

[image: Cover image of the book Volo ergo sum]






Siegfried Genreith, born in 1956, is married and has three grown children. He studied mathematics at the University of Cologne and worked for over thirty years as chief designer and IT architect at a leading global company. The origins of natural intelligence have become his passion. Originally a side effect of this, he has created mathematically inspired artworks, which he regularly exhibits under the title "Chaos, Kunst und Algorithmen."









Preface


Why am I writing this book? The simple answer is: because I want to. The more demanding answer is: because I believe I can offer something that, in this form, has not yet been articulated. I made an initial attempt several years ago, but after drafting the first outlines, I let the project rest.


What rekindled my motivation was an unexpectedly intense dia-logue with an artificial intelligence — ChatGPT by OpenAI. My long-standing interest in fundamental questions of physics and consciousness had never entirely faded, but it was reignited by a conversation between Sam Altman and the physicist David Deutsch at the Axel Springer Award ceremony in September 2025. They discussed what would qualify an AI as truly intelligent. Altman suggested that it would need to solve the riddle of quantum gravity — and be able to explain its solution in a comprehensible way. Deutsch agreed.


This remark struck a chord. For years, I had been pursuing a related line of thought. In 2017, I published a mathematical paper entitled “The Source of the Universe,” in which I proposed a fundamental shift in perspective: to understand gravitation not primarily as a force field, but as the statistical effect of a stochastic process. From the outset, this idea ran counter to established physical thinking, yet it remained within the bounds of scientific plausibility. From this viewpoint, quantum gravity appears in an entirely new light.


The central assumption of this book is simple, though unconventional: the fundamental structures of our world — from elementary particles to living organisms to societies — arise not solely from predetermined laws, but from an ongoing, self-referential process of chance. There is no external blueprint, no hidden control parameter guiding events from outside. The state of the world unfolds step by step, reacting to itself and stabilizing wherever certain configurations prove sustainable. Chaos theory refers to such stable states as attractors — points at which otherwise turbulent processes settle.


Chance, in this framework, is not an expression of ignorance. It is an active, structuring principle. It is not the source of chaos, but the origin of order. Time does not appear as a smooth and continuous background, but as a sequence of discrete steps. Order does not arise because it is intended, but because it prevails in competition. This perspective does not merely modify individual theories; it reshapes the way we think about nature, life, and consciousness as a unified whole.


One might imagine this process as an open-ended discussion about possible solutions to a current problem. Many contributions fade into silence; some are taken up; others generate misunderstandings. Over time, stable themes and coherent lines of thought emerge — not because they were planned, but because they were accepted and endured within the discussion. Nature seems to operate in much the same way.


The deeper background of this inquiry consists of fundamental questions that have accompanied me for decades: Why do I exist? Why does anything exist at all? “Cogito ergo sum” — I think, therefore I am — René Descartes famously declared in the seventeenth century. In light of what I now believe I understand, I would reformulate this: “Volo ergo sum” — I will, therefore I am. It is will — my will — that channels chaos into recognizable patterns and thereby generates reality.


My dialogue with ChatGPT did not serve as a substitute authority, but as a sparring partner. It helped me refine assumptions, sharpen concepts, and expose weaknesses in my reasoning. Most importantly, it forced me to make consequences explicit — consequences that I had not fully recognized myself. Through this exchange it became clear that what is proposed here is less a new theory in the classical sense than a framework within which established theories can be reinterpreted and reorganized.


My approach is unconventional. While theoretical physics typically attempts to reconcile quantum mechanics and gravitation from within one of these domains, I begin with consciousness. Not as a matter of metaphysical speculation, but because consciousness is the only place where reality is actually experienced, evaluated, and decided upon. This starting point compels us to rethink chance, self-reference, and time.


This book is neither a textbook nor a manifesto. It offers no final answers. It is an invitation to leave familiar paths of thought and to adopt a different perspective — at least as an experiment. Mathematics plays a role, but it remains largely in the background. More essential is the willingness to question what appears self-evident.


I cannot spare you intellectual challenges along the way. Nor will I claim to provide definitive answers to the deepest questions. But I may unsettle the foundations of your worldview — perhaps even bring them down — and, if necessary, accompany you in rebuilding them.









Introduction


The answer to the ultimate question “of life, the universe, and everything” is “42,” as anyone who has read The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy by Douglas Adams knows. Many people have devoted considerable thought to this number. Why 42 and not 39? Why not 3, 7, or 12 — numbers that play significant roles in various religions for different reasons? Countless profound explanations have been proposed, along with bold speculations about its hidden meaning. For the author, however, it was simply a joke, as he once admitted — without ulterior motive. One imagines he took great delight in the lofty intellectual efforts at interpretation that followed.


The question itself, of course, is imprecisely formulated. Nearly everyone has, at some point, privately asked a similar question about the meaning of life: Why are we here? Where do we come from? Where are we going? Why do I exist? What becomes of me after death? What kind of answer do we expect? Perhaps the question itself is as meaningless as the one quoted above. And would we even understand an answer if it were given? In that light, “42” is not such a bad reply. It stimulates imagination, allowing each interpreter to construct their own version of reality.


Over the past centuries, the natural sciences have achieved extraordinary progress. They have learned to predict motion, analyze matter, and control processes. Yet the deeper they penetrate into fundamental questions, the more clearly a paradox emerges: the world can be described with ever greater precision — but understood with increasing difficulty. Quantum mechanics, relativity theory, evolutionary theory, and modern systems science each provide highly successful models. Yet their integration remains fragmented. Chance is often regarded as a disturbance to be eliminated. Concepts such as consciousness, will, self-reference, and lived experience appear only at the margins, if at all — and are frequently dismissed as unscientific constructs.


This book proceeds from a simple yet unconventional assumption: perhaps chance and self-reference are not disturbances within our theories, but their foundation. Instead of conceiving the world as a machine operating according to fixed laws, a different perspective is proposed here: nature as an ongoing stochastic process that reacts to itself. No step is predetermined. Each event follows contingently from the previous one. Within this process, there is no external plan, no hidden control variables, no predefined goal. Structures arise, stabilize, and dissolve — not because they are intended, but because they prevail in competition.


In this framework, chance is not an expression of ignorance. It is an active structuring principle. It enables variation, exploration, and correction. Order arises not in spite of chance, but through it. This perspective is not confined to a single domain. It applies equally to physical processes, biological evolution, social dynamics, and our understanding of time and consciousness.


This book does not claim to replace existing theories. They remain legitimate interpretations of an underlying pattern. Rather, it is an invitation to approach familiar questions from an unfamiliar direction. Some of the ideas developed here are speculative; others deliberately provocative. Yet they rest upon a mathematical model that supports them. The decisive point is not whether every conclusion convinces, but whether the shift in perspective opens new questions — and perhaps offers answers to long-unresolved problems.


The impulse for this book arose from an unexpectedly intense dia-logue with an artificial intelligence concerning a paper I published in 2017 entitled “The Source of the Universe,” in which I described a stochastic model that provides the mathematical foundation for the perspective advanced here. That dialogue compelled me to reconsider the broader implications of the model — implications I had initially explored only in relation to quantum gravity. Consequently, the focus here lies less on the stochastic process itself than on its points of connection to known phenomena and its consequences across diverse fields of knowledge. It was the AI, in fact, that opened my eyes to domains I had scarcely considered before. That dialogue served as a rich source of inspiration for this book.


It will allow us to pose questions that previously seemed meaningless — and perhaps offer new answers to the enduring questions of life, the universe, and everything. I will argue that the principles observable in the macroscopic world operate universally. The evolutionary logic of variation and selection, as well as the competition of ideas within social groups, may already govern the behavior of the smallest elementary particles.


If this view is to remain more than speculation — of which there is already no shortage — it requires a mathematical foundation capable of generating precise predictions, open to experimental confirmation, and, above all, consistent with established scientific facts. I will endeavor to demonstrate this as well. My answer will not rest content with “42.”


In 1944, in Dublin, Erwin Schrödinger — a pioneer of quantum mechanics — remarked, with regard to the central questions of life:


“If we are not to abandon the true aim of our search


forever, there seems to be only one way out of the


dilemma: some of us must venture to synthesize facts


and theories, even if their knowledge is partly second-


hand and incomplete — and they may risk making


fools of themselves. So much for my apology.”1


The challenge I undertake is to present these ideas in a manner accessible to a general audience, without resorting to complex mathematics. Despite my best intentions, this cannot be accomplished without intellectual demands. Whether I succeed — or merely risk making myself ridiculous — I leave to your judgment.





1 Erwin Schroedinger, What Is Life? The Physical Aspect of the Living Cell, Cambridge 1944









Two Preliminary Questions


Granite or Pudding


We constantly use concepts that we can scarcely define with precision. Terms that appear self-evident in everyday language resist clear formulation the moment we try to isolate them. What is consciousness? What is time? Does eternity exist, if everything seems to have a beginning — and usually an end? What is good and evil, right and wrong, truth and falsehood?


Any attempt to define such notions independently of context resembles trying to grasp a pudding with bare hands. Just when one believes it has been secured, it slips away again.


Is it wrong to kill a human being? The answer appears obvious: yes. And yet the Maya, within the framework of their sacrificial rites, might have answered more cautiously. Abraham, in the biblical narrative, hesitated little when called upon to sacrifice his son Isaac. In wartime, the question is often not asked at all. Whether heaven and hell are real places or cultural constructions designed to regulate behavior is judged differently today than it was a few centuries ago.


Consider a trivial example: Is it right or wrong to turn on a stove? The answer depends entirely on intention. If I wish to cook, it is reasonable. If I am leaving for vacation, less so. The moral value does not reside in the act itself, but in its context.


Concepts such as truth, morality, or reality therefore behave less like granite — solid, unyielding, immutable — and more like pudding: malleable, context-dependent, resistant to final fixation. Yet they are not arbitrary. No one would seriously claim that preserving life and destroying it are ethically equivalent. The difficulty lies not in radical relativism, but in the impossibility of absolute definitions.


What role, then, does physics play in this landscape — physics, often regarded as the most fundamental of sciences? Can there exist a logically coherent model that not only describes matter and motion, but also incorporates concepts such as consciousness, will, or imagination?


From today’s standpoint, such a project appears implausible. Biologists and social scientists frequently invoke emergence: these phenomena are said to arise only in complex systems composed of many interacting parts. Where exactly the threshold lies remains unclear. Physicists, on the other hand, often resist the notion of strong emergence. If physics is complete, then the seeds of these properties must already be present in the smallest constituents of nature. Yet how this might be so remains unanswered.


A comprehensive model of nature would have to include the observer. It would need to be self-referential. And here the difficulty begins. Formal logic reaches its limits when it turns upon itself. Mathematics students learn early that the “set of all sets” cannot itself be treated as a set without producing contradictions.


The obstacles are formidable. Perhaps they are insurmountable with our current conceptual tools. Perhaps such a model requires not merely new content, but a new mode of thinking.


Calculability or Free Will


Modern physics is one of humanity’s most successful intellectual enterprises. Its models yield precise predictions, technological mastery, and an unprecedented capacity to control natural processes. Yet its foundations remain surprisingly fragmented.


Its two central pillars — quantum mechanics and relativity theory — are each extraordinarily successful, yet remain mutually incompatible. Quantum mechanics describes the behavior of elementary particles with astonishing accuracy, but remains silent about gravitation. Relativity theory offers an elegant geometric description of spacetime, yet breaks down at microscopic scales.


Numerous attempts have been made to bridge this gap. Some seek to quantize gravity; others introduce additional dimensions or replace point particles with extended objects. Many of these approaches are mathematically compelling. Yet experimental confirmation remains elusive. Physics possesses a multitude of possible theories — but no unified foundation.


Underlying nearly all these approaches lies an unspoken paradigm: the assumption of a fundamentally calculable reality. Chance is typically regarded as a placeholder for incomplete knowledge, not as an intrinsic feature of nature. In principle, events are assumed to be predictable, even if practical limitations prevent exact calculation.


This view is pragmatically successful. But it encounters limits when confronted with concepts such as free will, temporal directionality, or consciousness. If past and future were fully determined by immutable laws, every decision would lose its openness. Responsibility would become an illusion. One could argue, for instance, that no criminal could truly be held accountable — his actions being inevitable outcomes of prior conditions. An intriguing premise for a courtroom drama, perhaps — but intuitively unsatisfactory.


The tension becomes especially visible on cosmological scales. To account for galactic dynamics, extensive auxiliary hypotheses are required. Dark matter and dark energy fulfill necessary computational roles, yet remain empirically elusive. They stabilize the equations — but do not explain.


None of this implies that existing physics is wrong. Its predictions are often breathtakingly precise. But precision is not the same as understanding. Our models describe regularities within an immensely complex reality — without illuminating their ultimate origin.


Perhaps the difficulty lies less in the equations than in the perspective from which we approach them. Perhaps chance is not what remains when knowledge fails — but the very source from which order emerges.









Fantasy and Reality


Dreams


I no longer remember most dreams by morning. Only that something was there. Often a fragment flickers later in conscious recollection, or during a dream I recognize that I have already dreamed it before.


As a child, they were frequently frightening situations. Crocodiles chasing me through my village while I can barely move. Or a room whose walls slowly approach me with quacking sounds, threatening to crush me. I wake up — and the dream continues. I wake up again, then again, until I am finally truly awake, turn on the light, and make sure.


In recent years I can sometimes fly. I row with my arms, lift off, fly under street lamps, over trees, land again. People can’t believe their eyes and ask how I do it. Quite simply, I say. Anyone can do that.


In another dream I am sitting in the upper grades of my high school, tense in English class because I haven’t done my homework again. In the final exam I’m about to fail — until it occurs to me, still in the dream, that I already have my Abitur in the bag. Happy end. The “Feuerzangenbowle” sends its regards.


But all this is not limited to sleep. During the day too I tend toward deep inner withdrawal. I dream a possible future. In such moments I am sometimes hardly approachable, overlook even good friends on the street. This leads to irritation and misunderstandings. Most of it remains fantasy — but some of these dreams become reality.


Some difficult situations I have lived through internally so often, so detailed, and so close to reality that when they actually occur, I master them as if I had never done anything else.


I had announced that I would consistently approach the topic of consciousness, gravitation, and quantum mechanics from the perspective of the observer — that is, from my own. Not out of vanity, but because I see the key to reconciling physics and philosophy in it. Whoever seeks the foundations of the universe exclusively in the smallest particles runs the risk of finding the mouse while overlooking the elephant standing right in front of him.


For centuries thinkers like Plato, Kant, Schopenhauer, or Nietzsche have grappled with this field of tension. I will not conceal that the positions of philosophers on these matters sometimes fundamentally contradict each other. My selection may therefore seem subjective. I proceed as often done in politics: I listen especially closely to those voices that are compatible with my model — and I am very aware of this selection. With the best intentions, of course.


Antipodes


Fantasy and reality appear at first glance as opposites that a healthy mind can clearly separate. Yet on closer inspection, neither one nor the other is as clearly definable as it seems. Already within a single society it becomes evident that people and groups adhere to very different worldviews. These shape what is perceived as relevant, true, or real. Political convictions, religious interpretations, or social affiliations each form their own pictures of reality — often without the participants being aware of it.


This is not only about extreme fringe positions. Even within seemingly rational discourses, different views exist about what counts as fact and what as interpretation. The individual mind can serve as an interface between inner conceptions and outer experience. Yet it is hard to name a generally valid authority that decides independently of perspective what reality is.


Modern physics has confirmed this insight in its own way. Albert Einstein’s theory of relativity shows not that “everything is arbitrary,” but that observations are always bound to a frame of reference — while at the same time stable, verifiable regularities exist. Transferred to our understanding of reality, this means: Reality is not simply given, but it is also not freely choosable. It arises in the interplay of perspective, experience, and feedback that stabilizes it.


So what is reality — and in what sense can one speak of it? This question forms the starting point for this chapter.


Looking at a cloud-covered sky or abstract images like “Robin Blues” offers no clear structures at first glance. On the other hand, the colors do not seem completely randomly distributed, something that allows no interpretation. Yet initially disorder seems to prevail. Like a flickering fireplace fire, it challenges our mind to identify patterns, classify them, seek meaning. Our fantasy produces new images and in our imagination the picture begins to live. A new experienced reality emerges — not because the world has changed, but because its meaning has reorganized itself.
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