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    For those who never stopped wondering,
The key to something extraordinary is already in your hands.
Keep wondering.
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The Question That Won’t Close
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Imagine two cities.

In the first city, every question a citizen might ask is answered within seconds. The answer arrives fully formed, impeccably sourced, calibrated to the asker’s level of understanding. No one waits. No one searches. No one lies awake at night with a thought they cannot quite resolve. The city is efficient, well-organized, and extraordinarily productive. Its citizens are, by most measurable criteria, thriving.

In the second city, answers take time. Sometimes they never fully arrive. People carry questions for years, about their work, their relationships, their place in the world, about what the universe is doing and why. They discuss these questions over meals. They write about them. They change direction in mid-career because a question they’ve been living with has finally declared an answer that surprised them. The city is messier. More argument. More confusion. More of what looks, from the outside, like waste.

Which city produces better art? Better justice? Better love?

The question is not rhetorical. The second city, I want to argue in this book, is the more human one, not because it is more productive or more efficient, but because the quality of life available in it is qualitatively different. Its citizens are doing something that citizens of the first city cannot do, they are wondering. And wondering, it turns out, is not a means to an end. It is an end in itself. It is the activity that makes human consciousness feel most fully alive.

There is a word that matters here, and it is not “curiosity.” Curiosity is the itch, wonder is the condition of the skin. Curiosity wants to be scratched. Wonder is content, for long periods, to simply remain in contact with the thing that occasions it, the unresolved question, the anomalous fact, the beauty that exceeds any available explanation. Wonder does not require resolution. It requires only presence, the specific, alert, receptive presence of a mind that has decided, for now, not to reach for the nearest answer.

This book is about wonder. Not wonder as a romantic notion or a vague synonym for enthusiasm. Not wonder as a professional skill or a competitive advantage. But wonder as a specific cognitive and emotional state, a state of being genuinely, actively, productively engaged with what one does not yet know, that is the source of everything most distinctively human about us. Our art, our love, our moral seriousness, our willingness to face our own deaths with something other than denial, all of it begins in wonder. All of it requires, for its sustenance, a particular relationship to not-knowing that is the opposite of what the culture of immediate answers encourages.

We are living in the most information-rich moment in human history and, paradoxically, in a period of wonder-poverty. We have answers to everything and the felt sense of genuine mystery about almost nothing. We fill every silence with a query. We resolve every uncertainty with a search. We have outsourced the experience of not-knowing so completely that many people feel an anxiety approaching dread when confronted with a question they cannot immediately answer, as if not-knowing were a failure of the system rather than an invitation to the most important kind of thinking.

The ten chapters that follow trace wonder through the full range of a human life, through the science of what awe does to the brain, through the biography of a man who built the modern world from nothing but disciplined wonder, through love and making and mortality and moral courage and politics and the specific pressures that AI is now placing on the capacity for genuine wondering. Each chapter is an argument and a story. The arguments build on each other. The stories are drawn from lives that demonstrate, in different ways and under different pressures, what it actually looks like when a human being keeps the capacity for wonder alive across a whole life.

The book ends in the same place it begins, with a recognition that is also a commitment. We are the animal that wonders. That is not a limitation. It is the description of what makes us most fully ourselves. And in an age that has automated almost every other distinctively human capacity, wonder, the specific, vulnerable, irreplaceable experience of being genuinely not-sure and genuinely engaged, is the last territory that is entirely ours.

What follows is an argument for protecting it.
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In 2012, a team of researchers at Indiana University published the results of a study that had been running, in various forms, since 1984. They were measuring something called ‘intellectual curiosity’ in children and adolescents across four decades of American education. What they found was not entirely surprising, but it was arresting, by every measure they had used, intellectual curiosity in young people had declined significantly since the 1990s.

The decline tracked almost exactly with the rise of the internet. As access to information had increased, the tolerance for not-knowing had decreased. Students who had grown up expecting answers to arrive in seconds had developed what the researchers described as a lower threshold for epistemic discomfort, they became more anxious, more quickly, when they encountered questions they couldn’t immediately resolve. They were more likely to give up on a question early. More likely to accept the first answer rather than continue searching. More likely to report that feeling uncertain made them feel stupid.

The finding is counterintuitive and important. One might expect that more access to information would generate more curiosity, a child who can look up anything might discover more to wonder about. But the research suggests the opposite effect. The ready availability of answers is changing the emotional relationship to questions. Questions are becoming more instrumental, things to be dispatched rather than inhabited. The feeling of not-knowing, which was once the beginning of inquiry, is becoming something to be escaped as quickly as possible.

This is the wonder deficit, not a shortage of questions, but a shortage of genuine wondering. A shortage of the willingness to live with a question long enough for something real to happen.

★ ★ ★

Dacher Keltner, a psychologist at the University of California, Berkeley, has spent two decades studying what he calls “awe”, the emotion that occurs when a person encounters something vast enough to require them to revise their existing frameworks for understanding the world. His 2023 book ‘Awe: The New Science of Everyday Wonder’ documents what awe does to the brain, the body, and the social behavior of people who experience it regularly.

The findings are remarkable. People who experience regular awe, who encounter things that stop them, that exceed their current capacity to explain, that require them to revise what they thought they knew, show reduced activity in the brain’s default mode network, the neural circuit associated with self-referential thinking. They become, in measurable neurological terms, less self-focused. They show increased activity in parts of the brain associated with social connection and generosity. They have lower levels of the inflammatory markers associated with chronic stress.

Awe, in short, is good for you. Not in the self-improvement sense, not as a technique for productivity or resilience. But in the deeper sense that it restructures the self in relation to the world. The person who experiences genuine awe is, at the moment of experiencing it, temporarily freed from the prison of their own assumptions. They are permeable to the world in a way that the person who has answered all their questions cannot be.

Keltner’s research is rich with examples. The soldier who sees a towering mountain range and feels for the first time in months something other than the specific fears of combat. The teenager who encounters a piece of music that stops them in the school hallway, headphones still on, standing there with their mouth slightly open because something in the music has made the ordinary world briefly incomprehensible. The grandmother who watches her grandchild learn to walk and is seized by a feeling she cannot quite name, not pride, not happiness, but something that includes both and extends beyond them into something closer to religious awe.

These experiences share a structure, an encounter with something that exceeds current understanding, followed by a felt sense of expansion. The self gets bigger in the encounter, not smaller. But it gets bigger by temporarily letting go of the certainties that normally constitute it.

★ ★ ★

George Loewenstein, an economist and psychologist at Carnegie Mellon University, developed what he called the ‘information-gap theory’ of curiosity in a landmark 1994 paper. His central observation was this. Curiosity is not a response to ignorance in general. It is a response to a specific kind of ignorance, the kind that exists when a person knows enough about a subject to be aware of what they don’t know. The gap between current knowledge and the knowledge one senses is available generates the motivational state of curiosity.

This is an elegant and
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