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			Introduction

			My friend Franklin had a wicked sense of humor. Born and raised in a postage-stamp town in rural Georgia, he had the unassuming manner and warm smile of someone who could charm you out of your life savings, and you’d willingly part with it while offering to carry it to his car. He could spin a yarn in his languid julep of a voice about nothing in particular and still have you sitting on the edge of your seat waiting for the punch line. He had a particular affinity for a dirty joke, which somehow didn’t seem as filthy as it should because he told it with such boyish cheek. And he always ended up laughing the hardest at his own bawdiness, equal parts naughty, proud, and embarrassed, the latter a by-product of a strict Southern Baptist upbringing. This was before Alzheimer’s robbed him of his quick wit like the cruel thief it is, but, thankfully, in the ransacking, the disease missed the most precious of heirlooms—his sense of wonder.

			A favorite expression of Franklin’s was one he used when something made him curious or awestruck, from a new piece of whiz-bang technology to the kismet of a friend calling just when he needed to speak to them. More often than not, it was the simpler things like a strain of music or a sunrise over the lake, but on occasion, he would declare it for big aha moments, too. He would just shake his head and say in his dewy Sandersville twang, “FM, Monica. FM.”

			FM stood for “f*cking magic,” and this is how he saw so many of the moments that took him aback. He didn’t feel the need to couch it in grand terms or even seek to understand why he felt moved. It was simply enough to mark it as remarkable. What lovely simplicity, and acute awareness, because so much of our life is f*cking magic, if only we could really see it.

			And that, in many ways, is what this book is about.

			What is wonder, and why do we need it?

			Wonder purls its way through our lives from first cry to last gasp—moments that engage us, surprise us, take our breath away, and give us the gift of viewing the world, and our place in it, in an entirely different way. But something happens as we move from the wonder-filled days of childhood to obligation-laden days of adulthood. We become increasingly jaded. Like the sun that continues to shine on a cloudy day, wonder is still there, but we just can’t seem to see it anymore. And then one day we stop looking.

			Modern life is conditioning wonderproneness out of us. From an education system that curbs curiosity in pursuit of standardized test scores to a business culture that worships at the altar of the cult of overwork, we have traded wonder for the pale facsimile of electronic novelty-seeking—chasing the manufactured instead of the meaningful.

			We need wonder. As a population, we are overwhelmed. The speed of information today means businesses, social campaigns, and whole governments can rise and fall, morph and meld, in only a few news cycles. Automation experts tell us that within a decade, 60 percent of our jobs will disappear or bear little resemblance to what they are today. One in four women is on antidepressants, and 90 percent of American doctor visits are for a stress-related ailment. Our device culture, while connecting us, has simultaneously cut us off from one another, and empathy levels have dropped almost 50 percent in the past twenty years. Inundated by change, distracted by choice, polarized into ever-reductive tribes, and struggling to reach equilibrium, we are living in a world of instant gratification, life hacks, and quick fixes. In short, we have been given the keys to a brave new world and can’t yet reach the pedals. Wonder is the catalyst to build the social and emotional competencies we need to make us more open, more curious, more compassionate . . . more human.

			Like a type of emotional DNA, wonder spirals its way through our shared human experience, imprinting itself on our lives. From artistic expression to religious faith; from the sound of music in a darkened concert hall to the charismatic timbre of a great leader; from the sunrise over the Grand Tetons to an electrical storm out the window of an airplane; from the birth of a child or a new idea to the end of a life or a feverish nightmare, wonder exists universally. Gently peeking its head around mental corners or bombastically announcing its arrival into our trembling psyches, wonder changes our perspective, our bodies, our souls, and our lives. Art, music, religion, politics, science, nature, love, fear, birth, death; each of the myriad experiences that compress to form the bedrock of human life has a golden vein of wonder running through it. Such a primal and primary element of our collective consciousness is ancient and well documented yet has only recently been defined and researched in earnest by the scientific community.

			But what is it? Part of the challenge in answering that question is that wonder is often ineffable—it defies language. Wonder is both a journey and a destination. A verb and a noun. A process and an outcome. Five interlinking elements comprise the wonder cycle: watch, wander, whittle, wow, and whoa (or the psychological terms openness, curiosity, absorption, and the two phases of awe). Watching—being present and open—is the first step. Observe the world, taking nothing for granted, and try to see the familiar in unfamiliar ways. Wandering is an inquisitive cognitive stroll that allows curiosity to flourish—a meandering of the mind, and in some cases, a meandering of the body and soul, too. Then there is whittle, the paring down of mental aperture from broad to focused. This can be the feeling of absorption in a new idea or the purity of presence in a flow state. Whittle is when we are most prepared for the expectation violation of the wow moment, where our anticipation of what’s next is challenged by something so vast that our mind struggles to make sense of it. And then comes the final stage, which transforms us as our psyche acclimates to this new stimulus—the whoa. This is the moment when we let out a long sigh and say, “OMG—mind blown.” And that experience changes us, sometimes forever. We won’t be rewarded with a whoa every time, but each element has its own benefit and beauty, offering an opportunity for discovery about ourselves and how we see and move through the world.

			A quick review of the science shows a striking list of ways the five composite elements of wonder positively impact humans, not just psychologically, but physiologically and spiritually. Wonder makes us more creative and more desirous of studying the world around us. It makes us more humble, less materialistic, more generous, and better community members. People who are higher in the composite wonder elements are more likely to perform better in school and work and build healthier relationships. Wonder makes us less stressed and feel like we have more time. A very prosocial emotional experience, wonder quite simply makes us want to be better, more tolerant people. And if those aren’t reasons enough to motivate us to want more wonder, the physiological benefits are particularly fascinating. Researchers have found a link between people who experience wonder and lower blood pressure, lower stress hormones, and decreased proinflammatory cytokines, the latter of which are the markers associated with a number of diseases, including cancer and cardiovascular disease. These links suggest a direct “biological pathway” between wonder and better health.

			Science has so much to share about wonder, but it finds its true home in the hearts and minds of artists and philosophers. Literature and the arts are embroidered with wonder throughout so many of the stories, melodies, and images that move us. Philosophy has a rich history of inquiry into the numinous and sublime, and religion is replete with stories of wonderstruck followers like Christianity’s Paul the Apostle and Hinduism’s Arjuna (both of whom we will meet later). In its simplest form, wonder can make us feel good. In its highest form, wonder can offer us nothing less than transcendence and a feeling of oneness with all universal life (and who wouldn’t want that?).

			The emotional language of wonder

			Mark Twain once said rather wryly, “Man is the only animal that blushes—or needs to.” Emotions are part and parcel of the human experience. From the Latin word emovere, meaning “moving,” they are innate and complex. In his 1872 book, The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals, naturalist Charles Darwin asserted that emotions were an adaptive feature for survival and that expressions of emotions were shared across all cultures. While there are a few exceptions, Darwin was correct. For the most part, people from across the globe can identify a good number of our almost seven thousand human facial expressions.[*]

			Emotions make us human, as does language, and the two are deeply linked. Some researchers believe that language evolved from the intimate emotional expressions exchanged between mother and child (a dynamic called intersubjectivity). It’s likely the first words we uttered were to express emotion, and emotions and language evolved together from our innate desire to connect and be understood. Yet, even though we’ve been attempting to express our emotions to one another since time immemorial, we still often struggle to find a shared vocabulary for our feelings.

			Emotive words are evocative, ever-changing, and while many emotions are universal, the words themselves are highly contextual and culturally nuanced. Just as the Inuit are said to have fifty words for snow, they also have words for which a translation doesn’t exist in any other language, such as iktsuarpok, which is the anticipation of waiting for someone, when you are filled with such yearning that you keep going outside to check on their arrival. Some languages, and some people, have richer, more precise emotional vocabularies than others. This difference in emotional granularity means that while we may use the same emotive word as someone else, they could still have a different interpretation of the meaning, adding further complexity to sharing emotional experiences with one another.

			Depending on which dictionary you read, wonder has as many as eleven definitions, as both noun and verb, including “to desire to know something” (v); “to express doubtful speculation” (v); “to be amazed” (v); “a state of curiosity” (n); “something surprising, impressive or miraculous” (n); “the feeling aroused by something surprising, impressive or miraculous” (n); “the state of being awestruck” (n). In looking at the history of the word, we can find wonder in the lexicon of both Greek (teras) and Latin (miraculum) as the word for miracle, or in the verbs to admire (admiratio), to think about (cogitatio), to consider or see (theoreo). The Germanic languages split from the Latin to create a second word, wundran, likely taken from the Old Norse undr, meaning “to surprise.” University of California, Santa Barbara, professor Lisa Sideris calls wonder an “umbrella term,” explaining, “If you look at some of the roots of the word wonder, one etymology traces it to words like miracle, miraculous, admiration, to smile, which is interesting. Some accounts—although, it’s a little bit more speculative—suggest the German, wunder, that traces it to wound—that element of awe that can open you up in a kind of terrifying way and expose you, or make you vulnerable, but then many good things can come from that kind of vulnerability.”

			In Chinese, wonder is translated as 奇观, “a spectacular or wonderful sight or phenomenon,” with the first character, 奇, meaning “odd, strange, rare, uncanny, surprising or wonderful,” and 观 meaning “sight, view, or way of looking at things.” And from about the same era in India, we find the word Adbhutā in the Sanskrit treatise on the performing arts titled the Nāṭyaśāstra. Translated as “marvelous,” it was said by the author to be a “durable psychological state of astonishment,” triggered by the “sight of heavenly beings or events, attainment of desired objects, entry into a superior mansion, temple, audience hall (sabhā), and seven-storied palace, and illusory and magical acts.” The Nāṭyaśāstra even gave stage notes to performing artists on what sort of face one might make to express the mysterious and enigmatic nature of Adbhutā: “Eyelashes are slightly curved at the end, eyeballs are raised in wonder, and the eyes are charmingly widened.”

			It’s intriguing to see the similarities of wonder across languages and eras: both a noun and a verb, the same magical numinous tinge, each definition a composite of several similar but not identical elements, all sitting cheek to jowl. It makes for a rich and intricate emotional brocade, and one that can be challenging to study given its complexity.

			Soft science, hard science, and why wonder is tough to study

			Allow me, if you will, a short whistle-stop tour of the scientific method. To explore wonder, it’s helpful to appreciate some of the challenges of studying any emotion. At their heart, scientists are and always have been ardent observers of the world, even before they were known as scientists. Aptly called “natural philosophers,” until the word scientist was coined in 1834 by Cambridge academic William Whewell, these individuals observed, noted, collected, collated, and connected dots to better understand the mechanics of what they saw around them. Through the years, contributions gradually evolved a framework of scientific inquiry until Renaissance scientists graduated from cataloging philosophical musings in a “cabinet of curiosities” to a more systematic approach. From this, the scientific method we all learned in middle school was born—observation, question, research, hypothesis, experiment, analysis, and conclusion. Beyond rigor, the scientific method ignited the predictive power of science, fundamentally transforming how we understand, see, and change the world.

			There are different branches of science, and some fit within the structure of the scientific method more neatly than others. On one side sit the natural sciences such as biology, chemistry, and mathematics, often called the hard sciences. On the other side sit social sciences such as psychology, sociology, and economics, known as the soft sciences. Soft, except in toilet paper ads, is often intended as a pejorative, and we see this through the difference in perception, gravitas, and funding given to hard sciences and soft sciences. And as some soft sciences do naturally abut certain areas of more esoteric study, like parapsychology, they are frequently lumped together. Case in point, I once shared a taxi with one of the greatest mathematicians in the world, who was pivotal in some of the early development of the internet. We were on our way to an event at the American ambassador to Poland’s residence, exchanging pleasantries about our fields of study. During our short, frosty (in more ways than one) drive, he told me in no uncertain terms that humans don’t even know what they want to eat for breakfast, so they certainly aren’t capable of understanding their emotional state reliably enough for it to be studied. His emphatic conclusion was that all social science, and hence my career, was rubbish. Suffice it to say, we were both happy to part ways at the end of the ride (although, in fairness, he did pick up the fare).

			All of these layers—creating a shared taxonomy of emotions, cultural nuances, social science skepticism, and conflation of soft science with fringe woo—stack up to create a challenging environment in which to study wonder. And my taxi-mate had a sliver of a point. Hard sciences can practice a purer form of the scientific method (the generally accepted gold standard being a randomized controlled trial). In contrast, the soft sciences rely more heavily on self-reporting and subjective data. But the human condition isn’t pure. It is messy, complex, and interwoven, and it requires the interpretation of intangibles.

			The brain is the most complex network known (just the complexity itself is enough to give one a wonder headache). It contains about 171 billion cells, 86 billion of them neurons, and weighs in at only about three pounds, but just fueling that complex network of cells takes up about 25 percent of our human energy expenditure. One reason many have attached themselves so enthusiastically to the emerging field of neuroscience is because it hardens up soft sciences and helps us make sense of this bafflingly complex system. Unquestionably, this technology is a remarkable addition to psychology research and has allowed us to peer inside the brain, mapping elements of psychological response, but it has also further propagated the narrative that soft isn’t as good as hard. Meaning only if we can see something or test something or prove something in the brain is it real, but if we can’t, it isn’t.

			We can study the scientific nature of love—the evolutionary psychology behind mating or the oxytocin release from a lover’s touch—but that doesn’t adequately express the feeling, the human need, the elation, and the pain that accompanies the loss of love. It can’t capture reveling in the mystery and marvel of love at first sight, the birth of a child, a strain of music heard in a darkened concert hall that is so beautiful and pure it brings tears to your eyes. Perhaps science can now explain what’s happening in our cerebrum and cerebellum during those moments, but that shouldn’t make them any less magical.

			In many ways, brain science is like studying lightning bugs in a jar. How do you capture the essence of an emotion in a lab, shoved into a small metal tube with the cacophony of an fMRI scanner, or wearing the tentacled helmet of the EEG? If it seems stilted, it is, especially when trying to capture the response of something as moving as wonder. Addiction specialist and psychologist Peter Hendricks fears that in losing some of the mystery, we are losing the nuance, too. “What if we were sitting here next to each other, and you stood up and slapped me in the face? And then someone said that I was experiencing this emotion we call ‘anger’ because my amygdala was being activated in some way? I guess that’s not necessarily wrong, but it’s not the whole truth—it’s reductionistic.”

			How do we look inside our brain, while still preserving the mystery of the mind? And what is the difference between the brain and the mind? Author and early psychonaut Thomas Henry Huxley shared his sense of this brain-mind dichotomy when he rhetorically asked, “How it is that anything so remarkable as a state of consciousness comes about as the result of irritating nervous tissue, is just as unaccountable as the appearance of the Djinn when Aladdin rubbed his lamp?”[*] I asked these questions of some of the people I spoke to for this book. By and large, the answers were surprisingly similar, even if some were flavored with a bit more of the mystical and others more grounded in the measurable world.

			One scientist described the brain as “this wonderful conductor of a machine that just does its own thing,” whereas the mind connects us to wonder, suggesting “the brain could not care less about Mount Rainier [her source of wonder], but the mind does.” Another described the relationship between the two as “the difference between the kitchen and the meal.” And others still became deeply metaphysical, describing the brain as “simply a receiver, like a TV set,” while, in contrast, the mind acts as “the third eye” and “the field of consciousness that infuses and informs the entire cosmos and all sentient life.” When I asked this question of Hendricks, in the end he demurred, concluding, “I just don’t know that’s a question that science can address.”

			Despite some differences, the general consensus among these thought leaders was some version of mind-body dualism—a belief system that dates to the Paleolithic era—meaning that the brain is the hardware, the mechanical construct, the physical, the piece of a system, and the mind is the consciousness, the interactions, the supraphysical, the whole. But if there was one caveat I heard from just about every researcher, it was this: “It’s complicated.” There is more to the mind than just the brain.

			There is a danger that as we uncover the secrets of neuroscience, as we map our brain’s analog signals pulsing pain and joy and fear, as the sum of circuitry that make us human is dissected and diagrammed, some of the more delicate filaments of our human mind’s sensibilities will enervate under too much scrutiny. Lightning bugs can only be held in a Mason jar for so long before they die. And with this, the nuances of the intricate and mystifying human mind can get lost in so many Technicolor brain scans.

			The Happiness Trap

			Chief Happiness Officers, World Happiness Report, Happy Planet Index, Gross National Happiness (Finland had the highest last year if you’re curious), and even Yale University’s most popular course is about, no surprise, happiness. Happiness has some good PR. Before heading into all the benefits of wonder, it feels like we should first make the case for why wonder is even worth pursuing, as opposed to, say, arguably the world’s most sought-after emotion, happiness. Throughout modern history, and with little contesting, happiness has been seen as the end goal and just reward for a life of laudable toil. The positive thinking movement, abundance theory, and any number of other self-help genres see some form of happiness as the objective.

			It’s an unfortunate irony, then, that in a world obsessed with happiness, people are so chronically unhappy. There are 280 million people with depression globally, and in the United States alone, 40 million people are suffering from anxiety. Americans spend over $200 billion annually treating mental illnesses, and these are the numbers pre-COVID-19, after which we have witnessed an enormous increase in stress and anxiety, the long-term effects of which we will not be able to appreciate or quantify for years to come.

			Brands, and anyone associated with selling those brands, want to be involved with happiness, too, which makes sense. Coca-Cola alone has given us campaigns with taglines such as “Open happiness,” “Happiness starts with a smile,” and #choosehappiness (not to mention that the company pretty much single-handedly developed our modern imagery of the veritable king of consumer happiness, Santa Claus). And here’s the thing—Coke makes me happy.[*] But if I can get that feeling from a Madison Avenue–marketed carbonated beverage, perhaps there is actually more to the happiness equation.

			Prior to the ancient Greek philosophers, happiness, like most things in life, was seen as a benefaction granted by the gods. (The English word happiness comes from the Icelandic root happ or “luck,” so at least etymologically, luck seems to have always played some role in our happiness.) It was the great iconoclast Socrates who became the first to suggest that happiness was a cognitive and meaning-making pursuit, something in a person’s control, rather than simply a gift bestowed by the gods.

			About fifty years after Socrates’s death, two competing interpretations of Socratic happiness emerged: hedonism and eudaemonism. Aristippus developed the notion of hedonism, i.e., happiness found in the pursuit of pleasure. He was an original libertine who reveled in excess and disdained delayed gratification (Madison Avenue would have loved Aristippus!). Aristotle, on the other hand, found hedonism vulgar. As described in his series of writings titled The Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle felt that the summum bonum—Cicero’s ideal of the “highest good”—was to live a life of virtue (arete), and in this journey toward the highest good, one found eudaemonia, or the conditions for “living well.”[*]

			Between scientists, philosophers, and marketers all telling us how to be happy, it’s easy to get confounded. How do we achieve happiness? But perhaps that is the wrong question. What if we’re so fixated on happiness that we’ve failed to question whether happiness is what we should be pursuing? Maybe other emotional experiences are more beneficial and more achievable. What if, after two millennia of debating the relative benefits of varying types of happiness, we actually could be focusing on another, more enduring, more impactful emotional state that would bring us both happiness and more significant benefits? A bit like on a game show—“But wait . . . there’s more!”

			Why not wonder? If we are to get to the heart of what most happiness science is exploring, it’s the answer to the question, How do we achieve summum bonum? And if that is the question, then wonder may actually be a better (and perhaps less fraught) path to the “highest good” in life. Simply put, it feels like we are on a racetrack and chasing the wrong rabbit.

			Let’s look at the self-transcendent final element of wonder, awe, for example. When researchers study awe, they must be confident they are actually studying its effects and not confusing them with other positive emotions like joy, humor, or happiness—which, in many pieces of research, leads to awe being compared directly to happiness. Consistently, happiness, while undoubtedly positive, does not create the quantum of beneficial outcomes that awe does. And further, the materialism of hedonic happiness is actually oppositional to awe. That makes sense, as hedonic happiness is a self-focused pursuit, whereas awe is a self-transcendent one.

			When I spoke to psychologist and philosopher Kirk Schneider, he referred to happiness as “potential fool’s gold.” This may sound strange coming from a leading figure in the positive psychology movement, but Schneider believes the “compulsion to think positively” (i.e., toxic positivity) is equally as bad as the “compulsion to think negatively” and can actually block us from experiencing the “wonder-amazement of living.” He maintains that embracing negative emotions adds to the richness of our human experience. “I would say it adds to the vitality, the intensity of living, at least for many people. A fuller sense of being alive means that one has access to one’s fuller ranges of thoughts, feelings, sensations, imaginings.”

			Melanie Rudd, associate professor of marketing at the University of Houston and an expert in the science of making us happy, isn’t even making happiness a goal for herself anymore. “Personally, I stopped with the whole ‘I’m pursuing happiness’ thing because it’s not only impossible, but I don’t think it’s optimal.” And Rudd is hardly somber. Judging from the short time we spent together, her personality is one I would describe as ebullient. But she says that tackling happiness can feel too big, and more than that, we’re actually lousy at finding it. “It’s tricky because we’re all so bad at pursuing happiness. There’s so much research that shows that we’re horrible at predicting what will make us happy.” This phenomenon of misjudging what will make us happy is called affective forecasting, and as humans, we “miswant” a lot of things that we have been conditioned to believe will make us happier than they actually do. Negative emotions are also one way to broaden our emotional vocabulary, which helps us call up a greater variety of coping skills.

			In fact, people with higher emotional granularity, or emodiversity, use more positive coping mechanisms and recover more quickly from stress. Rudd agrees. “We shouldn’t be so focused on happiness only because there are some other reasons why we might want to broaden our positive emotion portfolio. But I think the idea here is that the better the average person understands different positive emotions, what they do, and why they exist, it makes us better able to say, I don’t just want to feel good, I want to feel wonder, or I want to feel pride, or I want to feel happiness,” Rudd explains. “And I think what we should be pursuing is the right emotion for our goals.”

			More recently, a new path to “the good life” has emerged. Shigehiro Oishi, from the University of Virginia, has been developing a theory on “psychological richness,” a type of summum bonum found in a life full of a “variety of interesting and perspective-changing experiences.” Oishi had research assistants review and code obituaries for an entire year from a major US newspaper and found that there were three primary ways people were described as having lived a good life—it was either happy, meaningful, or filled with fascinating encounters and experiences; that is, psychologically rich. Researchers then explored, across several different countries, people’s expressed desires for the future. While wanting a happy life trumped a psychologically rich one, when participants were asked to consider what they most regretted missing out on from the past, those regrets reflected elements of a psychologically rich life (like missing the chance to attend university) more so than a happy or meaningful one, supporting Melanie Rudd’s take on people often “miswanting” what will make them happy.

			What kinds of people typically pursue a “psychologically rich” life? Those high in openness, intellectually curious, with a flexible world view, who experience big emotions and like to make meaning out of them—wonderprone people. And, like wonder, these psychologically rich experiences can be light and uplifting, but they can also be dark or traumatic. Oishsi’s research on the benefits of a psychologically rich life would also appear to be direct evidence of the benefits of a wonder-based life as well and moves the notion of summum bonum beyond that of just the hedonically happy or eudaemonically meaningful binary.

			The world, the people in it, and our experiences are not binary. Two things can coexist in opposition to each other, and both can be true at the same time. Wonder embraces that beautiful, messy complexity of life in a way happiness doesn’t. It allows for nuance and depth. It allows for the reality of suckitude. That uncomfortable balancing coexistence feels more true to me than a manufactured cajoling toward happiness.

			Here’s the thing, though. This isn’t either-or. Wonder actually begets eudaemonic happiness. Open people are happier. Deeply curious people are happier. People higher in absorption are happier. And people who are awe-prone are happier. So seeking and finding the composite elements of wonder, as opposed to happiness, is a twofer. It’s more attainable, and along the way, as we get the benefits of the entire wonder cycle, we have a good chance of being rewarded with happiness too. It’s great to be happy, but it’s even better to be in wonder.

			What you can expect from this book

			There are two ways we can study an idea. We can dissect it, pulling off its wings, pinning it to a board, and filleting it open. Or we can explore ideas more holistically and look for connecting points between them. One of the scientists I spoke to put it this way: “You’re either a lumper or a splitter.” Lumpers like to see elements that connect and group them, finding insight in not just the elements themselves but their additive relationship to one another—what philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein described as finding the “family resemblances” of an idea. Splitters prefer to cleave elements off and examine them down to smaller and smaller minutiae, finding value in reductionism. Wonder, with its intertwined complexity, lends itself to lumping, and because I’m a fan of the Aristotelian philosophy that the total is greater than the sum of its parts, we’re going to lump and explore wonder as a composite of related states, traits, and emotions.

			If we’re to think of wonder as f*cking magic, consider this your wonder spell book. Look to it for ideas, theories, stories, knowledge, wisdom, inspiration, and a reminder of what you may already know in your soul but need to see written in front of you. I am sorry to report that this book will not solve all your life’s problems. It will not make you thinner or improve your eyesight. It will not make your partner less annoying, and it probably won’t help you quit smoking (although it could, as you’ll see in Chapter 16). But it may give you a new perspective on getting the most out of life, even in the face of some really lousy times. Well, in the face of life.

			In Part 1, we’ll find an introduction to wonder and all its traits, states, facets, and flavors. This is where we’ll build our wonder vocabulary and define each of the interconnected elements of the wonder cycle. By the end of this section, we’ll be able to identify the building blocks of the holistic wonder experience. Part 2 makes the case for wonder, leaving no stone of the human experience unturned: birth and death, learning and creativity, leading and moving people to action, health and well-being, and time and space. Here we explore wonder research and illustrate ways it can be applied to all the fundamental areas of our life. This is where we find the bulk of the evidence for wonder. We’ll also gain practical knowledge on building a wonder practice, cultivating a wonder mindset, and identifying wonderbringers in our day-to-day life. And in Part 3 we explore how to become a lifelong wonder practitioner and see how releasing ourselves to the transcendent magic of wonder can be the antidote for our move-fast-break-things world, setting us up for living a life steeped in wonder’s mystery.

			This is the sort of book that is chock-full of concepts, studies, and stories. To help summarize, there will be a short “Wonder Wrap-Up” at the end of every chapter, ensuring you’re clear on the key concepts before moving on. The footnotes and endnotes also offer additional insights, resources, references, and trivia that will allow you to further your wonder exploration as you see fit. My hope is that this is a book you will return to and reference again and again, finding it resonates with you for different reasons over time.

			Openness, curiosity, absorption, and awe each have their own stories to tell, but under this wonder umbrella, toggling between wonder as a noun and a verb, we start to see all the ways they link—overlapping, sometimes converging, occasionally leapfrogging, at times nesting one inside another. What also becomes clear as we learn more about wonder is the degree to which each element connects with the others and the additive nature of those connections. The wonder whole is greater than the sum of its parts.

			

			•   •   •

			When I was young, my mother had a small kaleidoscope that sat on the coffee table in our living room. It was a lovely handmade tchotchke she had probably received as a gift, picked up by a friend perhaps at a craft fair or quaint curio shop. It had a polished brass tube where the mirrors hid, and at the end sat a small disk-shaped container with multicolored shards of matte beach glass that tumbled gently around inside. It was pretty from the outside, but when you peered in the peephole—wow! Spectacular! A riot of color and gemlike twinkling. So brilliant and so surprising. And with the slightest twist of the disk, the scene changed again. It was different but just as breathtaking. That’s what I imagine when I think of wonder and all its elements: a kaleidoscope of different layers, each lovely and worthy of attention when parsed, but when you look at them together through just the right lens—whoa! A magically unexpected experience!

			A sunset can just be a sunset, or it can be the thing that connects you to the universal good in humanity. Who’s to say what it will be on any given day? And why? Who is more likely to experience wonder? And why did we as humans even develop wonder in the first place? These are the questions we’ll try to answer about this magical and sometimes elusive experience.

			Understanding wonder is part science, part soul; part praxis and part luck; part précis and part good yarn. Samuel Taylor Coleridge said any good story requires a “suspension of disbelief,” or even more lyrically, “poetic faith.” A dose of poetic faith is what’s needed to study wonder. So might I suggest during the course of our wonder exploration, we embrace poetic faith? Allow science to tell its story and let soul have its say, too. And just enjoy the f*cking magic.

			WONDER WRAP-UP

			
					
					Wonder has five elements: watch (openness), wander (deep curiosity), whittle (absorption), wow and whoa (awe).

				

					
					Emotions are tough to study for several reasons, and wonder is no exception. They are often difficult to define, made more complex across cultures. It’s challenging to separate them from one another and even more so to study them in a lab.

				

					
					There is a bit of a tug-of-war between the perceived certainty of hard (natural) sciences and the subjective nature of soft (social) sciences. Neuroscience is undoubtedly exciting but is still an incredibly nascent field. Both natural and social sciences are critical to understanding the human condition.

				

					
					Two dominant interpretations of happiness emerged from ancient Greek philosophy—hedonic and eudaemonic. Hedonic happiness focuses on maximizing pleasure, whereas eudaemonic happiness is a balanced, meaning-making path to happiness. Eudaemonic happiness is associated with wonder, while hedonic is contrary to it. A third path to summum bonum could be a “psychologically rich” life, whose characteristics are directly aligned with those of wonder.

				

					
					When we push all negative thoughts from our minds, we fall into the trap of toxic positivity, and in doing so, we lose the opportunity to make sense of those experiences. Wonder allows for positive and negative emotional tone, and because of that, wonder is both more beneficial and more achievable than happiness.

				

					
					What was a mystery today may be explained tomorrow. What is thought to be understood today may be disproved tomorrow. The process of exploration is valuable in and of itself. And wonder doesn’t have to be understood to be experienced.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			1

			Watch

			This is the story of a very unlikely friendship.

			Born into a family of intellectual elites in the mid-nineteenth century, William James was the first person to teach a university psychology course in America, joking that the first psychology course he attended was the one he taught. Now considered the father of American psychology, James spent twelve years penning his twelve-hundred-page masterwork, The Principles of Psychology, and his writings are foundational to the field. Young William’s life was a peripatetic one. His father believed he and his siblings (including authors Alice and Henry) would benefit from a global education, so he moved the family from the United States to Europe and back again several times, with James having lived in eighteen different homes (and even more if including hotels) before age sixteen. James begrudgingly attended Harvard University Medical School (he wanted to be a painter), but in the end, he discovered he was interested in the inner workings of the mind and soul, not the body. A contemporary of great thinkers like his godfather Ralph Waldo Emerson, Bertrand Russell, Mark Twain, Horatio Alger, Carl Jung, Sigmund Freud, and W. E. B. Du Bois, it was the latter, Du Bois, who introduced James to his young friend.

			Helen Adams Keller was born a healthy baby girl in Tuscumbia, Alabama, on June 27, 1880. When Helen was about a year and a half, a fever, perhaps caused by rubella, left her blind and deaf, completely cut off from the world she had known. She would later describe that time in her life as being “at sea in a dense fog.” For years following, she descended into a semi-feral state of headstrong chaos until a kindly Alexander Graham Bell took a shine to young Helen and arranged for a recent Perkins Institution for the Blind graduate, Anne Sullivan, to teach her. Sullivan transformed the child’s life (Helen referred to the day she met Sullivan as “her soul’s birthday”), and their relationship—and Helen’s transformation—became lore.

			And so it was in Boston, where James and his brilliant radical friend and classmate Du Bois, having taken a short journey from Cambridge to Roxbury, met the then eleven-year-old Keller at the Perkins Institution for the Blind. James brought her a gift that she was deeply moved by, and years later, she still recalled their first meeting vividly. “When I was a little girl he came to see Miss Sullivan and me at the Perkins Institution for the Blind in South Boston. He brought me a beautiful ostrich feather. ‘I thought,’ he said, ‘you would like the feather, it is soft and light and caressing.’ We talked about my sense perceptions and he wove a magic web into his discourse.” This poignant and perceptive gift was the beginning of a friendship that would last for the best part of two decades until James’s death in 1910.

			W. E. B. Du Bois also maintained a friendship with Keller. Despite being deaf, Keller had a voice, and it was one she used in support of several issues of the day, including civil rights. “Perhaps because she was blind to color differences in this world, I became intensely interested in her, and all through my life I have followed her career.” Du Bois, who went on to found the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, nurtured Keller’s activism, and he remarked on her maturation from child to racial equality advocate (and eventual cofounder of the American Civil Liberties Union), “So it was proven, as I knew it would be, that this woman who sits in darkness has a spiritual insight clearer than that of many wide-eyed people who stare uncomprehendingly at this prejudiced world.”[*]

			Throughout their friendship, James and Keller often spoke of the ideas of perception and consciousness. James felt strongly that many humans develop their external senses at the expense of their internal ones, and he was in awe of Keller’s exceptional aptitude in deploying her interior senses. “You have escaped from your prison-house,” he wrote in one of his many letters to Keller. “Most of us are still beating about in the dark round the walls of our prison, and we seldom find the secret door of exit.” Du Bois, James, and Keller, each in their own way, were exploring the meaning of watching and openness. Of sight and vision. People can be invisible, and people can be seen—sometimes not for who they are but for who they are perceived to be. People can be sighted, wide-eyed, looking but not seeing. And we can be without the physical faculty of sight but, like Keller, blessed with insight. James described this sort of aspirational, open awareness as “the capacity of the soul to be grasped, to have its life-currents absorbed by what is given . . . the non-thinking level, the level of pure sensorial perception.”

			What say we open ourselves to the life-current of pure sensorial perception?

			The first element: openness

			Watching—openness to experience—is the first element of wonder. The watcher is open and present, always mentally seeking, searching, and seeing, examining the familiar with new eyes to find undiscovered details and delights. Openness to experience is a personality trait associated with a number of characteristics like cognitive flexibility, intellectual curiosity, unconventional thinking, and absorption, and researchers have consistently found people high in openness to be naturally energetic, inventive, and compassionate. And because of these characteristics, and the broader nature of the experiences open people typically seek out and encounter, people high in openness frequently live nonconforming, less traditional lives.

			By the time we’re about twenty years old, a lot of who we are is fairly fixed, as our elemental qualities as humans—our personality traits—have pretty much settled into place. How we react to or approach any given situation will be based on both our traits—our deeply ingrained personality features—and our states—our temporal and variable emotional reactions to a given situation. Attributes like our propensity for happiness, our political views, and the jobs we might like are all heavily influenced by our personality.

			Analyzing personality traits en masse began in World War I when the United States military had soldiers fill out personality questionnaires to assess their preparedness for war. Since then, similar questionnaires have steadily grown in popularity, especially in the corporate sphere. Today, there is a proliferation of what are erroneously called “personality tests” on platforms like Facebook and Instagram, where you can find out who your life partner should be based on the length of your middle toe or what your perfect job is based on your Harry Potter house. (Before social networks, these “tests” were all the rage. Those of a certain age may remember the saucy questionnaires in the back of women’s magazines that promised to help libertine ladies determine which sex position was right for their personality type.) One would hope it goes without saying that such tests are “for recreational purposes only.” Arguably, though, many people also consider the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI) or the Enneagram valid personality tests.

			While tools like the MBTI can be beneficial as a reference point for discussion and self-awareness, the reality is that for all the years the MBTI has been used, it is still viewed as scientifically dubious. Loosely based on the theories of Jungian psychology, the MBTI has been called “bogus,” “corporate astrology,” and “shockingly bad” by scientists, but despite this, it is still taken online 1.5 million times a year. There are, however, several validated personality inventories, the most commonly cited being the Five-Factor Model of Personality, or the “Big Five,” which comprises the personality traits openness to experience, conscientiousness, extroversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism (also called OCEAN or CANOE).

			Part of what makes the Big Five an improvement over other ways of analyzing personality is that it looks at traits across a continuum rather than in discrete and oppositional categories, meaning someone can be high, medium, or low on agreeableness, but not outright disagreeable (although your significant other might like to differ). This continuum model allows for more nuance than the MBTI, which forces respondents to identify with one quality or another when, in actuality, those who straddle two qualities may be a little of each depending on the day, mood, or context.

			But the most fundamental difference in the Big Five, as opposed to these other tools, is that it is predictive. (And not predictive in a dystopian Minority Report sort of way, but simply consistently indicative of certain life outcomes.) Presumably, we want to use a personality inventory to support our understanding of ourselves and our decision-making. If a tool isn’t predictive, the result is only a few steps removed from a fortune cookie. It can give us some food for thought, but we can’t confidently apply the result to our lives. However, in an overwhelming number of studies, across cultures, demographics, and eras, the Big Five has been demonstrated to predict everything from life, job, and relationship satisfaction to work and school performance, physical health, longevity, and more. And this is consistent across all manner of variables, including intelligence and socioeconomic status.

			Among the Big Five personality traits, the one linked to the most positive life outcomes is openness to experience. Open people are more likely to live more creative lives, have greater imagination, and be more innovative and intellectual, and they are highly perceptive and insightful. Another outcome this trait is predictive of? Wonder! People high in openness are more wonderprone.

			These attributes might be the result of open people literally seeing the world differently. In 2016, a team of researchers from the University of Melbourne wanted to explore the connection between openness and a visual quirk known as binocular rivalry, a phenomenon that occurs when the left eye is shown one image and the right eye a different one. “Because the brain cannot extract a coherent picture from these incompatible percepts, the two images seem to flip back and forth in our mind’s eye, each image rivaling the other for dominance,” explains study author Luke Smillie. “But sometimes both images do break through into conscious perception as a scrambled mash-up.” The study showed that open people could hold the mash-up image in their heads for longer. This “permeability of consciousness” appears to make open people more comfortable with complex emotional experiences.[*] “It is as though the gates of perception are agape, allowing more visual information to flow into consciousness for open people.”

			It’s worth clarifying that when we talk of openness, it’s not the interpersonal openness we might see in an outgoing extrovert. In fact, openness to experience doesn’t necessarily correlate to extroversion, but rather is an experiential and intellectual receptivity to different, unfamiliar, and even uncomfortable things, experiences, and ideas. “People high in openness to experience enjoy aesthetic experiences, live more creative lives, and pursue and support the arts,” says Paul Silvia, professor of psychology at the University of North Carolina, Greensboro. “People low in openness to experience, in contrast, are more conventional, practical, and down-to-earth.” And it likely won’t come as a surprise that being down-to-earth is not so conducive to wonder.

			Nature versus nurture

			Whenever the topic of personality traits comes up, the concept of nature versus nurture is soon to follow. An intriguing way to explore this connection is to study identical twins separated at birth. We’ve all seen the TV shows in which separated twins are reunited and they turn out to have strikingly similar jobs, haircuts, or taste in partners, and these similarities are typically the result of the genetic personality traits they share. Several studies looking at twins separated at birth have shown that personality traits are almost equally influenced by genetic heredity and one’s environment, with the percentage influenced by the environment typically stable by adulthood. Whether we can change our personality is a hotly debated topic, but there is mounting evidence that our brain isn’t entirely as immutable as some think and can shift when presented with a compelling enough reason. The question is, how compelling is compelling enough?

			Psychologist Carol Dweck from Stanford University believes that while our personality is set by adulthood, there are “in-between” parts of our personality that are more malleable. Features like our overarching belief systems, self-belief, goal-setting behavior, and coping strategies are all changeable with self-awareness and practice, and these also significantly impact the way we view the world and the decisions we make. Dweck believes these adaptable features can underpin the ways we “grow and learn, sustain satisfying relationships, achieve well in school and careers, be caring toward others [and] recover from setbacks” potentially as much as our personality.

			In one study of Dweck’s, a group of junior high school students undertook an eight-week study skills course. Those in the control group were given no prompt, whereas those in the experimental group were told that intelligence isn’t innate but instead is like a muscle that simply needs to be exercised. Those told that intelligence is mutable performed better. These “in-between” elements impact not only our intelligence, but our sense of self. If a person is congratulated for doing well because they are intelligent (i.e., a set trait), their self-esteem suffers, whereas if someone is lauded for their work (i.e., their effort, which is variable), they are more eager to learn and more resilient in setbacks.

			This is just to say that we shouldn’t feel constrained by our personality—we still have free will—but understanding our personality, and the tendencies and proclivities our personality engenders, helps us create strategies to harness or mitigate those tendencies. Don’t worry if you believe you are on the lower end of the scale in some of these wonderprone attributes. First, no one is devoid of a particular element of the Big Five. We all have some openness, for example. Second, there is more evidence that over time we can shift the needle on these traits (somewhat), although doing so takes concerted effort or a life-changing experience. Last, we can always build other in-between skills around our personality to enhance, support, and counterbalance our existing traits, and we’ll learn some of the ways to do just that throughout the book.

			In defense of daydreaming

			William James spoke of the “prison-house” of our mind, and for many, the prospect of being left alone with only our thoughts can feel like entering a prison. People don’t want to be alone with their thoughts, but this is nothing new. Blaise Pascal, the seventeenth-century mathematician and philosopher, wrote, “the sole cause of man’s unhappiness is that he does not know how to stay quietly in his room.” Victor Frankl believed that “the existential vacuum manifests itself mainly in a state of boredom.” In 1930, philosopher Bertrand Russell said, “We are less bored than our ancestors were, but we are more afraid of boredom.” He believed that boredom had its benefits, and when we allow ourselves the comfort of “fruitful monotony,” we are not so hungry for a quick fix of entertainment. Without a bit of boredom, Russell feared, our focus will “always be directed towards the next pleasure.” For wonder seekers, an openness to our internal thoughts is just as valuable, if not more so, as our external ones.

			What is new is the ease with which we can occupy our mind with external input. There are those of us who remember a card catalog, looking for a book using the Dewey Decimal System, perhaps pulling out microfiche of the Encyclopedia Britannica, and then photocopying pages to transcribe later. It took time. The amount of information we could gather was limited because our tools were not as efficient or effective. Today, we have just about the sum total of all human knowledge (as well as a surfeit of pet pics and political rants) in the palm of our hand, which means we never have to be bored again. And maybe that’s not such a good thing.

			It has gotten so inordinately easy to be entertained, it’s understandable why we constantly crave the novelty of new information. Many theories on boredom revolve around our need for arousal and suggest that in the absence of enough stimuli, we will engage in anything that provides newness. Humans in a sensory-deprived environment will willingly listen to boring newscasts repetitively, just for exposure to novel stimuli. Rats will take a lesser-known route in a maze simply to do something different.

			We have so much noise surrounding us these days that our “exciting stimuli equilibrium” has shifted significantly higher, meaning our boredom threshold has dropped even lower. Without boredom—without staring into space while we wait for our late-arriving dinner companion, without watching the clouds when we’re stuck waiting for our big brother to finish his soccer match, without contemplating the ceiling at the doctor’s office after having read all the out-of-date magazines (including the Highlights with the puzzles already solved)—how will we daydream?

			Oft derided and the topic of many a teacher’s report card comment (Monica likes to daydream. I do wonder what she is thinking about.), daydreaming, or mind-wandering, is generally seen as an undesirable activity, especially among school-age children from whom the education system demands unrelenting focus. And yet, on average, we daydream 47 percent of our waking hours. If our brain spends nearly half of our awake time doing it, there is probably a good reason why.

			The term daydreaming was coined by Julien Varendonck in 1921 in his book The Psychology of Day-Dreams (with a foreword by Sigmund Freud, so sort of a big deal). While both Freud and William James saw benefits to daydreaming, the past twenty years have yielded research that portrays daydreaming as “a cognitive control failure.” One exception is the work of psychologist Jerome Singer, who spent most of his professional life researching daydreaming (he preferred the term to mind-wandering). Singer identified three types of daydreaming, and while two can have negative impacts, one is quite beneficial.

			The first is guilty dysphoric or fear-of-the-future daydreaming, when we either think about the past, perseverating on a negative experience (like the time six years ago we joked how ancient someone’s cat was, only for it to die the next day), or we catastrophize the future (like imagining your presentation will be so bad that someone will pull the fire alarm just to make it stop).[*] Then there is poor attentional control, in which a person struggles to focus on a particular thought or task, particularly troublesome for those with attention deficits. These two kinds of daydreaming don’t have identifiable benefits. But the third type, positive constructive daydreaming (PCD), in which we cast our mind forward and imagine future possibilities in a creative, positive way, can be quite beneficial.

			PCD is the bridge that links watching and wandering by connecting our internal observations with the forecasting required for future exploration. It’s associated with openness to experience, curiosity, absorption, and an exploration of ideas, feelings, and sensations, all ingredients of wonder. Helpful for planning and creativity, PCD can also change the structure of our brain, thickening the cerebral cortex, or what’s known as our brain’s gray matter, the thinning of which is associated with the cognitive decline of aging.

			The day I first spoke with cognitive scientist and humanistic psychologist Scott Barry Kaufman, he shared that he was feeling a bit down, which was unexpected news, as he greeted me with such a warm smile. His mentor and friend Jerome Singer had recently passed away, and he was tasked with writing Singer’s obituary at the family’s request. Kaufman, however, had a deep interest in daydreaming that had begun well before his tutelage with Singer. As a child, Kaufman had an uneasy relationship with schooling and experienced firsthand the derision cast at daydreamers. As a tyke, young Scott had a rough medical start. Before he’d reached the tender age of three, he’d already had twenty-one ear infections, which left him with an auditory processing disorder, and this hearing lag made him appear developmentally delayed. By the time he was given an IQ test for school placement, Scott couldn’t hear the questions and performed poorly. This led to years in special education classes, being bullied, and being found either daydreaming or disruptive, until a thoughtful teacher questioned whether he really required the supports of special ed, and Kaufman’s life was transformed. He went on to teach at Columbia, Yale, New York University, and the University of Pennsylvania, as well as to become a bestselling author and the host of the most downloaded psychology podcast in the world.

			Kaufman is proof that daydreamers are not lazy failures. “We tend to make a false dichotomy between attention and daydreaming. We treat daydreaming as though it’s bad and attention is always good. It’s such a simplistic view. Daydreaming is not always a negative, you know. There’s positive constructive daydreaming. We can intentionally focus so that our daydreams are productive. It’s very good to run simulations in our head. It evolved for a reason, this capacity.”

			The part of our brain most often associated with daydreaming is called the default mode network (DMN). To make studying and understanding the brain more manageable, scientists break it down into regions called networks, each containing a few million neurons, having similarities at a cellular level, and sharing coordinated functions and activity patterns. Of the seven networks identified, two are particularly applicable to wonder—the default mode network and the salience network. (More about the salience network in Chapter 4.)

			The DMN is a bit of a media darling in neuroscience. In recent research, it has been identified as playing a pivotal role in the neuroscience of not only daydreaming, but autism, ADHD, meditation, flow, awe, psychedelics, and Alzheimer’s disease, to name a few, so it is not uncommon to see the DMN referenced in science reporting. The term default mode refers to the part of our brain associated with our resting state and is responsible for our ability to reflect on our own consciousness and internal narrative. The term resting state is really a misnomer, however—our brain is never really at rest; it simply shifts neural activity. The DMN is an anti-correlational system, active during contemplation like daydreaming and quiet when our working memory becomes engaged. Sometimes it is described as the “autopilot for the brain.” The brain is always working in the background to help us make sense of our life, processing thoughts of our past and our imagined future.

			The DMN is also something of a hub, with lots of connections running through it that impact a host of other activity patterns. But more interesting and somewhat mysterious, the DMN is responsible for much of our abstract conceptual thought—the introspective, self-referential kind that separates us from primates—and it recalls and constructs social scenarios to help us make meaning of our life. Given its association with openness, absorption, and awe, as well as memory, empathy, mirror neurons, and Theory of Mind (more about those last two in Chapter 11), this is a particularly intriguing network for wonder seekers.

			The DMN can become disrupted during cognitive decline, such as dementia, and while this link isn’t fully understood yet, we know that a well-functioning default mode network, in which we cast our mind’s eye forward in time or reflect on our past experience, plays a pivotal role in our healthy mental functioning. It also appears to be more active in people who are high in openness to experience as well as frequent daydreamers, and we can strengthen the DMN through slow thought activities like meditation and daydreaming.

			Philosophers have long stressed the importance of the type of inner reflection associated with PCD. In addition to Bertrand Russell’s ode to boredom, most of the enlightenment philosophers like Diderot, Locke, and Kant believed it was inward reflection, not external drivers, that empowered humanity to direct their own lives and lead themselves. In his 1690 work, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, John Locke coined the word consciousness, describing it as the “perception of what passes in a man’s own mind.” For Locke, consciousness was “inseparable from thinking” and represented an integral awareness of the working of our own mind. Open observation of our internal consciousness paves the way for curious exploration of our external world.

			

			•   •   •

			Franz Kafka once wrote, “You do not need to leave your room. Remain sitting at your table and listen. Do not even listen, simply wait, be quiet still and solitary. The world will freely offer itself to you to be unmasked, it has no choice, it will roll in ecstasy at your feet.” A strangely sanguine quote for someone known to be a fairly dark fella, but toward the end of his life, Kafka was engrossed with the metaphysical “world within” and the power that resides in an open still awareness. Imagine young Helen Keller—cut off from so much, in a fog at sea—and yet she was still open, ready to absorb the life-currents in her sphere. And then this stranger hands her an ostrich feather. Picture her hands dancing across the spine of the feather, starting at the quill and moving up the rachis, gently grazing each slender barb, mapping the landscape of the object in her mind’s eye. It would have felt so delicate. So light. I’m certain she would have let the feather caress her face, too. Did it tickle? Did she giggle with the sensation? Perhaps she felt the light eddies of air swirl about her as she fanned the diaphanous plume. She wouldn’t have made a conscious decision about transitioning from openness to curiosity. It would just happen. As humans, when we are open to experiencing new things, our brain naturally wants that openness to blossom into exploration. Why? To know.

			WONDER WRAP-UP

			
					
					Openness to experience—watch—the first element of wonder, is a stable, universal personality trait associated with intellectual curiosity, creativity, artistic expression, and cognitive flexibility, among other characteristics.

				

					
					The most frequently cited personality trait model is the Big Five, which includes conscientiousness, agreeableness, neuroticism, extroversion, and openness to experience. Using a validated personality test like the Big Five is better for understanding who we are than a tool like the MBTI.

				

					
					Our personality is the lens through which we see the world, and it can influence all manner of decisions we make and how wonderprone we are. About half of our personality is hereditary (nature) and about half is based on our environment up to adulthood (nurture).

				

					
					While most personality traits are stable and set by adulthood, we can still build attitudes, beliefs, and strategies to enhance or mitigate our personality traits and make us more wonderprone.

				

					
					There are different types of daydreaming, and one of them, positive constructive daydreaming (PCD), is very beneficial for us. PCD is reflective and imaginative but not negatively ruminative. It links the internal exploration of openness with the external exploration of curiosity.

				

					
					The default mode network (DMN), the part of the brain associated with daydreaming, is a relevant area of the brain when understanding wonder, as it is responsible for our reflecting on our own consciousness and experience of being human. The DMN is made up of subregions associated with memory, Theory of Mind, and mirror neurons, all elements associated with how we perceive wonder. It also appears to play a role in several areas of neuroscientific study such as autism, ADHD, meditation, flow, awe, psychedelics, and Alzheimer’s, to name a few.
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			Wander

			My aunt Jacqui and uncle Selwyn have a marvelous little home. Unassumingly suburban from the outside, when you enter, you are transported. It is filled with the most gloriously curated collection of bits and bobs. From Chinese joss sticks to Victorian figurines; a scroll player piano to a polished brass ship’s Chadburn; kinetic or fixed, Asian or African or American or British, antique or modern, expensive or simple, nothing was off-limits. As a child, I was allowed to hold, explore, touch, play with, and ask for the story of anything. This place was the physical manifestation of deep curiosity because everything had a story. And that story, warm and patient and detailed in the telling, could always connect to another item and another story. I was free to wander to my heart’s content.

			I always left there feeling like the world was a wonderland so much bigger than my small snapshot of it. I left inspired and enriched. I left hungry, but not for a quick fix. Hungry for all of it, for every nook and cranny of knowledge the cabinet of curiosities holds. That’s wondrous curiosity, and you’ll know it when you feel it, for it is visceral as much as it is intellectual. Humbling in the presence of so much that can never be understood despite a valiant desire to try.

			The second element: curiosity

			I loved the Curious George books as a child. What could be better than a cheeky monkey always getting into some kind of trouble because of his insatiable curiosity? This is how curiosity is often packaged—as a child’s naughty pursuit, or, as seen in many a horror film, as the punch line of a cautionary tale.

			Humans have a fraught history with curiosity. If we go back hundreds of years, the early Catholic Church was the primary benefactor of most higher education and scholarly inquiry; however, that beneficence came with a caveat—the discoveries could not undermine the Church’s power. This ecclesiastic gatekeeping to knowledge led to a certain chilling of epistemic exploration in Europe, where curiosity was forced to hide in corners and merely expressing it in some contexts became an act of resistance and rebellion. But the Church was not alone in its disdain for the trait. Several centuries later, even Freud saw curiosity as a type of malady. He (unsurprisingly) thought it was brought on by sublimated sexual exploration, calling it schaulust, the “pleasure in looking.”

			This fraught history has some basis, as curiosity can sometimes drive us to experience unpleasant things. We have all had one of those cringe-it-was-so-terrible-but-I-couldn’t-look-away moments, in which morbid curiosity overrides good sense. Researchers from the University of Chicago wanted to test the limits of that phenomenon. Participants were asked to choose a set of cards. One set had pictures of various rocks, while the other had a mixture of images—rocks and truly grotesque pictures of dog poop. Participants wouldn’t know which image they were getting until they flipped
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