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Giving meaning to life is often seen as something deeply personal, almost intimate. As if it concerns feelings, convictions, or choices that can only be understood from within. Yet something struck me: however different people may be, almost everyone regards meaning as essential. Not as a luxury, but as something necessary in order to continue.

When meaning is absent, something becomes dysregulated. People can have everything “in order” and still feel empty. Others live under harsh conditions, yet remain resilient as long as some form of coherence is experienced. That difference continued to occupy my thoughts. Not as an existential question, but as a structural one: what actually happens when meaning is present, and what happens when it disappears?

My first instinct was not to begin with psychology or philosophy, but with something more fundamental. For some time, I had been concerned with the question of how systems can remain recognisably the same while constantly changing. This led to the principle of identity preserved under change: the idea that identity does not reside in stasis or essence, but in coherence that holds within limits of change.

Gradually, I began to see that meaning and identity are far more closely connected than I had previously thought. Not because meaning adds something to identity, but because meaning seems to arise within identity, precisely at the moment when change can be absorbed somewhere without everything falling apart.

That insight proved surprisingly fertile. It made it understandable why meaning can diminish without someone being “broken”. Why recovery sometimes does not feel sufficient. Why people seek not only rest, but also renewal. And why limiting life can sometimes be protective, yet in the long run can also become constraining.

This book is the result of that exploration. It is not a manual and not a plea. I am not trying to prove anything or convince anyone. I want to show what becomes visible when meaning is approached not as a feeling, a goal, or a value, but as a structural effect of how identity relates to change.

I have written this book for readers who recognise that meaning matters, but who feel that the usual explanations fall short. For those who sense that emptiness, vulnerability, or searching cannot always be understood psychologically or morally, but seem to originate elsewhere.

What follows is an attempt to understand meaning anew. Not by making it grander, but by placing it more precisely. And perhaps, along the way, to open up space where meaning can naturally reappear.

Matteo Bellori 2026
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1 – What Is Meaning?
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Imagine asking a question in a classroom: “What gives something meaning?”

You would receive all kinds of answers. Things that feel important, things that make people happy, things that give direction to their lives. That makes sense, because meaning usually feels personal and close.

But if you keep asking, something interesting happens. Almost no one can clearly explain what meaning actually is, apart from what they personally find important. And yet we all immediately notice when meaning disappears, for example when something feels empty, no longer connects to anything, or no longer provides direction.

The question this book begins with is therefore not: what do you find meaningful?

But:

	what must structurally occur before something can have meaning at all?


What all meaning has in common

Let us start with something simple.

Take a word, for example the word chair. You can encounter that word in many ways: spoken aloud, whispered softly, misspelled, used in a different sentence, or even spoken with an accent. Yet we recognise it each time as the same word, and precisely because of that we know what it means.

This does not work because the word always sounds or looks exactly the same, but because it remains recognisably the same while appearing in many variations. As soon as that is no longer the case—when a word becomes something entirely different with every small change—its meaning disappears as well. Then it is no longer a word, but noise.

This principle does not apply only to language.

	A traffic light has meaning because it does not suddenly indicate something else when small disturbances occur.

	An experience has meaning because it can be connected to earlier experiences and placed within a larger whole.

	A memory has meaning because it does not stand alone, but continues to belong somewhere.


In all these cases we see the same pattern: meaning does not arise because something remains perfectly unchanged, but because it remains recognisable despite change.

Meaning cannot exist without recognition

There is something fundamental here.

If everything were to remain exactly the same all the time, there would be nothing to distinguish. But if everything were to change constantly without recognition, there would also be nothing to understand. Meaning arises precisely in that tension, where change takes place but not everything falls apart.

This brings us to the first central thought of this book:

	There is nothing meaningful without preserved identity.


That may sound complicated, but the idea is simple: something has meaning only as long as it remains recognisably the same across time and change.

That is why a second sentence follows immediately, which logically flows from it:

	Everything that has meaning is identity.


Not identity in the sense of who you are or how you see yourself, but identity in the sense of: this remains the same, even though it changes.

What is meant by identity here

Because the word identity is often used in a psychological or social sense, it is important to be precise here.

In this book, identity does not mean your character, your self-image, or your personality. Identity here means something much more general, namely:

	that which remains the same because its parts continue to belong together, while things change.


A song remains the same song, even when it is played faster or more softly.

A friendship remains the same friendship, even when people grow older or see each other less often.

As long as the parts continue to belong together in a recognisable way, we speak of the same identity. When that is no longer the case, we say that something has fundamentally changed or has even disappeared.

I have worked out this way of thinking about identity—identity as something that persists through coherence, not through stasis—in a separate ebook, The Principle of Identity as Preserved Coherence Under Change. In this book, we mainly use that idea to understand where meaning comes from.

Change is not the exception, but the background

At this point you might think: but many things do not really change, do they? A chair remains a chair. A house simply stands still.

That seems so only because we are used to seeing change as something that happens occasionally, rather than as something that is constantly present.

In reality, everything changes continuously, even when we do not directly perceive it. Materials age, structures wear down, contexts shift, molecules move, temperatures fluctuate, and forces act in and out. Even when something appears stable to us, it is so only because the changes are small enough for the whole to remain recognisable.

A chair “does not change” as long as it retains its form, function, and coherence. That does not mean no change is taking place, but that change remains within limits within which we continue to recognise it as the same chair.

That is why identity in this book is not about the absence of change, but about the capacity to carry change without falling apart. Identity does not exist despite change, but precisely because change is absorbed without coherence being lost.

Meaning does not arise afterwards

We often think of meaning as something people add. As if the world is first empty, and we later place meaning into it by thinking about it, giving it words, or attaching feelings to it.

But if you look closely at the examples, you see something else.

	A word has meaning because it remains recognisable.

	An experience has meaning because it remains connected to other experiences.

	A signal has meaning because it withstands disturbance.


In all these cases, meaning does not arise after someone reflects on it, but at the moment when coherence is preserved while something changes. Meaning therefore does not sit on top of identity, but in the way identity functions.

What happens when meaning disappears

This perspective also helps to understand what people mean when they say that something no longer has meaning.

Usually they do not mean that everything has suddenly become pointless, but that events, experiences, or changes no longer connect properly. Everything continues to happen, but it feels as if nothing belongs anywhere anymore, as if there is no longer a line running through it.

Changes continue to accumulate, while there is too little that remains the same to absorb those changes. This can lead to a feeling of emptiness, confusion, or exhaustion. Not because someone is doing something wrong, but because there is too little grip to continue carrying everything that changes.

In that light, meaninglessness is not a mysterious problem, but the result of coherence being absent while change continues.

What this book is about

This book is about the fundamental question of why meaning can exist at all, why it sometimes disappears, and why living systems—and people in particular—feel the need to continue adding meaning to their lives.

But everything begins with this simple thought:

	Meaning arises when something remains recognisably the same while it changes.


Without something that holds while everything changes, there is nothing for meaning to attach itself to.

In the next chapters, we build on this step by step and explore what this means for life, vulnerability, relationships, creativity, and mental disorganisation.
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2 – What Happens When Meaning Disappears?
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Now that we have seen what meaning is and where it comes from, a next question naturally arises. Everyone recognises moments in which meaning diminishes or even seems to disappear. Not suddenly, but gradually. As if something that once spoke for itself slowly loses its coherence.

What actually happens then?

Many people immediately associate loss of meaning with feelings. Emptiness, sadness, loss of motivation or direction. And those feelings are real. But they are not the starting point of what is happening here. They are the result of something that lies deeper.

To understand this, we need to look again at coherence and change.

When things no longer fit together

When people say that something feels meaningless, they rarely mean that nothing is happening anymore. Often, a great deal is happening. There are obligations, expectations, changes, stimuli. Life goes on.

What is missing is not activity, but the sense that all these things still belong together.

There is no clear line anymore between yesterday, today, and tomorrow. It becomes difficult to place events, connect experiences, or look ahead. Everything feels looser, more fragmented, as if each new change stands on its own.

This is not a matter of mood or attitude, but a situation in which change continues while there is too little that remains the same to carry that change.

What this says about identity

From the perspective of this book, we can name this precisely.

When meaning decreases over a longer period, the identity on which it rests comes under pressure. Not because that identity has disappeared, but because



Why this appears in so many forms


	In existential emptiness, people feel that life continues, but no longer comes together as a whole.

	In burnout, there is often no lack of effort, but a long-term overload of the same structure.

	In cognitive disintegration, the capacity to form connections becomes disturbed.

	And in extreme cases, such as psychosis, coherence fragments to such an extent that experiences lose their shared frame of reference.



Feelings as consequence, not as cause




One structure, many explanatory levels


	Psychological explanations focus on how people deal with pressure and change.

	Biological explanations look at what long-term strain does to the body.

	Social explanations point to loss of structure, support, or connection.




No fixed path, but increasing vulnerability





What this chapter makes clear
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