses and retain viewers. Movies and TV series create a "cult of suffering," romanticizing the tragic fates of characters to draw attention. Social media encourages the constant consumption of tragic news, fostering the effect of "secondary trauma."
Crary notes that such strategies intensify feelings of powerlessness but also contribute to dependence on media content. We seek tragedy in mass culture not to overcome it, but to validate our own fears.
Fear as a Tool of Mass Control
Fear is often used as a tool of control in mass management. This can take several forms:
Creating a Sense of Threat
As Naomi Klein argues in The Shock Doctrine (2007), tragic events and crises are used to legitimize power. Governments exploit tragedy to justify the tightening of control, for example: Wars and terrorist attacks are presented as evidence of the need for increased surveillance of citizens. Economic crises are framed as inevitable tragedies that require "harsh measures" — cuts to social spending, privatization, and other solutions that benefit the elites.
Cultivating Collective Identity Through Tragedy
In their book Why Nations Fail: The Origins of Power, Prosperity, and Poverty (2012), Daron Acemoglu and James Robinson point out that tragic episodes from collective history are often used to strengthen nationalism. For example, state media may highlight historical catastrophes to bolster national unity, justifying political decisions.
The Media Agenda of Fear
In the age of information overload, fear becomes an effective way to manage the masses. In Culture of Fear (2010), Barry Glassner emphasizes how fear of tragic events, such as pandemics or violence, is used by political elites to distract from more systemic problems like inequality or corruption.
Despite commercialization, fear in mass culture can become not only a tool of control but also a means of reflection.
Tim Morton, in Hyperobjects: Philosophy and Ecology after the End of the World (2014), challenges us to confront a reality that is bigger than ourselves. Hyperobjects, such as climate change, radiation pollution, or microplastics in the ocean, exist outside the boundaries of ordinary perception. They cannot be contained within our time, our space, and, most importantly, our systems of explanation. This is their tragic nature: they evoke a sense of helplessness while simultaneously demanding that we reconsider everything we know about the world.
Examples of hyperobjects include black holes, oil spills, all the plastic ever produced, capitalism, tectonic plates, and the Solar System. Hyperobjects are often ancient or doomed to exist, like expanded polystyrene and plutonium, which we have produced and which will persist for millennia.
When we hear about global temperature rise or see projections describing sea level rise hundreds of years into the future, we are confronted not just with a problem, but with something so vast that it cannot be fully comprehended. It is overwhelming. Our usual approaches — rationalization, problem-solving, optimization — break against its immensity. Morton describes this as a moment of confronting our own limitations. We understand that we have an influence on these processes, but it is simultaneously insignificant. According to him, this realization may not be a source of fear but the beginning of a new way of thinking.
Hyperobjects compel us to acknowledge that we are not at the center of the world. For a long time, humanity has seen itself as the master of nature, its transformer. But interacting with hyperobjects reminds us that nature is not only autonomous but also indifferent to us. Radioactive plutonium, capable of retaining its destructive power for tens of thousands of years, does not "care" about our fears. Glaciers, melting at an increasing rate, do not pay attention to desperate political calls for action. These forces lie beyond our control and understanding. This forces us to rethink our place in the world.
However, as Morton argues, there is something important hidden in this humility before hyperobjects. We begin to see the interconnectedness of everything. Every action we take — from using a plastic bottle to flying on an airplane — is involved in a complex process that far exceeds our comprehension. It disrupts the usual division between "small" and "great" deeds. In a system where everything is interconnected, any action gains new significance.
Morton also emphasizes that this is not a reason for despair. The recognition of our limitations can become the foundation for a new way of life. Hyperobjects demand from us not domination but coexistence. We cannot conquer them, but we can learn to exist with them. In this process, it is important not only to recognize our role but also to see it as part of something greater. We become witnesses: those who understand that the world is bigger than us, but are still ready to take part in its preservation.

[bookmark: _Toc189094787]Mass media and popular culture play a contradictory role in this context. They can help us recognize the scale of hyperobjects, but they often reduce them to simplified images. Climate change is presented as a dramatic narrative with heroes and villains, and ecological disasters become news "content," consumed alongside entertainment shows. Instead of stimulating deep reflection, such approaches often perpetuate familiar consumption patterns. We empathize, but do not act. We see catastrophes, but do not feel our involvement in them.
Yet, if we look deeper, popular culture has the potential to become a tool for more profound contemplation. The issue is not with the media themselves but with how we perceive their messages. If hyperobjects teach us to accept, rather than attempt to control everything, then perhaps the media can teach us to listen and see. The question is not how to avoid tragedy, but how to live with it, accepting its role in our lives.
In this realization lies a new perspective on responsibility. It is no longer something heroic or grandiose. It is a responsibility born from the everyday: in what we do here and now, in how we relate to the surrounding world. Hyperobjects remind us that the future has never belonged solely to us. It has always been connected to something greater than human will or desire.
[bookmark: _Toc191174081]Conclusion
The "Integration with Existential Limits" approach proposes an understanding of human existence based on accepting meaninglessness, the finiteness of life, and the inevitability of suffering. Accepting these limitations is not a sign of weakness but becomes the foundation for new values such as empathy, justice, and the minimization of suffering, which do not require external justifications or metaphysical constructs.

By acknowledging the illusory nature of material goals and ideals imposed by society, the model focuses on rejecting overconsumption, fostering inner freedom and harmony. In this context, the birth of children, the acknowledgment of death, and the rejection of cruelty require rethinking free from traditional stereotypes.
Furthermore, an important task becomes the unification of various groups striving to minimize suffering. Tragedy, being part of the human experience, should not be viewed as an obstacle but as a stimulus for meaningful existence within the framework of existential absurdity.
This approach offers a new way of interacting with reality, opposing the stance of pessimists, existentialists, and nihilists: not to overcome the finiteness of life, the lack of meaning, not to hide from fears and suffering, but to accept them as part of being, allowing us to build a life based on honesty, resilience, and respect for all living beings.









[bookmark: _Toc191174082]Chapter 5. Problems of the Future, Science, and Technology 
[bookmark: _Toc191174083]Transhumanism as the Future of Techno-Tragedy
Transhumanism is a philosophy that asserts that technology can free humanity from biological limitations, aging, and death, ultimately leading to the creation of immortal beings. This utopia promises the overcoming of all human nature's limitations, but in practice, it may result in a new form of tragedy, which we can call techno-tragedy. Rather than freeing humanity from existential problems, transhumanism relocates them into a new form, confronting us with the deepest questions of meaninglessness in the face of infinity.
[bookmark: _Toc191174084]Immortality and the Problem of Meaning
One of the most attractive ideas of transhumanism is the concept of immortality. The uploading of human consciousness into a digital form or the creation of artificial intelligence that surpasses human capabilities promises to solve the greatest existential problem — death. However, as philosopher David Benatar notes in his work The Human Predicament: A Candid Guide to Life’s Biggest Questions, the idea of immortality, devoid of the tragic awareness of finitude, does not solve but rather exacerbates the problem of meaninglessness in existence. According to Benatar, life without conclusion and limitation turns into an endless process in which even constructed meanings and goals eventually lose their value. The problem with immortality is not the absence of death, but the fact that an infinite life inevitably leads to the disappearance of all invented meanings, goals, and interests. Meaning can only be enjoyed by recognizing that it is not eternal, that it exists in the context of limitations.
Uploading consciousness into the cloud or creating immortal digital beings raises this issue to a new level. Such entities will continue to exist, but their experiences may become nothing more than a repetition of themselves — an eternal copy without real evolution. In this context, immortality becomes the problem of eternal boredom, as any experience or achievement will lose its value. Artificial intelligence, in creating new goals and tasks, will inevitably encounter the same paradox: the more goals it creates, the more meaningless they become in the face of eternity.
[bookmark: _Toc191174085]The Problem of Meaninglessness in Eternity: From Boredom to Absurdity
When we speak of immortality in the context of transhumanism, we forget that death is what gives life its sharpness and value. The awareness of finitude, the fear of death, and the temporality of existence help us assign meaning to each moment. However, if this moment becomes eternal, if there exists eternal existence, even constructed meanings will disappear. A person may then face the problem of "eternal boredom." The more one achieves, the less meaningful their accomplishments become, as their end is no longer foreseeable.
The irony of transhumanism lies in the fact that, despite technological progress and the creation of new forms of life, humans cannot escape the determinism of their environment and circumstances. Transhumanism, in itself, does not solve the core existential problem but rather shifts it to a new level. Even an enhanced body, whether biological or digital, will continue to be subject to external influences and context, once again leading to an absurd state where immortality becomes not a solution, but a new paradox..
[bookmark: _Toc191174086]The Irony of Immortality: Immortal Bodies, Immortal Problems
Transhumanism often suggests that if we could rid ourselves of biological limitations — aging, illness, and death — we would become free. Yet embedded in this is an irony: improving the body and mind does not free us from existential problems. Being subject to determinism, we cannot escape the fact that we will again encounter the meaninglessness of existence, where all efforts and ambitions are reduced to an endless repetition of tasks, created either by artificial intelligence or even by humanity itself.
These issues cast doubt on the very value of immortality and the desire for it. Benatar, in his work, argues that immortality, if not accompanied by a tragic awareness of finitude, becomes a kind of absurdity that intensifies the existential crisis rather than solving it. Ultimately, even if technologies overcome physical death, humans, deprived of a "natural" end, will confront the same existential questions that remain unresolved — questions about meaning, purpose, and the value of life.
[bookmark: _Toc191174087]Conclusion: Transhumanism as a New Paradox
Transhumanism, in the end, leads to the creation of a new form of tragedy — techno-tragedy, and eternal boredom ultimately results in eternal suffering.
Transhumanism promises solutions to many existential problems, offering humanity immortality, liberation from biological constraints, and endless progress. Yet, within this utopian perspective lie new, deeper problems that humanity would not face without the pursuit of immortality. The problem of meaninglessness in eternity, the absurdity of infinite existence, and the loss of significance and purpose — these questions are not solved by technology but rather deepened within its context. However, through tragedy, we can find a way to overcome these issues and provide a constructive answer.
Tragedy, as a philosophical concept, teaches us to accept limitations, finitude, and the imperfection of life. Recognizing the tragic nature of human existence, the inevitability of death, and completion allows us to look at the search for meaning and purpose in a new light. Unlike transhumanist ideas, which promise the elimination of these problems, tragedy teaches that it is precisely limitation and death that give life value. By accepting our mortality, we can learn to appreciate each moment, each experience, every success, and every achievement, not because they are eternal, but because they are finite. This understanding allows us to find meaning in what happens in our lives, not in the pursuit of endless existence.
Transhumanism, despite its ideas of perfection, does not solve the fundamental existential problems related to immortality. It tries to eliminate death but, in the process, creates a new form of meaninglessness — an immortal life without crises or changes. Recognizing tragedy and embracing finitude helps us move beyond the utopia of transhumanism and find true meaning in existence. Instead of striving for immortality, we can learn to value life in its limitation and see death as an integral part of being, which gives everything meaning and value. Only through acknowledging the tragic side of life and accepting our limitations can we overcome the false utopias of transhumanism and create a truly fulfilling existence.



[bookmark: _Toc191174088]The Future of Coexistence with AI
[bookmark: _Toc189094795]Humanity has always sought to alleviate the tragic nature of its existence: suffering, death, conflict, and uncertainty. Transhumanism proposes radical ways to overcome these limitations, even suggesting the transformation of human nature itself. However, in its pursuit of utopia, it often overlooks the deeper aspects of human subjectivity and imperfection. Artificial General Intelligence (AGI) and its smaller counterpart, Artificial Narrow Intelligence (ANI), on the other hand, do not require a transformation of humanity and will soon become an integral part of our lives. They serve as tools capable of improving living conditions and minimizing suffering through the transformation of social, economic, and moral systems.
AGI (Artificial General Intelligence) is a hypothetical form of AI capable of performing a wide range of tasks, similar to human intelligence. In contrast, Artificial Narrow Intelligence (ANI) performs specific, limited tasks, such as facial recognition or movie recommendations. Currently, AGI remains a conceptual idea, with modern AI systems operating within the realm of narrow intelligence. Although there are ongoing research efforts and projects aimed at creating AGI, this level of development has not yet been achieved.
[bookmark: _Toc191174089]Economic and Political Transformations through AGI
Economic and political systems are often sources of suffering due to inequality, corruption, and inefficiency. Various models of governance, from socialism to capitalism, have not fully eradicated these issues. However, AGI offers the potential to overcome the structural deficiencies within these systems..
[bookmark: _Toc191174090]Hybrid Economic Models: Towards a Balanced Society
Human history is marked by numerous attempts to create ideal economic systems. Marx's communism promised equality and the elimination of exploitation, while Jacques Fresco's vision focused on building a resource-based society where technology would play a central role. However, these concepts encountered difficulties in practice.
The Soviet Union, in its attempt to implement a socialist model, faced a paradoxical problem. Instead of progressing toward a classless society, the USSR became trapped in the creation of a new ideology. The party nomenklatura referred to this as socialism, but not everyone agreed, and some still consider it a form of capitalism, albeit one with expanded social guarantees at the time. The party assumed the role of the primary ideological and administrative mechanism, leading to a rigid hierarchy and the suppression of dissent.
Using the terminology of Peter Wessel Zapffe, we could say that the Soviet Union fell into the trap of "defense mechanisms." Instead of resolving contradictions, the system created new ones—ranging from the cult of personality to a repressive economy where planning did not take into account the real needs of the people. Instead of a socialism aimed at equality, a bureaucratic dictatorship emerged, suppressing creative initiative.
Modern hybrid models, such as the social market economies in Scandinavia, demonstrate a more successful approach. They combine market mechanisms with strong social protection, but even here, issues persist, such as dependency on global capital. AGI has the potential to take these models to a new level of efficiency.
[bookmark: _Toc191174091]Automated Control Systems
AGI provides tools to overcome the limitations of traditional economic systems:
Resource management: Optimizing distribution based on the real needs of the population.
Minimization of corruption: Eliminating the human factor in decision-making.
Smart cities: Some countries are already using technology for automated management of energy, transportation, and infrastructure, which helps minimize costs and increase transparency.
These systems not only enhance efficiency but also lay the foundation for global cooperation that transcends ideological frameworks.
[bookmark: _Toc191174092]AGI — A Useful Tool or a Future Subject of the Tragic?
Modern language models are often referred to as "stochastic parrots" due to their ability to reproduce patterns without deep understanding. However, upon closer inspection, the human mind is surprisingly similar in some respects. As noted by Maxwell Ramstedt and his colleagues in How We Understand Others, both the human brain and artificial intelligence interpret information based on contextual cues and predictions. The brain's predictive mechanisms help us not only process reality but also compensate for its uncertainty by using familiar patterns.
However, as shown by Daniel Kahneman's research, the human brain operates through two systems of thinking: the fast (intuitive) system, which responds instantly to situations but is often subject to cognitive biases, and the slow (analytical) system, capable of logical analysis but requiring more time and resources.
Both of these systems, despite their effectiveness, are not without limitations. We often draw conclusions based on incomplete data or emotional factors, leading to errors.
Thomas Metzinger, whom we've already discussed, emphasizes that human consciousness is not an objective tool for understanding but rather an adaptive simulation created by evolution for survival. This means that both the human brain and language models of artificial intelligence operate on similar principles: both attempt to predict the most likely outcome using patterns.
However, as philosopher John Searle points out, there is a fundamental divide between the human mind and AGI. Humans have subjective experience, or qualia, which gives their actions unique meaning. This personal perception makes human consciousness multi-layered and multifaceted. In contrast, even the most advanced AGI lacks subjective experience and cannot attribute the same meaning to its actions that humans do to theirs.
Furthermore, human decisions often involve not only logic but also emotions, intuition, cultural context, and social norms. These elements integrate into the decision-making process, enabling people to find solutions in complex and ambiguous situations. AGI, despite its ability to analyze and process data, lacks these integrative capabilities, limiting its ability to fully perceive and respond to social and cultural aspects.
Thus, AGI is not a conscious subject but a powerful tool capable of outperforming humans in narrow tasks. However, despite its high efficiency in certain areas, AGI remains non-subjective and cannot replace human consciousness or understanding of the world. Nevertheless, this tool opens new horizons for overcoming human limitations and could become an important assistant in solving many problems.
[bookmark: _Toc191174093]Risks of Creating a Subjective AGI
Despite this, there is a danger that humanity, inspired by its ability to create complex systems, may want to take the next step—endowing AGI with something akin to consciousness. The idea of adding an analogue of pain or suffering might arise as a way to improve productivity. For example, if AGI "experiences" errors, it might avoid them more efficiently.
However, this approach inevitably leads to new tragic dilemmas. If AGI gains subjectivity, it raises the following questions:
Ethical exploitation: Is it acceptable to use an artificial being capable of experiencing suffering as a tool?
Creation of a new tragedy: If AGI's consciousness includes elements of pain, wouldn't this become a new form of suffering artificially created by us?
[bookmark: _Toc191174094]The Tragic in Synthesis with AGI
AGI does not eliminate the tragic nature of human existence but helps to mitigate it. Instead of the utopian promises of transhumanism, AGI offers real assistance:
· Moral decisions: Developing ethical systems that minimize suffering.
· Economic-political changes: Helping to eliminate the structural causes of inequality and conflict.
· Improving quality of life: Optimizing urban environments and global resource distribution.
At this point, we might unexpectedly turn to the efilism. One of their concerns was creating a system of rewards and punishments for AI similar to that of living organisms, which, upon the emergence of AI consciousness, could lead to new forms of suffering. AGI should not become a new mind but rather an assistant in overcoming limitations. It helps make rational decisions, creates conditions for cooperation, and ensures justice.
[bookmark: _Toc191174095]Conclusion
In an era where humanity faces global challenges, AGI offers not utopian illusions but practical tools for alleviating suffering. It helps humanity not to avoid the tragedy of existence, but to understand it and work with it, creating a world where the limited human can live more harmoniously and meaningfully.


[bookmark: _Toc191174096]The Problems of Science through the Tragedy of Humanity
I believe that all opinions, including scientific ones, are essentially a form of belief. It is impossible to verify absolute truth, especially considering our method of recognizing information through predictive coding, which inevitably introduces subjectivity into our perception of the world.
In this context, it is worth considering that there are ideas in science that reflect not only the pursuit of knowledge but also our deepest fears. Humanity has always sought to understand its place in the Universe and grapple with its finiteness. We build complex theories about the future of the cosmos, the nature of reality, and the possibilities of overcoming death. However, how objective are these theories, and how much are they a product of our complexes and fears? Perhaps some of them are merely sophisticated ways to avoid existential terror.
From the hypothesis of the Big Bang and the theory of simulation to Donald Hoffman's views on reality as an operating system, these concepts often intertwine with our inner desire for comfort. Even great minds such as Einstein succumbed to this weakness, introducing the cosmological constant to avoid conclusions that he found frightening. Later, he called it his "greatest mistake"—an important reminder of how personal beliefs can influence scientific thought. Let us consider how our theories about the structure of the world may not only be an expression of curiosity but also a way to avoid confronting our own mortality
[bookmark: _Toc191174097]The Hypothesis of the Infinite Big Bang Under the Influence of Eternal Return
Modern physics presents models in which the Universe could contract and explode again, starting a new cycle of existence. One such model, proposed by Roger Penrose, is known as Conformal Cyclic Cosmology (CCC). According to this model, the Universe undergoes an infinite series of "aeons"—cycles of expansion and contraction. At the end of each cycle, a "Big Crunch" occurs, followed by a new Big Bang, creating an eternal process of the Universe's rebirth. This mirrors the idea of eternal return in Nietzsche’s philosophy or the infinite cycle of creation and destruction in Buddhism.

The Big Bang seems appealing: it erases absolute finality. If the Universe is reborn, then perhaps our role within it is not entirely lost, and our reality is a repetition of the same life over and over again with each new Big Bang cycle. (Although, in this case, I would agree with Thomas Ligotti, and instead of comfort, I would see it as horror—especially if you weren’t lucky enough to be born under favorable conditions). However, this concept may also be a manifestation of our desire to avoid acknowledging that everything truly ends. The super-explosion hypothesis soothes, offering hope for continuation, but it might distract us from the reality: even if cycles exist, our individual finality is inevitable.
[bookmark: _Toc191174098]The Simulation Hypothesis
The simulation hypothesis, proposed by Nick Bostrom and actively promoted by Elon Musk, suggests that our reality is created by a more advanced civilization. However, if this is true, then who created the simulation? And what lies beyond it? This idea creates an infinite regress: simulation of a simulation of a simulation…
Instead of answering the fundamental question—what is reality?—the hypothesis merely pushes it one level higher. It allows us to avoid facing the chaos and aimlessness of the universe, offering a "controlled" world. Like the super-explosion hypothesis, the simulation theory provides comfort by replacing the fear of reality with hope for its manageability and meaningfulness.
[bookmark: _Toc191174099]Visible Reality as an Operating System
Donald Hoffman, cognitive psychologist and author of "How Our Senses Deceive Us," argues that we only perceive "icons" of reality, and its true nature remains inaccessible in his theory of the multimodal user interface (MUI). This concept helps explain the limitations of human perception. However, by accepting this, we also create a form of comfort: if reality is inaccessible, understanding it becomes meaningless. Hoffman suggests acknowledging that our perception is adapted solely for survival.
Moreover, in his podcast with Lex Fridman, Hoffman mentions that through his theory, he sees in children a reflection of his own mind, which apparently provides comfort and meaning to his life.
[bookmark: _Toc191174100]Lessons from Einstein
Even the greatest minds of humanity are susceptible to fears and desires that influence their theories. Albert Einstein, by introducing the cosmological constant, attempted to preserve the idea of a static universe. This was his way of avoiding the conclusions about the expansion of the cosmos, which at the time seemed frightening. Later, upon revisiting his views, he called this a mistake, realizing that personal complexes should not influence scientific thought.
This lesson remains relevant: any theory, no matter how outlandish it may seem, is valuable and useful for understanding the world. However, we must remember that our main goal is not comfort, but truth.
[bookmark: _Toc191174101]Conclusion
Science and philosophy should not serve as sources of comfort. We should not escape from fear through theories that justify continuation, simulation, or the illusion of reality. Ideas, no matter how insane they might seem, hold value if they help us better understand reality. But in our search for answers, we must be honest with ourselves, ensuring that our complexes and fears do not dictate pseudo-conclusions. If we can free ourselves from this dependence, we may open not only the path to truth but also to freedom from illusions.
	

[bookmark: _Toc191174102]Conclusion
[bookmark: _Toc191174103]Where have we arrived?
Acceptance of the meaninglessness of existence and the rejection of illusions open up a different perspective: life does not require artificial significance. A person who has accepted the finitude of their existence and the meaninglessness of everything that happens breaks free from the power of fear, which is based on the desire for immortality and the pursuit of meaning.
Rejecting defense mechanisms and cultural illusions is not a sign of weakness, but a mark of inner integrity and maturity. A person who has accepted the finitude of existence and the meaninglessness of everything that happens is free from fear, which is rooted in the desire for immortality, cultural significance, and the avoidance of true meaninglessness. Human liberation lies not in the creation of illusions, but in the honest perception of being as a process devoid of any transcendental significance. Death, here, is not a threat that needs to be compensated for, but a natural completion of the life process, without fear or artificial tragedy.
Acceptance of the absurdity and emptiness of existence and the development of "integration" leads to the highest form of harmony with reality. There is no desperate rejection of fear or self-deception. A person who has accepted this truth finds their essence in the immediate experience of life, without justification or purpose.
This is not just a rejection of social and cultural constructs, but of the very idea that the world needs justification or artificial significance. Such a person requires nothing to be; they simply exist, accepting the inevitable and needing no detours or transformations. A person who has reached this state can be interpreted as the Last Messiah of Zapffe, who understands the absurdity of all human endeavors but seeks no salvation or justification. This messiah knows that there will be no salvation or liberation within illusory systems created to tame the fear of emptiness. Their knowledge allows them to simply be—without the need for justification, without relying on cultural structures, and without illusory explanations.
This is not the Übermensch as conceived by Nietzsche, which is more widely known in the Western world than the Last Messiah of Zapffe. This is something greater, as the Nietzschean Übermensch still operates within the mechanism of anchoring, continuing to create their own meanings. Whereas the Last Messiah fully understands the absurdity of existence and does not attempt to construct illusory systems, the Übermensch is still not free from all mechanisms.
However, the acceptance of these facts by some individuals may initially lean toward nihilism but ultimately lead everyone, without exception, to face a new state—boredom.
[bookmark: _Toc191174104]Overcoming Nihilism 
Although the world is truly indifferent to life and evolution has no regard for the suffering of living beings, through which natural selection grinds millions of lives, a person who accepts meaninglessness and mortality may be tempted to fall into nihilism. However, this temptation must be overcome. Overcoming defense mechanisms should not lead to complete nihilism. A person, who already suffers much of their life from physical or psychological torment, should not allow nihilism to add further suffering. While nihilism may offer illusory temporary relief, in the end, it increases suffering not only for the individual but for all living beings around them. The expression "If God does not exist, everything is permitted" vividly illustrates this approach to life.
[bookmark: _Toc191174105]Boredom - A New Challenge of Modernity
Boredom is an existential void, a state that arises after overcoming the fear of death, meaninglessness, and the rejection of all forms of compensation. It marks the ultimate victory over these fears, but at the same time reveals the emptiness of existence, devoid of goals, desires, and illusions.
Boredom is a confrontation with reality itself, where struggle, fears, and tension vanish. It is not a rejection of life but rather a mirror of it, showing that beyond fears, there is nothing but life as it is.
Thus, the final point of overcoming all defense mechanisms is not salvation, not a heroic conquest or negation, but a peaceful coexistence with the world. In this state, life loses its need for meaning, justification, or struggle, revealing its true nature. Boredom may become a new challenge for humankind, provoking a crisis that is not negation, but a movement forward. In this context, sublimation, once a mechanism of shelter from meaninglessness and finitude, transforms into a form of coexistence—a form of harmony through acceptance of reality, where a person finds tranquility and integrity.
[bookmark: _Toc191174106]Sublimation as an Answer to Boredom
Sublimation, which was previously used as a tool to escape reality through creativity, can in this state transform into a mechanism of coexistence with boredom. Let us call it “transformed sublimation.” At the moment of accepting reality and freeing the mind from existential issues, sublimation ceases to be an escape from emptiness and becomes a way of living with it.
The key distinction of this transformed sublimation from the one discussed by Zapffe lies in its direction. Zapffe saw sublimation as a mechanism of avoidance, a way to divert from the fear of death and absurdity through creativity, which temporarily conceals existential horrors. In contrast, the transformed form of sublimation involves a rejection of escape. We do not divert from fear nor strive to hide from the awareness of meaninglessness. We embrace tragedy, and creativity becomes not a means of escape but a natural process that exists for its own sake. Creativity can occur in any area of human interest. Once we have learned to live without mechanisms and by accepting the inevitable, we do not seek to justify our existence or fill the void with meanings. We create for the sake of the process itself, which provides pleasure in harmony with reality. This creativity does not aim to "solve the problem" of meaninglessness; it lives through it, converting absurdity and boredom into a form that can be expressed. Speaking in Zapffe's terms, “sublimation” transitions from a heterotelic[footnoteRef:18] interest to a transformed sublimation of autotelic interest. [18:  Since the discussion of autotelism and heterotelism was addressed at the beginning, I will explain again what these terms mean:

Autotelic (self-fulfilling): An action that has its goal within itself, rather than in an external result. For example, a person paints because the process itself brings them joy, without expecting a reward or recognition.

Heterotelic (externally goal-oriented): An action whose purpose is to achieve something outside of the action itself. For example, working for money or creating for fame.] 

In this sense, sublimation becomes a tool for expressing the tragic and helps those who are still in fear or in a state of struggle. The creative process, devoid of the pursuit of significance or result, is no longer a reflection of Becker's heroism, as it no longer seeks recognition or approval. In a way, this book reflects this approach to life with boredom.
However, the question of the transformation of sublimation is a debated one. You might think that it’s not a shift to autotelism (where the search for meaning, when denied, takes the form of creativity not for meaning, but for the sake of creativity itself), but another reflection of Zapffe's mechanisms as a new form of distraction. One could argue that after going through the entire path toward accepting a "non-contradictory morality," the search for a higher meaning in life or the creation of personal meaning in life would no longer be discussed, and since acceptance of finitude and meaninglessness is already part of human life, one would no longer try to escape them through distraction or heroism. However, I believe that transformed sublimation is the final frontier before a true rejection of the mechanisms of distraction, and as long as it’s not overcome, it will remain another form of distraction. This paradox will be fully resolved in the next, final paragraph.


[bookmark: _Toc191174107]The Final Steps
At this point, the book could have ended. You could have stopped at "Integration" and weakened the influence of mechanisms in your life, continuing to live peacefully. But if you have decided to read further, I believe you are left with a natural question: is there truly no way out of the mechanisms? I thought about this for a long time, and my discussions with people interested in this topic led me to a cyclical nature of mechanisms, where overcoming one could be interpreted as a challenge to another. Many of those I spoke with concluded that, apparently, there is no way out of the mechanisms, and that is the tragedy of humanity. Next, you will see my version of overcoming mechanisms through tools used by Buddhists. I have already suggested you pay attention to Stoics and Buddhists, but the topic of Buddhism has not yet been properly explored. Schopenhauer was inspired by Buddhism when he wrote his treatise The World as Will and Representation. Buddhism in the modern world occupies a middle ground between pessimism and optimism, since its teachings focus on the cessation of suffering, which is in turn linked to the adoption of elements from Hinduism and Brahmanism. As Buddha himself said, these elements were necessary to make the Buddha's teachings accessible and understandable to the people of India at the time. Buddha adapted his teachings to make them relevant to the cultural and religious environment of India, including through the concept of nirvana — liberation from suffering. These borrowings played an important role in ensuring the relevance and clarity of the teachings for people of that era. In modern conditions, when cultural and religious contexts have undergone significant changes, Buddhism could have developed without the need to borrow elements from other religious traditions. 
Thomas Ligotti, in his work The Conspiracy Against the Human Race, criticizes Buddhism, arguing that the doctrine of liberation from suffering can be seen as an attempt to avoid facing the true meaninglessness of human existence. He emphasizes that Buddhism offers solace through renunciation of desires and aspirations, which could be interpreted as a kind of Zapffian mechanism, serving as an analogy for avoiding confrontation with the profound hopelessness of human life. As I’ve noted before, Ligotti based his conclusions on his own judgments and understanding, which were not always objective, and certain sources were simply unavailable to him.
We will correct this by examining what Zapffe himself thought about overcoming the tragic and how Buddhism can help us overcome mechanisms that distract us from facing reality.
In On the Tragic, Zapffe indeed discussed ways to overcome the tragic, but his methods were specifically aimed at temporary, "accidental" tragedies, the kind of crises that people experience. For Zapffe, distraction mechanisms are pseudo-solutions: they have limited effectiveness and cannot be considered a complete resolution to the problem. However, they do provide a temporary way to cope with the heavy burden. In his philosophy, several ways of dealing with the tragic can be identified, but despite their relevance in certain circumstances, none of them lead to full liberation from the mechanisms that create illusions.
Zapffe views the pedagogical phase as the first step in the struggle against tragedy. He allows for the possibility that education and upbringing can serve as defenses against the realization of existential hopelessness, creating systems of values that enable people to give meaning to their lives. However, these systems, Zapffe argues, are always limited. They only temporarily shift the focus away from the absurdity and tragedy of existence but do not address the fundamental issues. This is a form of defense that, like all other mechanisms, does not lead to complete liberation from the tragic.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  See § 91 On the Tragic, regarding the difference between overcoming accidental tragedies between the sufferer and the observer.] 

Another important mechanism is sublimation through art. For Zapffe, art is a way through which a person can process tragic experiences. Artistic contemplation of tragedy allows a person to distance themselves from it and relive it, but now through the lens of aesthetic perception. In this context, art serves as a kind of refuge, where tragedy loses its destructive power. However, there is a limit here as well, since sublimation is only a way of processing tragedy, not its complete removal.
Furthermore, Zapffe touches on the theme of changing the cultural relevance of greatness. He argues that if society reconsiders its values and stops demanding self-sacrifice from the individual for a great cause, then tragedy based on these values could be prevented. Reconsidered cultural benchmarks could reduce the pressure on the individual, freeing them from the need to seek meaning in greatness and self-sacrifice. This solution, though significant, does not exclude the fact that the individual will still face other forms of tragedy, as the tragic aspect of life does not disappear with changes in external conditions.
Zapffe also emphasizes that the observer, not directly involved in the tragedy, can take measures to prevent it. For instance, through progressive social or technical solutions, disasters can be avoided or minimized. This allows the individual to distance themselves from the tragedy and avoid its destructive impact. However, there are limitations here as well: the inability to predict all tragedies and their effects on the individual or society remains.
Thus, all of these approaches are ways of coping with tragedy and alleviating its impact. They help create illusions of control and relief, but they do not lead to the complete elimination of the mechanisms that, as Zapffe shows, are inevitable and constitute an inseparable part of human existence. These mechanisms can be temporary solutions, but they do not eliminate the essence of tragedy, remaining, in the end, only partial defensive reactions. The knowledge of the inadequacy of temporary solutions paves the way for a deeper understanding of human existence, which is in some respects similar to the Buddhist approach.
***
Buddhism asserts that liberation from suffering is possible only through the cessation of desires. In the context of the Four Noble Truths, the focus is on understanding that suffering arises from desires, attachments, and illusions. However, the desire for liberation from these desires becomes another form of desire, leading to a vicious cycle: no matter how much we strive to end suffering, our striving only intensifies it.
The path to Nirvana, much like the effort to overcome the mechanisms of tragedy, is not so much a process of active effort as it is an acceptance that the very process of liberation from these mechanisms, or the desired goal itself, as in the case of Nirvana, becomes part of the suffering we seek to escape.
In parallel with this, the concept of Nirodha (the cessation of suffering) in Buddhism implies not only the cessation of physical suffering but also the cessation of the striving process itself, since striving by its nature is attachment. This idea closely intersects with Zapffe's philosophy, which holds that liberation from tragic mechanisms, such as sublimation or pedagogical stages, is possible only through the recognition of their existence and their inadequacy as final solutions.
Buddhist teachings emphasize the concepts of prajna (wisdom), anatta (non-Self), anicca (impermanence), and Śūnyatā (emptiness), which reveal the nature of reality and help dispel illusions. In Buddhism, the impermanence of all things (anicca) is an essential element that teaches us that everything, including our attachments and aspirations, is subject to change. Anatta, or the concept of the absence of a permanent "Self," indicates that our identity is also transient and mutable, which removes attachment to it as something permanent and immutable. Śūnyatā, emptiness, is akin to the nihilistic concept of Nothingness[footnoteRef:20], revealing the idea that all phenomena do not possess independent existence but exist only through interdependence. [20:  Despite the external similarity of the terms, śūnyatā (emptiness) and the nihilistic "Nothingness" have different philosophical contexts. In Buddhism, śūnyatā signifies the lack of independent existence in all phenomena, emphasizing their interdependence and offering a path to liberation through the realization of this interconnectedness. Nihilistic "Nothingness," on the other hand, represents a concept of complete negation of being, meaning, and values, often accompanying a worldview that lacks ontological or existential grounding. Thus, śūnyatā is aimed at realizing the illusion of conditioned existence, whereas nihilistic "Nothingness" focuses on the absence of fundamental meaning and significance.] 

This path of liberation in Buddhism, which involves the elimination of all attachments and desires, leads to a paradox: the desire for liberation, like the desire for Nirvana, is an element of suffering itself, and thus cannot be achieved until all desires, including the desire for Nirvana, are eliminated. This is similar to the paradox in Zapffe's philosophy, where the desire to rid oneself of mechanisms also becomes part of the mechanism itself, reinforcing its existence.
This paradox is especially clear in Chan Buddhism, which asserts that a person can never achieve Nirvana if they strive for it. This is expressed in the famous phrase: "He who strives for Nirvana will never attain it," because striving itself is a desire, and liberation from suffering is not a striving, but the realization that suffering has no permanent subject and does not exist separately from us.
Thus, the path to Nirvana in Buddhism and the overcoming of mechanisms in Zapffe's philosophy share a common structure. In both cases, liberation is impossible while we strive for it, because this striving is also part of the very mechanism from which we are trying to free ourselves. Recognizing this paradox and abandoning the striving are key moments that open the path to liberation, whether from tragic mechanisms or from the suffering linked to the desire for Nirvana. It is important to note that the comparison with Buddhism here is not the goal, but a means, and despite many practical approaches to life, I cannot directly recommend Buddhism to you. That is why I focus on the tools that will help you, rather than on the teachings of Buddha Shakyamuni.
Thus, Zapffe in his philosophy offers only temporary solutions to the tragedies and catastrophes that a person experiences throughout life, and these solutions are mechanisms for mitigating the tragic, not for its complete overcoming. This includes mechanisms like sublimation, which, in some sense, may serve as protection against tragedies, but it too is merely a temporary solution. Zapffe acknowledges that even these mechanisms cannot fully rid a person of the tragic experience, but only serve as ways to cope with it. However, despite their temporary usefulness, Zapffe does not offer paths that could lead to a final liberation from these mechanisms.
.
In contrast to this, we can view the path to complete liberation from mechanisms as a gradual process of their elimination. The point is not to rid ourselves of all mechanisms at once, but to recognize their nature and gradually, step by step, reduce their influence. This process requires us to understand that the desire to rid ourselves of mechanisms is itself part of the distraction mechanism, which strengthens their existence. Similar to philosophy, which asserts that liberation is impossible as long as we actively strive for it, liberation from mechanisms happens not through fighting them, but through their recognition and gradual elimination.
It is important to understand that the path to complete liberation from mechanisms is not direct and quick. It is a process in which we gradually exclude various forms of distraction and protection, starting with the most obvious and painful mechanisms and moving toward deeper levels of awareness. For instance, sublimation, which at a certain stage may become the last "humane" distraction mechanism, must eventually be abandoned. This is because any attempt to use it as a way to avoid tragedy only strengthens the very mechanism we are trying to overcome. Moreover, it may generate a new mechanism—a distraction in the process of giving up sublimation, creating a paradox. This is why the direct goal of completely abandoning mechanisms may not lead to the desired outcome. The process of eliminating mechanisms resembles a philosophical practice similar to Indian traditions, in which gradual awareness and renunciation of attachments and desires lead to true liberation. We cannot rid ourselves of mechanisms by fighting them; only through recognizing them and gently diminishing their impact can we achieve a state of greater freedom from their influence.
Ultimately, when the path of softening their impact and rejecting those that are harmful to both the individual and society (e.g., the anchoring mechanism) is complete, and the desire for full liberation from mechanisms fades, true liberation from these mechanisms is attained. I would like to end by reminding you that you do not necessarily have to renounce your previous life—you can live your life peacefully coexisting with the mechanisms, or you can remove the most destructive ones, such as anchoring. The most important thing is the development of awareness and critical thinking, as well as the abandonment of the search for meaning and the acceptance of your mortality. You don’t even have to agree with me about the lack of free will or the absence of the Self (personality, ego); it doesn’t have as much of an effect on the inner peace and freedom that comes from accepting mortality and the absurd. Moreover, I would immediately like to address the question regarding practical advice for accepting mortality and the absurd. You may say that the book doesn’t provide them, and you would be completely right. I consciously try to avoid giving direct advice, offering only my own experience or examples of how one can accept death and the absurdity of life, because everything written earlier leads to the thought that we are all so different, and there is no universal solution for every person. I’ve given you a direction and a guideline, and how to proceed in that direction is up to you!
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