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Preface: The Good Life

When life is going well, we can forget how vulnerable we are. But reminders are everywhere. There is always the possibility of pain—a sudden ache in the lower back, a cracked shin, the slow emergence of a throbbing headache. Or emotional distress, such as realizing that you just used Reply All to reveal an intimate secret. Such examples just touch the surface. There is seemingly no limit to the misery we can experience, often at the hands of others.

The simplest theory of human nature is that we work like hell to avoid such experiences. We pursue pleasure and comfort; we hope to make it through life unscathed. Suffering and pain are, by their very nature, to be avoided. The tidying guru Marie Kondo became rich and famous by telling people to throw away possessions that don’t “spark joy,” and many would see such purging as excellent life advice in general.

But this theory is incomplete. Under the right circumstances and in the right doses, physical pain and emotional pain, difficulty and failure and loss, are exactly what we are looking for.

Think about your own favorite type of negative experience. Maybe you go to movies that make you cry, or scream, or gag. Or you might listen to sad songs. You might poke at sores, eat spicy foods, immerse yourself in painfully hot baths. Or climb mountains, run marathons, get punched in the face in gyms and dojos. Psychologists have long known that unpleasant dreams are more frequent than pleasant ones, but even when we daydream—when we have control over where to focus our thoughts—we often turn toward the negative.1, 2

Some of this book will explain why we get pleasure from these experiences. It turns out that the right kind of pain can set the stage for enhanced pleasure later on; it’s a cost we pay for a greater future reward. Pain can distract us from our anxieties, and even help us transcend the self. Choosing to suffer can serve social goals; it can display how tough we are or, conversely, can serve as a cry for help. Unpleasant emotions such as fear and sadness are part of play and fantasy and can provide certain moral satisfactions. And effort and struggle and difficulty can, in the right contexts, lead to the joys of mastery and flow.

This was going to be the topic of the entire book. It was going to be about how suffering can give rise to pleasure, and was going to be called, not cleverly, The Pleasures of Suffering. But as I talked with friends and colleagues and read the work of psychologists, philosophers, and other scholars, I began to have doubts. The theories that work for hot baths and sad songs and spankings turn out not to apply more generally. A lot of the negative experiences we pursue don’t provide happiness or positive feelings in any simple sense—but we seek them out anyway. Suffering, yes; pleasure, no.

Think now of a different kind of chosen suffering. People, typically young men, sometimes choose to go to war and, while they don’t wish to be maimed or killed, they are hoping to experience challenge, fear, and struggle—to be baptized by fire, to use the clichéd phrase. Some of us choose to have children, and usually we have some sense of how hard it will be; maybe we even know of all the research showing that, moment by moment, the years with young children can be more stressful than any other time of life. (And those who don’t know this ahead of time will quickly find out.) And yet we rarely regret our choices. More generally, the projects that are most central to our lives involve suffering and sacrifice. If they were easy, what would be the point?

The importance of suffering is old news. It is part of many religious traditions, including the story in Genesis of how original sin condemned us to a life of struggle. It is central to Buddhist thought—the main focus of the Four Noble Truths. It is at the core of Max Weber’s notion of the Protestant work ethic.

Even scholars who disagree on everything else agree about the value of suffering. Toronto, the city where I wrote most of this book, recently hosted a debate between the Canadian psychologist Jordan Peterson, a prominent critic of postmodernism, and Slavoj Žižek, a celebrity philosopher of the far left. Their topic was happiness. In an article about this debate, The Chronicle of Higher Education profiled the men, quoting their views and pointing out some similarities.3 Apparently, they both respect suffering. “The purpose of life,” Peterson has written, “is finding the largest burden you can bear and bearing it,” while Žižek believes that “the only life of deep satisfaction is a life of eternal struggle.” I find these quotes a bit florid—does the struggle really have to be eternal?—but still, in their recognition of the centrality of suffering, these men are my brothers.

THE SWEET SPOT does a few things at the same time. Much of it addresses specific questions that I find interesting and I think you will, too. Why do some people like horror movies? Why do some adolescents cut themselves? What’s the lure of BDSM? Does unchosen suffering—the death of a child, say—make us more resilient? Does it make us more kind? What will doubling your salary do to your happiness? How will having children influence your sense that your life has meaning?

But The Sweet Spot also defends a broader picture of human nature. A lot of people think that humans are natural hedonists, caring only about pleasure. I want to convince you that a close look at our appetite for pain and suffering shows that this view of humanity is mistaken. It turns out that we are inclined toward something deeper and more transcendent.

But I’m not dissing pleasure, either. Instead, this book will defend the idea that there are many things that people want—a view sometimes called motivational pluralism.4 My view here jibes with that of economist Tyler Cowen, who recently wrote:


What’s good about an individual human life can’t be boiled down to any single value. It’s not all about beauty or all about justice or all about happiness. Pluralist theories are more plausible, postulating a variety of relevant values, including human well-being, justice, fairness, beauty, the artistic peaks of human achievement, the quality of mercy, and the many different and, indeed, sometimes contrasting kinds of happiness. Life is complicated!



Finally, some of the ideas and findings described in this book can be of practical use. I often think back to two books I read long ago—Flow, by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, and Man’s Search for Meaning, by Viktor Frankl. Neither is a self-help book in any simple sense. But each makes claims about human nature and human flourishing that have led many people to rethink how they should live.

I’ll talk more about Frankl later, but let me say something about Flow. For much of my life I would find myself lost in difficult pursuits, such as training for a marathon or learning to code. But I rarely gave this much thought. Then I read what Csikszentmihalyi had to say about the centrality of such “flow states” to happiness and flourishing. And I realized, for the first time, that these pursuits had value. They were far more important to me than I had realized. And so I consciously decided to try to spend more of my life in the state of flow, which made me happier and more fulfilled.

Such books influenced my life and the lives of many others. I hope The Sweet Spot can do the same.

I’VE READ ENOUGH of these types of books to know what’s supposed to happen next. I’m now supposed to tell you that we’re in a crisis. We are unhappy, adrift, depressed, anxious, lazy, undisciplined, and suicidal. These are the worst of times. What you have here, in these pages, is the solution. This is why you need to read this, why it’s so urgent.

This is the approach of some excellent books. In Flow, Csikszentmihalyi goes on at length about how prosperity has left our lives bereft of meaning—modern Americans, in particular, are miserable. “Genuinely happy individuals are few and far between” he writes.5 In Emily Esfahani Smith’s The Power of Meaning, she talks about radical jumps since the 1960s in the number of people suffering from depression, with a corresponding rise in the proportion of antidepressant use, and concludes: “Hopelessness and misery are not simply on the rise; they have become epidemic.”6 In Lost Connections, Johann Hari cites the same data and then says that one goal of his book is to explain why there are “so many more people apparently feeling depressed and severely anxious.”7 And just a few pages into his recent bestseller, The Second Mountain, David Brooks tells us, “Our society has become a conspiracy against joy,” and he goes on to discuss “a shocking rise of mental illness, suicide, and distrust.”8

Then again, many others argue that these are, relatively speaking, the best of times. The most influential defender of this view is Steven Pinker. In his Enlightenment Now, Pinker provides a rich body of data capturing how the world has been getting better.9 To give just a few examples from the hundreds of case studies he explores, there are increases in life expectancy, food availability, literacy, education, and leisure time. And decreases in child mortality, poverty, war, racism, sexism, and homophobia.

Now, complaints about modern times and belief in progress are compatible. As Pinker is careful to note, “better than it used to be” does not mean “fine.” Pinker doesn’t deny that the lives of many people are terrible. Further, what he is presenting is the trend so far; it might well be that things are about to get much worse. Perhaps the world is soon to end—due to climate change, say, or nuclear war.

And yet, if you could choose to spend your life at any time in human history, the most rational choice might be right now—and this is particularly the case if you are from one of the poorest parts of the earth, or a woman, or an ethnic minority, or gay, or trans. The fact that millions are escaping extreme poverty each year should cheer us more than it does. If we were better people, it would far outweigh some of the annoyances of modern life that many of us complain about (People are mean on Twitter! Airline seats are so small!).

The world has also improved for those of us who are, relatively speaking, doing well. The example I tend to think of is not as impressive as increased life expectancy or the drop in homicide. It is the internet. The machine I’m now tapping away on can access just about any book, movie, or television show, often for free. In seconds, I can be listening to an old comedy album from Steve Martin, rereading a novel by Jane Smiley, or grooving to Alice Cooper. And I’m old enough to remember a time when, if you traveled to another country, it was expensive to even talk to your loved ones back home, and actually being able to see their faces was science fiction. My younger self would have been astonished to see what I did a few weeks ago, sitting in a coffee shop in New Zealand and using my phone to look at and speak with my nieces in Ottawa. If you are unimpressed with all of this, it just shows how quickly we get used to improvements and take them for granted.

You might wonder, though, whether any of this really makes us truly satisfied. Isn’t it a great insight that happiness comes from within? “There is nothing either good or bad but thinking makes it so,” wrote Shakespeare. Surely we can be miserable in a world of abundance and joyous in the worst of circumstances.

Yes, and there will be a lot of discussion of this in what follows. But it’s an even greater truth—one so obvious that hardly anyone talks about it—that the good life is much easier to achieve if you are in physical and emotional comfort. It’s hard to be joyous and satisfied if your children are starving to death or you are in agony because of an untreated illness. It would be bizarre if improvements in our life conditions made no difference in our happiness.

And, actually, Pinker notes that there is a positive trend in happiness over time, at least over recent history.10 In countries where there are data from multiple surveys, people tend to be happier in the most recent one. And most people alive describe themselves as happy. To put a number on it, the World Values Survey found that 86 percent of people they assessed globally describe themselves as “rather happy” or “very happy.”11 When experts insist that their societies are awash in misery, they are unknowingly illustrating one of the big findings in happiness research, which is that people underestimate how happy other people are—we tend to think of ourselves as lucky exceptions.12

This good fortune is not evenly distributed, though. Some countries are happier than others.13 Now, you might be skeptical about how happiness is measured, and we’ll talk soon about the vagueness of the word “happy”—among other problems, the word has different meanings in different languages, making comparison difficult. But the precise wording of the question doesn’t seem to make a difference in how the results turn out. While some studies, like the World Values Survey, ask about “happiness,” others use different methods, such as asking people to rank their lives on a score from 0 (the worst possible life) to 10 (the best possible life).

And, no matter how you slice it, the happiest countries turn out to be just those you would expect, such as the Nordic nations of Norway, Iceland, Finland, Denmark, and Sweden, as well as Switzerland, the Netherlands, Canada, New Zealand, and Australia. They are high in income, with good life expectancy and strong social support. The citizens of these societies report high levels of freedom, trust, and generosity.

These country comparisons tell us some interesting things about the best conditions for human flourishing. As the psychologist Edward Diener and his colleagues point out, both liberals and conservatives have something to crow about.14 Liberal policies, such as progressive taxation and a strong welfare state, predict happiness. But so do the factors that conservatives emphasize, such as some degree of economic competition (communist countries do poorly on happiness). Other work suggests that, at the individual level, traditional pursuits such as religion and marriage and stable family ties also predict happiness—though, as we’ll see, the effects of having children are quite a bit more complicated.

These findings also show that happiness is not fixed. While there are genetic influences on happiness, you can move your happiness up and down by way of your choice of where to live. Miserable? Pack your bags and move to Toronto or Stockholm. Want more misery in your life? Well, there are plenty of countries on the bottom of the list that would be happy to have you. You might object that it’s not actually living in the country that influences one’s happiness; you might think that Swedes, say, are happy because of Swedish genes or Swedish upbringing and that they would be just as happy if you moved them to Angola or Cuba, two of the saddest places on earth. But this isn’t so. Several studies show that while your nation of origin does have some influence, immigrants and native-born citizens of a country tend to be roughly as happy as one another.15 So, yes, the society in which you live really does influence your happiness.

IF THINGS ARE going so well, why—besides a general intellectual interest—should you worry about the best conditions for a good life?

Well, perhaps you are American. If one does want to make a case for a crisis, the United States is a good place to start. For a country of such wealth, it does relatively poorly, though it ranks high overall (ranking eighteenth out of 156 countries in the most recent World Happiness Report).

More than this, the United States is going through a difficult time. Although some of the claims about this are controversial—for instance, it’s unclear whether there really is a loneliness epidemic—there is plainly something wrong here.16 There has been a great decline in the rate of suicide worldwide (38 percent since the mid-1990s), but the trend in the United States is the opposite—American suicides have shot upward by about 30 percent since 2000.17, 18 David Brooks describes the situation as “horrific” and notes as well the “slow-motion suicide” seen in the opioid epidemic.19 He points out that the average life span for Americans has been declining over the past few years, a stunning trend for an affluent society—the last time this happened in the United States over such a long span of time, he notes, was from 1915 through 1918, during World War I and the Spanish flu epidemic, which killed more than half a million Americans.fn1

Brooks and others see the core problem here as a crisis of meaning, associated with the decline of religious faith, loss of overall purpose, and alienation from flesh-and-blood communities. Describing this crisis, Johann Hari says we have “Facebook friends in place of neighbors, video games in place of meaningful work, status updates in place of status in the world.”20

Such problems have been around since long before social media. In his book Tribe, Sebastian Junger describes America at the end of the eighteenth century, with two civilizations fighting over the same land.21 It was a time, he says, when “factories were being built in Chicago and slums were taking root in New York while Indians fought with spears and tomahawks a thousand miles away.” In the course of this conflict, some of the colonists would be kidnapped, usually women and children. Surprisingly, despite the considerable deprivations and the estrangement from family and friends, many of those who were captured liked their new lives. They would marry their captors, become part of their families, and sometimes fight alongside them, sometimes hiding from their rescuers. In some cases, they had to be tied up in order to complete arranged prisoner exchanges, and when they were brought back to their original homes, they often escaped and tried to return to their Native American communities.

It never went the other way around. Benjamin Franklin marveled about this in a letter to a friend in 1753: “When an Indian child has been brought up among us, taught our language and habituated to our customs, yet if he goes to see his relations and make one Indian ramble with them, there is no persuading him ever to return.”

Junger asks what the Indigenous communities had that the seemingly more advanced Europeans lacked. His answer is that, for the first time, the captured colonists had a taste of a life filled with meaning and purpose and community.

WE’VE SEEN THAT reasonable people are worried about a lack of meaning in their lives. Some not-so-reasonable people worry about it, too. In The Unabomber Manifesto—35,000 words by the domestic terrorist Theodore Kaczynski, who murdered three people and injured many more—Kaczynski distinguishes between three types of goals. There are those that can be satisfied with minimal effort, those that require serious effort, and those that can’t be satisfied at all. Kaczynski complains that the middle category has been lost. As Peter Thiel puts it, summarizing the argument: “What you can do, even a child can do; what you can’t do, even Einstein couldn’t have done.”22 The solution, according to Kaczynski, is to blow up technology and start anew.

Thiel goes on to suggest that this sort of pessimism is common in fundamentalist movements, which offer nothing between the easily known and the unknowable. He notes as well that this attitude is sometimes manifested not in violence but in lassitude, and cites the example of the hipster movement: “Faux vintage photography, the handlebar mustache, and vinyl record players all hark back to an earlier time when people were still optimistic about the future. If everything worth doing has already been done, you may as well feign an allergy to achievement and become a barista.”

I’m agnostic myself as to whether or not the modern world suffers from a lack of meaning or purpose, relative to the past. But I do know that many people have something missing in their lives, and that meaningful projects—which will come with pain, difficulty, and struggle—can be the cure for what ails us. This tweet, from Greta Thunberg, one of the best-known activists of our time, captures a pretty typical reaction to finding meaning in one’s life:


Before I started school striking I had no energy, no friends and I didn’t speak to anyone.23 I just sat alone at home, with an eating disorder. All of that is gone now, since I have found a meaning, in a world that sometimes seems shallow and meaningless to so many people.



Viktor Frankl came to a similar conclusion.24 In his early years as a psychiatrist in Vienna, in the 1930s, Frankl studied depression and suicide. During that period, the Nazis rose to power, and they took over Austria in 1938. Not willing to abandon his patients or his elderly parents, Frankl chose to stay, and he was one of the millions of Jews who ended up in a concentration camp—first at Auschwitz, then Dachau. Ever the scholar, Frankl studied his fellow prisoners, wondering about what distinguishes those who maintain a positive attitude from those who cannot bear it, losing all motivation and often killing themselves.

He concluded that the answer is meaning. Those who had the best chance of survival were those whose lives had broader purpose, who had some goal or project or relationship, some reason to live. As he later wrote (paraphrasing Nietzsche), “Those who have a ‘why’ to live, can bear with almost any ‘how.’”

As a psychiatrist, Frankl was interested in mental health. But his plea for a life of meaning—a central part of the therapy he developed once he left the camps—wasn’t merely based on the notion that this would provide happiness or psychological resilience. He believed that this is the sort of existence we should want to pursue. He was sensitive to the distinction between happiness and what Aristotle described as eudaemonia—literally “good spirit,” but actually referring to flourishing in a more general sense. It was eudaemonia that mattered to Frankl.

When the war ended and he was released from the camps at the age of forty, Frankl himself had nothing. His wife and mother and brother had been murdered by the Nazis. And so he rebuilt. He started to work again as a psychiatrist. He remarried. He had children, and then grandchildren. He wrote, starting with the classic Holocaust narrative Man’s Search for Meaning.25 When Frankl died, at the age of ninety-two, he had just completed a final book. It was a rich life, replete with both meaning and pleasure.

I WANT TO be clear about my position here. I’m not going to argue that people who are miserable need more suffering. To tell someone who is on the verge of suicide that they need more pain in their life would be cruel if it weren’t so ridiculous.

In fact, when it comes to certain sorts of suffering, I’m more skeptical than many. We’ll see later in this book that there are a lot of researchers who say that bad experiences in life are actually good for you—these researchers speak about post-traumatic growth, an increase in kindness and altruism, increased meaning in life. I don’t buy any of this. Unchosen suffering is awful; avoid it if you can.

So what am I going to argue? This book defends three related ideas. First, certain types of chosen suffering—including those that involve pain, fear, and sadness—can be sources of pleasure. Second, a life well lived is more than a life of pleasure; it involves, among other things, moral goodness and meaningful pursuits. And third, some forms of suffering, involving struggle and difficulty, are essential parts of achieving these higher goals, and for living a complete and fulfilling life.

I’LL END THIS preface with a confession. Before delving into these topics, I had some exposure to what people were saying about happiness, and my impression was not positive. I was pretty scornful. I felt a lot of happiness research was superficial, with unsupported claims and bad philosophy. I thought of it as more scam than science.

Part of the reason for my bad attitude was that, like a lot of us, I was getting these ideas filtered through sources like TED talks and self-help books. This has a distorting effect. If you want to get onstage and stay there, if you want money and fame, you are wise to offer solutions to life’s problems, regardless of how strong the scientific data are. I don’t want to exaggerate this. There are popular representatives of every field who are honest dealers. But there are also hucksters, and the happiness business has a lot of them.

Years ago, I was one of a group of invited speakers at a small meeting of very wealthy people in Florida. The night the conference began, the hosts brought out a surprise speaker after dinner. The man wasn’t just an academic or a businessman like the rest of us; he was famous—we all burst into applause when we heard his name. I don’t want to single him out, so I’ll just say that he is one of the most famous motivational speakers alive. I knew of the man’s reputation, so I was excited to hear what he had to say.

As our hosts advertised, this was a transformative experience. Just not in the way they had envisioned. Soaked in sweat, he told us about some supposedly life-changing experimental findings from psychology—most of them false and long discredited. He took comedy bits from HBO specials and passed them off as his own. And he was generally incoherent, at one moment spouting homilies about infinite love and then, a minute later, getting us to work with him on a David Mamet–like exercise where he asked us to turn to the person sitting closest to us and scream, “I own you!” I tried to be a good sport and take it seriously, but I was sitting next to a historian, and when I screamed at her, she couldn’t stop giggling.

Much of what we are told about happiness and the good life should not be trusted. But I now see my earlier view as uncharitable and ultimately mistaken. I no longer feel that if I had a long weekend, I could clean the whole field up. There’s a sophisticated core to the science of well-being, which includes both self-defined “positive psychologists” and scholars who wouldn’t be caught dead being associated with that group. There is careful empirical work and deep theorizing. Some scholars I’ve been influenced by include (and this is a partial list): Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, David DeSteno, Edward Diener, Daniel Gilbert, Jonathan Haidt, Daniel Kahneman, Sonja Lyubomirsky, and the founder of the field of positive psychology, Martin Seligman. The Sweet Spot has also been influenced by excellent books by Emily Esfahani Smith and Brock Bastian that explore similar themes—Smith on meaning and Bastian on pain and suffering.fn2, 26

But this book is more than a summary of others’ ideas and research. The topics I’ll be addressing, concerning the pleasure we get from pain and the centrality of suffering in our lives, have been underexplored, and this book goes off in some unusual directions. Some ideas and arguments I make are firmly grounded in scientific research; others are more tentative, and I’ll try to be clear on which is which.

Also, as Walker Percy once wrote, “Fiction doesn’t tell us something we don’t know, it tells us something we know but don’t know that we know.” Sometimes this is true for psychology as well. I am going to tell you things you didn’t know you knew.




1

Suffer

My younger son has an appetite for pain. He was always the kid who would get into a slapping competition with his buddies or challenge you to a wasabi-eating contest. For his senior project in high school, he climbed Everest. Not the real Everest—he did have to go to class, after all—but Everest is 29,029 feet tall, so Zach went to the climbing gym late each afternoon and climbed up and down for hours (just under a thousand feet a day, four to five days each week, for thirty days), keeping a blog of where he would be and what he would be seeing if he were actually departing from the base camp in Nepal, ascending the mountain, and returning. It was unpleasant and grueling, and he complained bitterly, and he loved it.

I bet you’ve done something similar. Perhaps you camp, forsaking your soft bed and hot shower. Or you might cycle, a sport where elite competitors rhapsodize about “sweet pain,” described by one cyclist as “that breathless and bone-tired feeling followed by a crooked smile when you see your time … the headspace you go to ignore your screaming legs approaching the crest of [a] really long brutal climb on the bike when all you do is pray to the endorphin gods.”1

I’m no jock, but long ago I ran the New York Marathon. When I decided to do this, I was terribly out of shape, so it involved more than a year of preparation, some of it during a cold New England winter. I remember what it was like to run in the morning darkness, to feel my face go numb, to nurse my blisters and muscle aches. But these are memories I cherish.

Then there are the more passive masochistic pleasures. There’s no real mystery as to why we enjoy feeling exhilaration and awe, or vicarious triumph, or sexual desire. But what’s going on with horror? Years ago, I came across my older son doing his physics homework while watching, on his laptop, an artsy French cannibal movie called Raw. I took one look and it ruined my afternoon. This sort of thing is too much for me; when I talk about torture porn and the like, I’ll be going off secondhand descriptions.

(The same son cheerfully introduced me to a Reddit forum called r/wince, which is exactly what it sounds like. I clicked on it just now and the first item for today is a photo titled “Staple through the finger. Went through bone.” I went weak at the very thought and immediately moved to another screen.)

Maybe you like this sort of thing—maybe you’ve put down the book and are now checking out Netflix or Reddit to get a good look at what I’m talking about—or maybe you’re more like me, a sensitive soul. But still, everyone has some taste for aversive experiences. My own viewing pleasures include television series like The Sopranos and Breaking Bad and Game of Thrones. These are all violent—with rape, murder, and torture—and include depictions of all sorts of suffering and loss. But they have their hold on me, and I bet that something similar, perhaps with melancholy instead of violence, pushes your buttons.

The specific sort of suffering we like to indulge in, and how severe we want this suffering to be, differs from person to person. I like spicy curries and roller-coaster rides myself. Hot baths? Yes, though not too hot. Distance running? Yes. BDSM? None of your business. But while there are interesting differences, nobody is immune to the lure of suffering.

BEFORE GOING FURTHER, I want to address a semantic concern. I’ll be using the words “pleasure” and “pain” in just the way everyone else uses them—roughly, to refer to the experiences that, respectively, make you go Ahh! or Ouch! But I am also going to talk about negative experiences that aren’t physically painful, such as working long hours on a difficult project, obsessing over sad memories, or choosing to go without food when you’re hungry. Sometimes I’ll call this “suffering.” This fits the standard dictionary definition: the state of undergoing pain, distress, or hardship. (This definition doesn’t say that it has to be a lot of pain, distress, or hardship.)

But I’ve come to realize that there are some who are uncomfortable with, even offended by, this word choice. I once described some mundane activity (mild electrical shocks in the lab) as suffering and had an older woman angrily tell me that her parents had gone through horrific experiences during World War II, and that was suffering. For her, my broad usage minimized what happened to them. I get it. I feel the same way when I hear someone describe an experience such as waiting in a long security line at the airport as “torture.” This might be fine as comic exaggeration, but to say it seriously is offensive—it trivializes the real thing.

I wish that English had a richer vocabulary here, so we could more easily make the distinctions. But it doesn’t, so I’ll continue to use the word “suffering” for the full continuum of negative experience. Just as pressing a sore tooth with your tongue is still pain, forms of mild suffering are still suffering. But if you don’t like this way of talking, just mentally translate my usage of this word to the more awkward but maybe more accurate “experiences that are typically aversive, for either physical or psychological reasons,” and we’ll be on the same page.

THIS BOOK WILL explore two different sorts of chosen suffering. The first involves spicy food, hot baths, frightening movies, rough sex, intense exercise, and the like. We’ll see that such experiences can give pleasure. They can increase the joy of future experiences, provide an escape from consciousness, satisfy curiosity, and enhance social status. The second is the sort involved in climbing mountains and having children. Such activities are effortful and often unpleasant. But they are part of a life well lived.

These two sorts of chosen pain and suffering—for pleasure and for meaning—differ in many ways. The discomfort of hot baths and BDSM and spicy curries is actively pursued; we look forward to it—the activity wouldn’t be complete without it. The other form of suffering isn’t quite like that. When training for a marathon, nobody courts injury and disappointment. And yet the possibility of failure has to exist. When you start a game, you don’t want to lose, but if you know you will win every time, you’re never going to have any fun. So, too, with life more generally.

The impossibility of failure is one of the weaknesses of daydreaming. The behavioral economist and psychiatrist George Ainslie once complained that daydreams suffer from a “shortage of scarcity.”2 We can choose to put ourselves into a bind, but we can also choose to get out of it. This freedom can strip away much of the pleasure we get from solitary fantasy.

This is why, in case you were wondering, omnipotence is boring. If there were no kryptonite, who would care about Superman’s adventures? Actually, true omnipotence would be misery. There is an old Twilight Zone episode that elaborates on this point.3 A gangster dies and, to his surprise, wakes up in what seems to be paradise. He gets whatever he wants—sex, money, power. But boredom sets in, and then frustration, and finally he tells his guide that he doesn’t belong in heaven. “I want to go to the other place,” he says. And his guide responds that this isn’t heaven; he is already in the other place.

PHRASES LIKE “pain that’s also pleasure” and “the joy we can get from suffering” make sense. Examples like saunas and torture porn make clear that we appreciate the lure of certain forms of pain and distress. “Hurts so good,” says the philosopher-songwriter John Mellencamp, and we nod along. But if you think about it, the idea is a bit strange, even paradoxical.

After all, badness seems to be part of the very notion of pain. In a classic paper, the philosopher David Lewis imagines a madman who feels pain that’s different from ours.4 While our pain makes us wish for it to stop and might make us yell or cry, his pain makes him act in strange ways—he thinks about mathematics; he crosses his legs and snaps his fingers. And the madman that Lewis imagines has no motivation to avoid pain or make it go away once he has it.

Lewis’s analysis here is subtle, but my reaction, and possibly yours, is that it’s not really pain after all. The madman might call it pain, but this confusion just reflects his mental illness. It can’t be pain if it has no association with the negative, so he’s wrong to describe it as such.

And this is why pleasure from pain is so puzzling. Consider two definitions that pop up when you type the words into a search engine.


Pleasure: a feeling of happy satisfaction and enjoyment

Pain: a highly unpleasant physical sensation caused by illness or injury



These look like opposites. If you check out the more technical definition by the International Association for the Study of Pain Task Force on Taxonomy, you’ll see that pain is “an unpleasant sensory and emotional experience arising from actual or potential tissue damage or described in terms of such damage”—and there it is again, the word “unpleasant.”5 How can an experience be pleasant and unpleasant simultaneously?

According to a certain way of seeing things, it can’t. Suppose every moment of experience corresponds to a number on a scale from 0 to 10, with low numbers being awful states that you avoid and high numbers being positive states you pursue. You can’t have a state with both a low number and a high number associated with it. It would be like pouring a bath that’s both hot and cold. Impossible—it can be hot, cold, or in between; it can be hot at 8 p.m. and cold at 8:15 p.m.; it can even be hot on the right side and cold on the left side. But the same water just can’t be simultaneously hot and cold.

To see the puzzle in a different way, think about the function of these psychological states. Jeremy Bentham said that “nature has placed mankind under the governance of two sovereign masters, pain and pleasure,” and he saw them as inherently opposing forces, pushing us in different ways: approach and avoidance, carrot and stick.6 But how can you approach and avoid at the same time?

We’ll talk about Freud in a little while, but I’ll just note here that whatever one might say about his views, he did appreciate the weirdness of the phenomenon. He writes that since the primary aim of a person “is the avoidance of unpleasure and the obtaining of pleasure,” it follows that seeking out pain is “incomprehensible.” In such cases, “it is as though the watchman over our mental life were put out of action by a drug.”7

PERHAPS THE WAY out of this puzzle is to conclude that pain is never pleasurable. We seek out pain, sure, but maybe we do so only because this provides other benefits. This sort of trade-off is the stuff of life. You run outside on a chilly day, shivering and uncomfortable, to retrieve an important package that has been left up the walk. Or undergo a painful operation to fix a longstanding medical condition. Or sit, bored and unhappy, in a government office in order to renew your driver’s license. Or even withstand torture so as not to reveal the identities of your comrades. There are many reasons to choose pain and suffering that don’t deny their awfulness. And the next chapter, on benign masochism, includes a lot about how we choose pain to obtain pleasure just a few seconds afterward. Such explanations don’t deny the badness of pain.

But it turns out that pain itself need not be negative. We can get some hint of the complexity here by looking at certain clinical conditions.

You may have heard of congenital analgesia. People who suffer from this can feel themselves being cut or hit, but they don’t register these experiences as pain, and so have no intrinsic motivation to avoid them. Most people with this condition don’t live past their twenties, and this illustrates the importance of pain, both in preventing injury and allowing injuries to heal.

A more puzzling syndrome is pain asymbolia. This is a condition wherein people feel pain and describe their experience as painful—but they don’t find the pain to be unpleasant. They offer up parts of their body to doctors and scientists for intrusions that, for you or me, would be agonizing. But it’s not as if they are numb; one patient reported, “I feel it indeed; it hurts a bit, but it doesn’t bother me; this is nothing.”8 This disorder is associated with damage to parts of the brain such as the posterior insula and the parietal operculum, areas that, more generally, respond to threat. Such a syndrome should open our eyes to the idea that the experience of pain need not be inherently unwelcome.

These two sorts of pain syndromes—congenital analgesia and pain asymbolia—correspond to a distinction sometimes made between two kinds of analgesics.9 There is the usual kind, which dulls or obliterates pain, and then there’s another sort (and morphine is sometimes described in this way) that, while it does have a powerful dulling effect, gives you a sort of pain asymbolia. You feel the pain, but it bothers you less.

The philosopher Nikola Grahek notes that we can get a glimmer of what pain asymbolia feels like in our everyday lives.10 He asks his reader to imagine going to the doctor because of a dull, nagging pain in the upper-left chest, radiating down the arm. You are worried that it’s a heart attack, but the doctor reassures you that it’s muscle inflammation and will fade soon. Your fear will go away and “you will take a carefree attitude toward the pain, although the pain will still be there and will still be felt as unpleasant.”

Sometimes the changing reaction to pain comes from a change of attitude. The writer Andrea Long Chu talks about a long, painful preparation for the surgery that would transform her penis into a vagina, and she begins by describing pain as it is often felt: “All bodily pain begins with shock at the audacity of physical trespass.” But she then notes that over the months, “we reached a cautious détente, the pain and I, acknowledging each other’s presence on the tacit condition of mutual noninterference, like exes swapping nods at a holiday party.”11

This is said to be one of the powers that come from meditative practice. Robert Wright talks about an experiment he tried during a meditation retreat:


A tooth—which turned out to require a root canal—had started hurting me whenever I drank anything. The pain was sharp and could be excruciating, even if what I was drinking was at room temperature. So, just to see what would happen, I sat down in my room and meditated for thirty minutes and then took a giant swig of water and made a point of bathing the tooth in it.

The result was dramatic and strange. I felt a throbbing so powerful that I got absorbed in its waves, but the throbbing didn’t consistently feel bad; it was right on the cusp between bitter and sweet and just teetered between the two. At times it was even awesome in the old-fashioned sense of actually inspiring awe—breathtaking in its power and, you might even say, its grandeur and its beauty. Maybe the simplest way to describe the difference between this and my ordinary experience with tooth pain is that there was less “youch!” than usual and more “whoa!”12 than usual.



SUCH CASES SUGGEST that pain need not be bad. But both scientific research and everyday experience point to an even stronger claim: Pain can be good. The picture we presented earlier














































	Lower:	44 percent

	Middle:	66 percent

	Higher:	82 percent

	Top 1 percent:	90 percent




























































	Health, feeling good, and making money are all related to happiness but have little or no relationship to meaning.

	The more people report thinking about the past and the future, the more meaning they say they have in their lives—and the less happy they are.

	Finding your life to be relatively easy is related to more happiness; finding your life to be difficult is related to less happiness and, though it is a small effect, more meaning. Do you consider your life a struggle? You’re likely to be less happy but more likely to see your life as more meaningful. Are you under stress? More meaning and less happiness. What about worrying? Again, more meaning and less happiness. These findings mesh with a study we’ll discuss in more detail later, in which those who reported the greatest amount of meaning in their jobs included social workers and members of the clergy—difficult jobs that don’t make much money and that involve dealing with complicated and stressful situations.

	The researchers asked, without any elaboration, this simple question: “Are you a giver or a taker?” The effects are small here, but there is a pattern: Givers have more meaning in their lives; takers have less. Takers have more happiness; givers have less.
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