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A BRIEF FOREWORD
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Even before I wrote the first line, I already knew this was my best psychology book. Why? Because the thoughts that form it feel — to me personally — the most useful, and the closest to understanding the central question that doesn't need to be locked in the chains of words.

In this book, which I have no intention of making too long, you will find reflections on libido, self-actualization, and narcissism. And also on sublimation — which is captured in the title in its own peculiar, I'll admit somewhat provocative, way.

So let's not squint at the fine print on the ticket. Let's simply begin the journey.
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THE ONE AND ONLY CHAPTER

[image: ]


Libido, self-actualization, and narcissism are connected through the psychological mechanisms of motivation, self-worth, and the way we relate to one another.

1. Libido

In psychoanalysis — Freud's psychoanalysis — libido is the life energy that drives human desire, including sexual impulse. In contemporary science, libido is examined through the lens of neurobiology (the roles of dopamine, testosterone, oxytocin) and social psychology (the influence of culture, stress, and self-perception).

2. Self-Actualization

This is the process of unfolding one's potential — Maslow's idea — achieved through the pursuit of goals, creativity, and a sense of inner harmony. Self-actualization shapes libido: a person who genuinely feels satisfied with their life tends to experience a higher level of sexual desire and emotional openness.

3. Narcissism

There is healthy, adaptive narcissism — and there is pathological narcissism. The first is simply a stable sense of self-worth. The second is a personality disorder (NPD), characterized by hypersensitivity to criticism, an unrelenting need for admiration, and a striking absence of empathy.

The connection between them

A narcissistic personality may experience an unstable libido, because their desire depends heavily on external validation. Self-actualization, on the other hand, tends to stabilize libido — the person feels confident and whole. And libido as energy can be redirected — not only toward sexuality, but toward creativity and ambition. This is what Freud called sublimation.
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If we are to be quite rigorous about sublimation — and step back for a moment from our admiration of its creative products — sublimation is, at its core, a mechanism for suppressing our true desires. The creator, in this view, is simply restraining their genuine impulses in exchange for a place in society.

From the perspective of classical Freudian psychoanalysis, sublimation is a defense mechanism that allows a person to transform their primary — and often socially unacceptable — desires into socially approved forms of activity. Sexual energy, for instance, can be sublimated into art, career, science, or sport.

So: if you feel compelled to write Lolita, and you possess sufficient experience and skill in juggling words, the product of your creativity can quite easily be presented as an exploration and critique of pedophilia. But if you were to act on the sexual impulses that actually drove you to raise and so carefully describe that subject — on your own, in real life — what awaits you is social condemnation and, in all likelihood, a lengthy prison sentence.

It might seem easy enough to draw a clear line here between the bad and the good, the socially outrageous and the perfectly acceptable. But the real question is this: is this "restraint" of our true desires a limitation — or is it simply a natural mode of adaptation?

I. Sublimation as Suppression

If we approach this from the position of radical psychoanalysis — then yes, sublimation can be seen as a mechanism for suppressing the "true self" in service of social norms. The person who might have acted impulsively, following their primary drives, is instead compelled to transform those desires into something acceptable. This can lead to inner frustration, particularly when the sublimated activity fails to deliver the same level of satisfaction as the original impulse.

II. Sublimation as Natural Adaptation

On the other hand, sublimation may be not merely a limitation, but a path toward development. When a person acts directly on every impulse without filter, the result tends to be antisocial behavior — not exactly a recipe for a functioning life. Redirecting that energy into productive activity opens the door to genuine personal growth. In this sense, sublimation is not "restraint" — it is a more mature form of expressing desire.

But do "true desires" even exist?

Here is another nuance worth sitting with: can we actually say that our impulses represent our "true nature," while everything else is merely a social construction layered on top? Or is a human being already, from the very beginning, a creature that fuses the biological — instinct — with the social — cultural norms?

It turns out that sublimation is not necessarily suppression in any negative sense. It may simply be a form of transformation — desire reshaped into something that brings no less satisfaction, only in a more acceptable form.

What do you think? Would people be happier without sublimation? Is the desire of a potential killer — to not be caught and imprisoned — which walks hand in hand with the urge to kill, really something unnatural?

One is tempted to invoke the idea that "a person's freedom ends where another person's freedom begins" (a general principle associated with Victor Hugo). And yet the very fact that freedom ends somewhere already hints that it isn't entirely freedom to begin with.

Interesting? Let's keep going. Let's shift our focus slightly — toward monogamy and the institution of the family. Also a voluntary kind of circumcised freedom.
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The Evolutionary and Social Dimensions

When we examine the building of a family, monogamy, and other social institutions through the lens of evolution and cultural norms, they can indeed be seen as mechanisms of adaptation to social life — not as expressions of what we might call "natural" human impulse.

	Monogamy as adaptation: It may have emerged as a mechanism for ensuring stable child-rearing, given how extraordinarily long human offspring depend on their parents. Useful for survival — but not necessarily aligned with biological sexual impulse.

	The family as a social construction: Historically, the form of the family has shifted with economic and cultural conditions. In patriarchal societies, marriage was often more of a social contract than an expression of personal desire.

	Sexual desire versus social norms: The natural human libido is not, by design, monogamous — yet society imposes its rules. This can produce genuine inner conflict when natural impulse collides with social expectation.




Sublimation as a Response to Sexual Frustration

When a person cannot act on their sexual impulses due to social constraints, they may redirect that energy elsewhere — into career, art, sport. Freud, to whom I clearly enjoy returning, believed that many of humanity's greatest achievements in science, art, and culture are the direct result of sublimated sexual energy.

There were entire periods in human history when sublimation was not merely visible — it was positively fashionable. The Victorian era controlled sexuality with an iron grip, and what followed was an explosion of creativity. One of Lewis Carroll's most celebrated works of that period, even under fairly modest analysis, risks ending up on the shelf right beside the previously mentioned Nabokov. What an Alice. What a very male Wonderland.

And one wonders — do the admirers of that story, particularly the male ones, turning page after page, unconsciously decode what the author sublimated in the writing? Perhaps what we value in art — and in its most brilliant creators — is not the work itself: not the ideas, the noble intentions, the aesthetic beauty. Perhaps what we sense, on some deeper level, is the nature and intensity of the sexual energy suppressed in its making.

So is suppression even a problem, if it is decoded — even unconsciously — by the person on the other side?

Some theories suggest that not everyone experiences frustration as a result of social constraints. Some people adapt to norms and find genuine meaning within them. For some, building a family is not a suppression of libido — it is a way of expressing it in a deeper, more emotionally textured form.

And here, uninvited, religion creeps up alongside Kant's categorical imperative. Because what could be more effective at suppressing one's own desires than the conviction that someone significantly wiser — or an outright divine absolute — has declared that this is the right way? "Rightness" performs remarkable things in a human life, whether it takes the form of eternal love sworn to a near-stranger, the burning of witches, or a crusade. But this dimension is better addressed in my book Parent-Gods — and so my own categorical imperative (otherwise known as conscience) permits me not to dwell on it too long here.




In Summary

	Monogamy and the family have historically been adaptive — but today they are more a matter of social choice.

	Sexual desire does not necessarily align with social norms, which can give rise to sublimation.

	And yet sublimation is not always a negative phenomenon — it can lead to genuine development, even if it arises as a response to social limitation.


Would the complete removal of all constraints lead to a different kind of society? Almost certainly. But would it make people happier?

If we look at the customs of the Middle Ages — despite the glossy advertising of nobility in chivalric romances and the iron grip of the Catholic Church — there was considerably more room for acting on one's impulses, and considerably less civilization. Killing and rape (Thanatos and Eros) were far easier to get away with, particularly if one happened to enjoy "noble" birth. To some degree, this remains true today.

And yet here is what is remarkable: year by year, society becomes more civilized, more restrained. We are compelled, more and more, to deny ourselves the full realization of our desires. We trade the security that comes from respecting another person's freedom for the inescapable necessity of sublimating what we actually want. And so, to avoid being consumed by frustration, we produce works of art and technological inventions that make the world yet more civilized, yet more safe. Driven by our fear of being harmed, we restrain our desire to cause harm. A beautiful social contract, quietly at work.

It is no surprise, then, that egotism — the consistent prioritization of one's own interests over those of others — is increasingly pas à la mode. And where egotism lives, narcissism is never far behind.

I cannot begin to imagine how much money has been made by my less principled colleagues diagnosing an ex-client's ex-partner with narcissistic personality disorder. After all — we can all agree — it is always more comfortable to decide that the problem lies not with you, but with someone else's pathology. But let us set aside such surface-level questions as "who is to blame and what is to be done" (a nod to Dostoevsky) — and move toward something more interesting: the question of why.



Narcissistic Personality Disorder (NPD) is characterized by the following: a grandiose sense of self-importance, an excessive need for admiration, a diminished capacity for empathy or an unwillingness to express it, and exploitative behavior in interpersonal relationships.

In essence, a person diagnosed with NPD behaves in almost perfect opposition to Victor Hugo's general law. They are not especially troubled by another person's freedom or feelings — in fact, they tend to satisfy their own needs directly at that other person's expense.

Let us think carefully about whether that is really so terrible.

I. Empathy as a Social Construct

Empathy is widely regarded as a positive quality — but the level of empathy expected within a relationship shifts considerably depending on cultural norms. In traditional societies, a partner was not necessarily expected to offer deep emotional involvement, since marriage served primarily an economic and social function.

If monogamy is a social construct, then the standard of empathy expected in long-term relationships is equally a product of that construct. A person with low empathy, in this light, does not necessarily have a disorder — they simply fail to meet a particular social expectation.

II. Narcissism: Pathology or Strategy?

	Adaptive narcissism: If someone is not inclined toward deep emotional involvement in relationships, this may not be a pathology at all — it may be a form of self-preservation, or simply an alternative strategy for navigating social life.

	Pathological narcissism: The DSM-5 defines NPD as a disorder only when it causes significant distress or functional impairment. But even this definition operates within — and is shaped by — prevailing social expectations.


If a person who simply doesn't conform to social norms around long-term relationships is automatically labeled a "narcissist" — or worse, a "narcissistic psychopath" — then we must admit that the diagnosis itself carries a certain bias.

III. Can We Even Speak of Narcissism Outside of Society?

If we were to take an individual entirely outside of social constructions — hypothetically — many traits currently classified as narcissistic might simply appear as personality characteristics. The desire for independence, for instance. Or a focus on one's own needs without excessive preoccupation with the feelings of others.

So: if monogamy is a social construct, then the level of empathy required and expected in long-term relationships is equally imposed. People with low empathy may not have a pathology — they may simply be a poor fit for a particular social expectation. Which means the diagnosis of narcissism is partly based on how well a person conforms to social norms, rather than on anything intrinsic to their inner life.

Can we really evaluate narcissism as a "disorder" if it might simply be an alternative form of personal organization?



Framing the question this way is, I'll admit, starting to look a little like sleight of hand. As though the author very much wants to prove something, and keeps jumping from topic to topic, cherry-picking only what harmonizes with his inner voice.

I assure you — that's exactly what's happening. Only the chase is not after proving something to you. It is after hearing that voice clearly myself. This. Inner. Voice.

This book didn't begin as a book at all. It was my own private reflection. I woke up one morning and felt the pull to finally make sense of that infamous question — the meaning of life. One cup of coffee, a gazpacho with a baguette, and I managed it.

Better than I ever had before. Delighted
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