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Meaning-Level Defense Mechanisms and the Construction of Meaning

Shahram Vaziri!, Farah Lotfi Kashani?,
& Arash Vaziri®

In this work, we argue that the human being does not simply experience “reality,” but
rather lives within a narrative of reality—and this narrative is, before anything else, a
product of psychological defense. We do not conceptualize defense as a merely
mechanical operation. Instead, we understand it as a potentially creative, reconstructive,
and even poetic process that constructs, rewrites, and reshapes meaning. Defense, in our
view, operates not only at the level of symbols, but also at the level of narrative and
interpretation. We maintain that defense does not necessarily annihilate reality; rather, it
reformulates it in ways that render experience bearable and psychologically survivable.
We support the position that the brain is not primarily a truth-seeking organ. Instead, it
functions as a predictive system oriented toward coherence, survival, and regulation.
From this perspective, ambiguity, meaninglessness, and fragmentation are perceived as
biological threats. Accordingly, meaning is largely post hoc: it is constructed after the
fact, serving more as justification than as antecedent cause. In this article, we extend
classical conceptualizations of defense beyond intrapsychic mechanisms to the domains
of meaning and narrative, proposing that contemporary defense processes do not merely
distort representations; they actively produce and curate narratives of self and
experience. We identify four primary families of meaning-level defenses, Meaning
Distortion (aestheticizing and moralizing suffering), Meaning Deletion (silencing and
neutralizing experience), Meaning Evasion (dissolving experience into abstraction and
philosophical ambiguity), and Meaning Substitution (constructing illusory coherence,
mythical personal narratives, and imagined order). We further advance the concept of
“escape from awareness,” arguing that defense no longer simply extinguishes
awareness. Rather, it keeps consciousness illuminated while presenting an alternative
picture. In such cases, awareness is retained, but truth is replaced—and the individual
becomes unaware that they are unaware. This represents a more evolved yet more
perilous form of defense, one that underscores our claim that defenses are neither
secondary nor parasitic, but profoundly creative forces within the psyche.

Keywords: Meaning-level defenses; embodied affective experience; pre-verbal bodily
affects; body—unconscious integration in meaning-making
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