THE

SWEET
SPOT

THE PLEASURES OF SUFFERING

AND THE SEARCH FOR MEANING

PAUL BLOOM

€l

An imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers



THE SWEET sPOT. Copyright © 2021 by Paul Bloom. All rights reserved.
Printed in the United States of America. No part of this book may
be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written
permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in criti-
cal articles and reviews. For information, address HarperCollins
Publishers, 195 Broadway, New York, NY 10007.

HarperCollins books may be purchased for educational, business,
or sales promotional use. For information, please email the Special
Markets Department at SPsales@harpercollins.com.

Ecco® and HarperCollins® are trademarks of HarperCollins Publishers.
FIRST EDITION

Designed by Paula Russell Szafranski
llustration on title page © Shutterstock.com

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data has been ap-
plied for.

ISBN 978-0-06-291056-1

21 22232425 wsc 10987654321



Xii

Xii

xiii

X1v

XV

Xvi

Xvi

NOTES

Preface: The Good Life

unpleasant dreams: Antti Revonsuo, “The Reinterpretation of
Dreams: An Evolutionary Hypothesis of the Function of Dream-
ing,” Bebavioral and Brain Sciences 23 (2000): 877-901.

even when we daydream: Matthew A. Killingsworth and Daniel
T. Gilbert, “A Wandering Mind Is an Unhappy Mind,” Science
330 (2010): 932.

The Chronicle of Higher Education profiled: Tom Bartlett, “Two
Famous Academics, 3,000 Fans, $1,500 Tickets,” Chronicle of
Higher Education, April 4, 2019, hteps://www.chronicle.com/inter
actives/20190404-peterson.

motivational pluralism: Tyler Cowen, Stubborn Attachments: A
Vision for a Society of Free, Prosperous, and Responsible Individuals
(Stripe Press, 2018), 17.

“Genuinely happy individuals are” Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi,
Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience (Harper & Row, 1990), 11.
radical jumps since the 1960s: Emily Esfahani Smith, The Power
of Meaning: Crafting a Life That Matters (Random House, 2017), 22.
“depressed and severely anxious™ Johann Hari, Lost Connections:



Xvi

XVi

Xviii

Xviil
Xviil

Xviii

X1X

X1x

XX

XX

XX
XX
XX

XX1

Uncovering the Real Causes of Depression—and the Unexpected Solu-
tions (Bloomsbury USA, 2018), 11.

“a conspiracy against joy”: David Brooks, The Second Mountain:
The Quest for a Moral Life (Random House, 2019), xxii.

the world has been getting better: Steven Pinker, Enlightenment
Now: The Case for Reason, Science, Humanism, and Progress (Penguin,
2018).

positive trend in happiness: Steven Pinker, “Enlightenment Wars:
Some Reflections on ‘Enlightenment Now, One Year Later,” Quil-
lette,January 14,2019, https://quillette.com/2019/01/14/enlighten
ment-wars-some-reflections-on-enlightenment-now-one-year
-later/.

86 percent of people: Pinker, Enlightenment Now.

people underestimate how happy other people are: Pinker,
Enlightenment Now.

Some countries are happier than others: Ed Diener et al., “Find-
ings All Psychologists Should Know from the New Science on
Subjective Well-Being,” Canadian Psychology 58 (2017): 87-104.
To look at the most recent data on happiness across countries,
see https://worldhappiness.report

liberals and conservatives: Diener et al., “Findings All Psycholo-
gists Should Know.”

immigrants and native-born citizens: John Helliwell, Richard
Layard, and Jeffrey Sachs, World Happiness Report 2018 (New York:
Sustainable Development Solutions Network, 2018), https://
worldhappiness.report/ed/2018.

some of the claims about this: Helliwell, Layard, and Sachs,
World Happiness Report 2018.

decline in the rate of suicide: “Why Suicide Is Falling Around the
World, and How to Bring It Down More,” The Economist, Novem-
ber 24, 2018, https://www.economist.com/leaders/2018/11/24
/why-suicide-is-falling-around-the-world-and-how-to-bring-it
-down-more.

American suicides have shot upward: Pinker, Enlightenment Now.
“slow-motion suicide”: Brooks, The Second Mountain.

“Facebook friends in place of neighbors” Hari, Lost Connec-
tions, 88.

In his book Tribe: Sebastian Junger, Tribe: On Homecoming and Be-
longing (Twelve, 2016), 2 and 3.



Xxii

xxii

xxiii

XX1V

XXVi

As Peter Thiel puts it: Peter A. Thiel and Blake Masters, Zero to
One: Notes on Startups, or How to Build the Future (Broadway Busi-
ness, 2014), 95 and 96.

“Before I started school striking” Greta Thunberg (@Greta-
Thunberg), Twitter, August 31,2019, 5:47 p.m., https://twitter.com
/GretaThunberg/status/1167916944520908800.

Viktor Frankl came to a similar conclusion: Joseph B. Fabry, The
Pursuit of Meaning: Viktor Frankl, Logotherapy, and Life (Harper &
Row, 1980).

the classic Holocaust narrative: Viktor E. Frankl, Man’s Search for
Meaning (Pocket Books, 1973).

influenced by excellent books: Smith, The Power of Meaning;
Brock Bastian, The Other Side of Happiness: Embracing a More Fear-
less Approach to Living (Allen Lane, 2018).

1: Suffer

“sweet pain”: By a blogger named Tom, “Daydreaming @ Mile
110, Chasing Long, January 30, 2017, https://chasinglong.blog
/2017/01/30/daydreaming-mile-110.

“shortage of scarcity” George Ainslie, “Beyond Microeconomics:
Conflict Among Interests in a Multiple Self as a Determinant of
Value,” in The Multiple Self, ed. Jon Elster (Cambridge University
Press, 1986), 156.

an old Twilight Zone episode: For the exact dialogue see Wikipe-
dia, s.v. “A Nice Place to Visit,” https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/A
_Nice_Place_to_Visit. I also give this example in Paul Bloom,
How Pleasure Works: The New Science of Why We Like What We Like
(Random House, 2010). Similar themes are explored in the final
season of the TV show The Good Place.

a madman who feels pain: David Lewis, “Mad Pain and Martian
Pain,” in Philosophical Papers, vol. 1 (Oxford University Press, 1983).
technical definition: Elsa Wuhrman, “Acute Pain: Assessment
and Treatment,” Medscape, January 3, 2011, hetps://www.med
scape.com/viewarticle/735034.

“two sovereign masters”: Jeremy Bentham, An Introduction to the
Principles of Morals and Legislation (Wentworth Press, 2019), 7.
“put out of action by a drug” Sigmund Freud, “The Economic
Problem of Masochism,” in The Standard Edition of the Complete



10

11

11

12

12

12

13

Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, Volume XIX (1923-1925): The
Ego and the 1d and Other Works (Hogarth, 1971), 160.

“this is nothing” Nikola Grahek, Feeling Pain and Being in Pain
(MIT Press, 2011), 45.

two kinds of analgesics: Grahek, Feeling Pain and Being in Pain;
Daniel C. Dennett, “Why You Can’t Make a Computer That
Feels Pain,” Synthese 38 (1978): 415-56.

what pain asymbolia feels like: Grahek, Feeling Pain and Being in
Pain, 34.

“like exes swapping nods” Andrea Long Chu, “The Pink,” n+1 34
(Spring 2019), https://nplusonemag.com/issue-34/politics/the
-pink/.

“more ‘whoa!’ than usual” Robert Wright, Why Buddhism Is True:
The Science and Philosophy of Meditation and Enlightenment (Simon &
Schuster, 2017), 70.

fans of horror movies experienced just as much fear: Eduardo B.
Andrade and Joel B. Cohen, “On the Consumption of Negative
Feelings,” Journal of Consumer Research 34 (2007): 283-300.
anger can be useful: Brett Q. Ford and Maya Tamir, “When Get-
ting Angry Is Smart: Emotional Preferences and Emotional In-
telligence,” Emotion 12 (2012): 685-89.

people were shown sad movies: Julian Hanich et al., “Why We Like
to Watch Sad Films: The Pleasure of Being Moved in Aesthetic
Experiences,” Psychology of Aesthetics, Creativity, and the Arts 8
(2014): 130-43.

while listening to such classical compositions: Ai Kawakami et
al., “Relations Between Musical Structures and Perceived and
Felt Emotions,” Music Perception: An Interdisciplinary Journal 30
(2013) 407-17; Liila Taruffi and Stefan Koelsch, “The Paradox
of Music-Evoked Sadness: An Online Survey,” PLoS One 9 (2014):
e110490.

someone whose heart has recently been broken: Emily Cornett,
“Why Do We Enjoy Sad Music? A Review” (unpublished paper,
Yale University undergraduate seminar, 2018), cited with per-
mission.

Some people with depression: Paul Gilbert et al., “Fears of Com-
passion and Happiness in Relation to Alexithymia, Mindfulness,
and Self-Criticism,” Psychology and Psychotherapy: Theory, Research
and Practice 85 (2012): 374-90.



13

13

13

14

15

16

16

16

17

17

18

18

18

cross-cultural differences: Yuri Miyamoto and Xiaoming Ma,
“Dampening or Savoring Positive Emotions: A Dialectical Cul-
tural Script Guides Emotion Regulation,” Emotion 11 (2011):
1346-57.

“Happiness rests in misery”: Laotzu’s Taoteching, trans. Red Pine
(Copper Canyon Press, 2009), 116.

the mixed nature of the emotions: An Sieun et al., “Two Sides of
Emotion: Exploring Positivity and Negativity in Six Basic Emo-
tions Across Cultures,” Frontiers in Psychology 8 (2017): 610.

the first time you get hitin the face: Josh Rosenblatt, Why We Fight:
One Man’s Search for Meaning Inside the Ring (Ecco, 2019), 2.
Gilbert’s own view: Daniel Gilbert, Stumblingon Happiness (Knopf,
2006), 33.

“we have abad habit” Ursula K. Le Guin, “The Ones Who Walk Away
from Omelas,” New Dimensions 3 (1973), https://libcom.org/files
/ursula-k-le-guin-the-ones-who-walk-away-from-omelas.pdf.
Many researchers in positive psychology: Ed Diener et al., “Find-
ings All Psychologists Should Know from the New Science on
Subjective Well-Being,” Canadian Psychology 58 (2017): 87-104.
Thewords “happiness”and “happy”: Anna Wierzbicka, “Happiness’
in Cross-Linguistic & Cross-Cultural Perspective,” Daedalus 133
(2004): 34-43.

aNazi commandant: Philippa Foot, Natural Goodness (Clarendon
Press, 2003).

Some experimental philosophers: Jonathan Phillips, Luke Misen-
heimer, and Joshua Knobe, “The Ordinary Concept of Happi-
ness (and Others Like It),” Emotion Review 3 (2011): 320-22.
Kahneman and his colleagues: Daniel Kahneman and Jason Riis,
“Living, and Thinking About It: Two Perspectives on Life,” in
The Science of Well-Being, eds. Felicia Huppert, Nick Baylis, and
Barry Keverne (Oxford University Press, 2005): 285-304; Daniel
Kahneman and Angus Deaton, “High Income Improves Evalu-
ation of Life but Not Emotional Well-Being,” Proceedings of the
National Academy of Sciences 107 (2010): 16489-93.

about three seconds: Marc Wittmann, Felt Time: The Psychology of
How We Perceive Time (MIT Press, 2016).

very boring moments: Dan Gilbert, “Three Pictures of Water: Some
Reflections on a Lecture by Daniel Kahneman” (unpublished
manuscript, Harvard University, 2008), cited with permission.



19

20

21

22

22

23

24

24

25

26

a survey of a thousand U.S. residents: Kahneman and Deaton,
“High Income Improves Evaluation of Life.”

a poll from 2019: Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public Health, Life
Experiences and Income Inequality in the United States (NPR/Robert
Wood Johnson Foundation/Harvard School of Public Health,
2020), heeps://www.rwijf.org/en/library/research/2019/12/life
-experiences-and-income-inequality-in-the-united-states.html;
Christopher Ingraham, “The 1% Are Much More Satisfied with
Their Lives than Everyone Else, Survey Finds,” Washington Post, Janu-
ary 9, 2020, https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2020
/01/09/1-are-much-more-satisfied-with-their-lives-than-everyone
-else-survey-finds/.

people with more than $10 million: Grant E. Donnelly et al., “The
Amount and Source of Millionaires’ Wealth (Moderately) Predict Their
Happiness,” Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 44 (2018): 684-99.
“I don’t think that people maximize happiness in that sense™
Tyler Cowen, “Daniel Kahneman on Cutting Through the Noise,”
Conversations with Tyler podcast, episode 56, December 19, 2018,
https://medium.com/conversations-with-tyler/tyler-cowen
-daniel-kahneman-economics-bias-noise-167275de691f.
“Idon’t want to be perpetually giddy”: Dylan Matthews, “Angus
Deaton’s Badly Misunderstood Paper on Whether Happiness
Peaks at $75,000, Explained,” Vox, October 12, 2015, https://
www.vox.com/2015/6/20/8815813/orange-is-the-new-black
-piper-chapman-happiness-study.

“Let your belly be full”> Andrew George trans., The Epic of Gil-
gamesh (Penguin, 2003).

morality is bred in the bone: Paul Bloom, Just Babies: The Origins
of Good and Evil (Crown, 2013).

“watch a hypocrite bleed”: Michael Ghiselin, The Economy of Nature
and the Evolution of Sex (University of California Press, 1974), 247.
story of Abraham Lincoln: Cited by Daniel Batson et al., “Where
Is the Altruism in the Altruistic Personality?” Journal of Person-
ality and Social Psychology 50 (1986): 212-20.

psychological hedonism implausible: For reviews, see C. Daniel
Batson, Altruism in Humans (Oxford University Press, 2011), and
Andrew Moore, “Hedonism,” The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philos-
ophy (Winter 2019 Edition), ed. Edward N. Zalta, https://plato
.stanford.edu/archives/win2019/entries/hedonism.



28

31

31

32

32

34

35

35

36

37

40

Studies of voting patterns: Robert Kurzban, Why Everyone (Else)
Is a Hypocrite: Evolution and the Modular Mind (Princeton Univer-
sity Press, 2012).

experience machine: Robert Nozick, Anarchy, State, and Utopia
(Basic Books, 1974).

“Bye nerd”: Philosophy Tube (@PhilosophyTube), Twitter, Janu-
ary 10, 2020.

corrupted by a status quo bias: Felipe De Brigard, “If You Like
It, Does It Matter If It’s Real?” Philosophical Psychology 23 (2010):
43-57.

a series of surveys on hundreds of individuals: Roy F. Baumeis-
ter et al., “Some Key Differences Between a Happy Life and a
Meaningful Life” Journal of Positive Psychology 8 (2013): 505-16.

“The results revealed that happiness™ Kathleen D. Vohs, Jen-
nifer L. Aaker, and Rhia Catapano, “It’s Not Going to Be That
Fun: Negative Experiences Can Add Meaning to Life,” Current
Opinion in Psychology 26 (2019): 11-14.

Gallup polled more than 140,000 respondents: Shigehiro Oishi
and Ed Diener, “Residents of Poor Nations Have a Greater Sense
of Meaning in Life than Residents of Wealthy Nations,” Psycho-
logical Science 25 (2014): 422-30.

Since religion also correlates with poverty: For instance, Steve
Crabtree, “Religiosity Highest in World’s Poorest Nations,”
Gallup, August 31, 2010, hteps://news.gallup.com/poll/142727
/religiosity-highest-world-poorest-nations.aspx.

“more meaningful over time”: Adam Alter, “Do the Poor Have
More Meaningful Lives?” New Yorker, January 24, 2014, https://
www.newyorker.com/business/currency/do-the-poor-have
-more-meaningful-lives.

dream about whatever you want: Alan Watts, “The Dream of
Life,” Genius, https://genius.com/Alan-watts-the-dream-of-life
-annotated.

2: Benign Masochism

commercial made for the Olympics: “P&G Thank You, Mom |
Pick Them Back Up | Sochi 2014 Olympic Winter Games,” Jan-
uary 7, 2014, YouTube video, 2:00, https://www.youtube.com
/watch?v=6Ult4t-1NoQ.



40

40

40

41

41

42

43

43

43

43

44

45

One of my favorite books: James Elkins, Pictures and Tears: A His-
tory of People Who Have Cried in Front of Paintings (Routledge, 2005).
asked people to watch a sad movie scene: Barbara L. Fredrick-
son and Robert W. Levenson, “Positive Emotions Speed Recovery
from the Cardiovascular Sequelae of Negative Emotions,” Cogni-
tion and Emotion 12 (1998): 191-220.

the face associated with orgasm: Susan M. Hughes and Shevon
E. Nicholson, “Sex Differences in the Assessment of Pain Versus
Sexual Pleasure Facial Expressions,” Journal of Social, Evolution-
ary, and Cultural Psychology 2 (2008): 289-98.

The authors of a paper in Science: Hillel Aviezer, Yaacov Trope, and
Alexander Todorov, “Body Cues, Not Facial Expressions, Dis-
criminate Between Intense Positive and Negative Emotions,”
Science 338 (2012): 1225-29.

asurvey done by Oriana Aragén: OrianaR. Aragénetal., “Dimor-
phous Expressions of Positive Emotion: Displays of Both Care
and Aggression in Response to Cute Stimuli,” Psychological Sci-
ence 26 (2015): 259-73.

“hedonic flexibility principle” Maxime Taquet et al., “Hedonism
and the Choice of Everyday Activities,” Proceedings of the National
Academy of Sciences 113 (2016): 9769-73.

“humiliated and abused” Roy F. Baumeister, “Masochism as
Escape from Self,” Journal of Sex Research 25 (1988): 28-59.
moral masochism: Sigmund Freud, “The Economic Problem of
Masochism,” in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological
Works of Sigmund Freud, Volume XI1X (1923—-1925): The Ego and the 1d
and Other Works, trans. James Strachey (1964; Hogarth, 1971).
“benign masochism”™ Paul Rozin et al., “Glad to Be Sad, and
Other Examples of Benign Masochism,” Judgment and Decision
Making 8 (2013): 439-47.

World Sauna Competition: “Sauna Contest Leaves Russian Dead
and Champion Finn in Hospital,” Guardian, August 8,2010, hetps://
www.theguardian.com/world/2010/aug/08/sauna-championship
-russian-dead.

“opponent-process” theory: See, for example, Richard L. Solo-
mon, “The Opponent-Process Theory of Acquired Motivation:
The Costs of Pleasure and the Benefits of Pain,” American Psychol-
ogist 35 (1980): 691-712.

machines that track people’s eye movements: R. W. Ditchburn

10



45

46

46

47

50

51

52

52

53

54

54

56

56

and B. L. Ginsborg, “Vision with a Stabilized Retinal Image,”
Nature 170 (1952): 36-37.

“Because the brain grades on a curve” Indira M. Raman, “Un-
happiness Is a Palate-Cleanser,” Nautilus, March 15,2018, http://
nautil.us/issue/58/self/unhappiness-is-a-palate_cleanser.
relative to their expectations: Robb B. Rutledge et al., “A Com-
putational and Neural Model of Momentary Subjective Well-
Being,” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 111 (2014):
12252-57.

“pleasant pain”: Siri Leknes et al., “The Importance of Context:
When Relative Relief Renders Pain Pleasant,” PAIN 154 (2013):
402-10.

like the taste of chocolate: Brock Bastian et al., “The Positive Con-
sequences of Pain: A Biopsychosocial Approach,” Personality and
Social Psychology Review 18 (2014): 256-79.

a quirk of how we interpret our own experiences: Daniel Kahn-
eman et al., “When More Pain Is Preferred to Less: Adding a
Better End,” Psychological Science 4 (1993): 401-5.

imagine going to the dentist: I gave this example in Paul Bloom,
“First-Person Plural,” Atlantic, November 2008, https://www.the
atlantic.com/magazine/archive/2008/11/first-person-plural
/307055.

“The negative can be an investment”: George Ainslie, “Positivity
Versus Negativity Is a Matter of Timing,” Behavioral and Brain Sci-
ences 40 (2017): 16-17.

John Wick: Plot summary posted by Nick Riganas on IMDDb,
hteps://www.imdb.com/title/tt2911666/plotsummary.

the ugliness of some art: Winfried Menninghaus et al., “The
Distancing-Embracing Model of the Enjoyment of Negative
Emotions in Art Reception,” Bebavioral and Brain Sciences 40
(2017): 1-58.

“Awhip isa great way”: Pat Califia, “Gay Men, Lesbians, and Sex:
Doing It Together,” Advocate 7 (1983): 24-27.

in sexual masochism: Roy F. Baumeister, “Masochism as Escape
from Self,” Journal of Sex Research 25 (1988): 28-59.

her discussion of torture: Elaine Scarry, The Body in Pain: The
Making and Unmaking of the World (Oxford University Press, 1985).
Control and consent are morally essential: Paul Bloom, “It’s Ri-
diculous to Use Virtual Reality to Empathize with Refugees,”

11



57

57

57

58

58

58

60

60

60
60

Atlantic, February 3, 2017, https://www.theatlantic.com/tech
nology/archive/2017/02/virtual-reality-wont-make-you-more
-empathetic/515511.

“kingdom of hell”: Roy F. Baumeister, Masochism and the Self (Psy-
chology Press, 2014).

involved in BDSM: Juliet Richters et al., “Demographic and Psy-
chosocial Features of Participants in Bondage and Discipline,
‘Sadomasochism’ or Dominance and Submission (BDSM): Data
from a National Survey,” Journal of Sexual Medicine 5 (2008):
1660-68.

if one asks about sexual fantasies: Christian C. Joyal, Amelie
Cossette, and Vanessa Lapierre, “What Exactly Is an Unusual
Sexual Fantasy?” Journal of Sexual Medicine 12 (2015): 328-40.
Participants may actually have: Pamela H. Connolly, “Psycho-
logical Functioning of Bondage/Domination/Sado-Masochism
(BDSM) Practitioners,” Journal of Psychology & Human Sexuality
18 (2006): 79-120.

Consider Fifty Shades of Grey: Emma Green, “Consent Isn’t Enough:
The Troubling Sex of Fifty Shades,” Atlantic, February 10, 2015,
heeps://www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2015/02
/consent-isnt-enough-in-fifty-shades-of-grey/385267/; Gwen
Aviles, “‘Fifty Shades of Grey’ Was the Best-Selling Book of
the Decade,” NBCNews.com, December 20, 2019, https://www
.nbcnews.com/pop-culture/books/fifty-shades-grey-was-best
-selling-book-decade-n1105731.

“But why, for women especially”: Katie Roiphe, “Working Wom-
en’s Fantasies,” Newsweek, March 16, 2012, https://www.news
week.com/working-womens-fantasies-63915.

NSSI: For an excellent review, see Matthew K. Nock, “Self-
Injury,” Annual Review of Clinical Psychology 6 (2010): 339-63.
finger amputation: Armando R. Favazza, Bodies Under Siege: Self-
Mutilation, Nonsuicidal Self-Injury, and Body Modification in Culture
and Psychiatry (Johns Hopkins University Press, 2011).

exorcism: Mark 5:5 (New International Version).

In one study of inpatients: Matthew K. Nock and Mitchell J.
Prinstein, “Contextual Features and Behavioral Functions of
Self-Mutilation Among Adolescents,” Journal of Abnormal Psy-
chology 114 (2005): 140-46.



61

62

62

62

63

64

64

64

65

67

68

68

“As the blood flows™: Jennifer Harris, “Self-Harm: Cutting the
Bad Out of Me,” Qualitative Health Research 10 (2000): 164-73.
“Galen’s friend was overcome”: Keith Hopkins, “Novel Evidence
for Roman Slavery,” Past and Present 138 (1993): 3-27.
self-punishment in the lab: Brock Bastian, Jolanda Jetten, and
Fabio Fasoli, “Cleansing the Soul by Hurting the Flesh: The
Guilt-Reducing Effect of Pain,” Psychological Science 22 (2011):
334-3S.

shock machine: Yoel Inbar et al., “Moral Masochism: On the
Connection Between Guilt and Self-Punishment,” Emotion 13
(2013): 14-18.

advertise positive aspects of ourselves: See, for instance, Kevin
Simler and Robin Hanson, The Elephant in the Brain: Hidden Mo-
tives in Everyday Life (Oxford University Press, 2017).

“toques” Stephen Woodman, “In Mexico, Street Vendors Offer
Electric Shocks for a Price,” Culture Trip, March 22,2018, https://
theculturetrip.com/north-america/mexico/articles/in-mexico
-street-vendors-offer-electric-shocks-for-a-price.

a cry for help: Marilee Strong, A Bright Red Scream: Self-Mutilation
and the Language of Pain (Penguin, 1999).

self-injury as a costly signal: Edward H. Hagen, Paul J. Watson,
and Peter Hammerstein, “Gestures of Despair and Hope: A View
on Deliberate Self-harm from Economics and Evolutionary Bi-
ology,” Biological Theory 3 (2008): 123-38.

their high price is their very point: Geoffrey Miller, Spent: Sex,
Evolution, and Consumer Behavior (Penguin, 2010). For a dissent-
ing view, see Paul Bloom, “The Lure of Luxury,” Boston Review,
November 2, 2015, http://bostonreview.net/forum/paul-bloom
-lure-luxury.

Cinnamon Spiced Pecans: Jeff Michaels, “Three Selections from
The Masochist’s Cookbook,” McSweeney’s Internet Tendency,June 5,2007,
hteps://www.mcsweeneys.net/articles/three-selections-from-the
-masochists-cookbook. I used this joke before, in Paul Bloom,
How Pleasure Works: The New Science of Why We Like What We Like
(Random House, 2010).

Cicero described: Atul Gawande, “A Queasy Feeling: Why Can’t
We Cure Nausea?” New Yorker, July 5, 1999.

morning sickness: Samuel M. Flaxman and Paul W. Sherman,



69

69

70

70

71

72

73

73

74

76

76

76

78

“Morning Sickness: A Mechanism for Protecting Mother and
Embryo,” Quarterly Review of Biology 75 (2000): 113-48.

being bored lowers both your happiness: Roy F. Baumeister et
al., “Some Key Differences Between a Happy Life and a Mean-
ingful Life,” Journal of Positive Psychology 8 (2013): 505-16.

a theory of what bores us: For a review, see Erin C. Westgate and
Timothy D. Wilson, “Boring Thoughts and Bored Minds: The
MAC Model of Boredom and Cognitive Engagement,” Psycholog-
ical Review 125 (2018): 689-713.

move the baggage claim area: Alex Stone, “Why Waiting Is Tor-
ture,” New York Times, August 18, 2012, https://www.nytimes.com
/2012/08/19/opinion/sunday/why-waiting-in-line-is-torture.html.
boredom as being akin to pain: Andreas Elpidorou, “The Bright
Side of Boredom,” Frontiers in Psychology 5 (2014): 1245.

the wrong strategy: Westgate and Wilson, “Boring Thoughtsand
Bored Mind.”

a clever series of studies: Timothy D. Wilson et al., “Just Think: The
Challenges of the Disengaged Mind,” Science 345 (2014): 75-77.
“The cetology sections of Moby Dick”: Andreas Elpidorou, “Bore-
dom in Art,” Behavioral and Brain Sciences 40 (2017): 25-26.
“Jasper Johns is boring”: Andreas Elpidorou, “The Quiet Alarm,”
Aeon, July 10, 2015, https://aeon.co/essays/life-without-boredom
-would-be-a-nightmare.

“Dunbar loved shooting skeet™ Joseph Heller, Catch-22: A Novel
(1961; Simon & Schuster, 1999), 45, 46.

3: An Unaccountable Pleasure

the lives of pygmy chimpanzees: lan McEwan, “Literature, Sci-
ence, and Human Nature,” in The Literary Animal: Evolution and
the Nature of Narvative, eds. Jonathan Gottschall and David Sloane
Wilson (Northwestern University Press, 2005), 11.

Only an elephant has a trunk: Steven Pinker, The Language Instinct:
How the Mind Creates Language (William Morrow, 1994).

novel capacities: Steven Pinker and Paul Bloom, “Natural Lan-
guage and Natural Selection,” Bebavioral and Brain Sciences 13
(1990): 707-27.

“Machiavellian intelligence” Richard Byrne and Andrew Whiten,
Machiavellian Intelligence (Oxford University Press, 1994).

14



79

80

80

81

82

82

84

86
86

87

87

87

88

87

surprisingly gifted at appreciating others’ thoughts: Paul Bloom,
Descartes’ Baby: How the Science of Child Development Explains What
Makes Us Human (Random House, 2005).

“the Darwinian treadmill of death”™ A. D. Nuttall, Why Does
Tragedy Give Pleasure? (Oxford University Press, 1996), 77.

Some monkeys and chimpanzees: For discussion, see Lindsey A.
Drayton and Laurie R. Santos, “A Decade of Theory of Mind Re-
search on Cayo Santiago: Insights into Rhesus Macaque Social
Cognition,” American Journal of Primatology 78 (2016): 106-16.
how we spend most of our time: Paul Bloom, How Pleasure Works:
The New Science of Why We Like What We Like (Random House, 2010).
Male rhesus monkeys: Robert O. Deaner, Amit V. Khera, and
Michael L. Platt, “Monkeys Pay Per View: Adaptive Valuation of
Social Images by Rhesus Macaques,” Current Biology 15 (2005):
543-48.

turkey head on a stick. Alex Boese, Elephants on Acid: And Other
Bizarre Experiments (Pan Macmillan, 2009).

kiss your favorite movie star: George Loewenstein, “Anticipation
and the Valuation of Delayed Consumption,” Economic Journal
97 (1987): 666-84.

Reality Lite: Bloom, How Pleasure Works.

the Colosseum: Garrett G. Fagan, The Lure of the Arena: Social Psy-
chology and the Crowd at the Roman Games (Cambridge University
Press, 2011).

Alypius: Fagan, The Lure of the Arena.

how much they liked horror movies: Mathias Clasen, Jens
Kjeldgaard Christiansen, and John A. Johnson, “Horror, Per-
sonality, and Threat Simulation: A Survey on the Psychology of
Scary Media,” Evolutionary Behavioral Sciences 14, no. 3 (2018).
Blasted: Patrick Healy, “Audiences Gasp at Violence; Actors Must
Survive It,” New York Times, November 5, 2008, https://www.ny
times.com/2008/11/06/theater/06blas.html.

1984: Travis M. Andrews, “Audiences of Broadway’s Graphic Por-
trayal of ‘1984’ Faint and Vomit,” Washington Post, June 26, 2017,
hteps://www.washingtonpost.com/news/morning-mix/wp/2017
/06/26/audiences-of-broadways-graphic-portrayal-of-1984
-faint-and-vomit.

This Is Us: Christine Mattheis, “Your Weekly Cry-Fest Over “This
Is Us’ Has Surprising Health Benefits,” Health, February 23,

15



88

89

89

89

90

90

91

91

92

92

93

94

94

95

2017, hteps://www.health.com/mind-body/crying-healthy-this
-1s-Us.

choose to think about what makes us sad: Matthew A. Killings-
worth and Daniel T. Gilbert, “A Wandering Mind Is an Unhappy
Mind,” Science 330 (2010): 932.

“more like hell” Jonathan Gottschall, The Storytelling Animal:
How Stories Make Us Human (Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2012).
“Where’s the baby, Marni?”: This is an edited version from Jon-
athan Gottschall’s The Storytelling Animal, 35. The original is in
Vivian Gussin Paley, A Child’s Work: The Importance of Fantasy Play
(University of Chicago, 2009).

“an unaccountable pleasure” David Hume, “Of Tragedy,” in
Hume: Selected Essays, eds. Stephen Copley and Andrew Edgar
(Oxford University Press, 2008).

features, not bugs: For an excellent review of these issues, see
Ellen Winner, How Art Works: A Psychological Exploration (Oxford
University Press, 2018).

“the more I enjoy it!”: Eduardo B. Andrade and Joel B. Cohen,
“On the Consumption of Negative Feelings,” Journal of Consumer
Research 34 (2007): 283-300.

They tested two types of people: Andrade and Cohen. “On the
Consumption of Negative Feelings.”

showed people thirty-eight movies: Julian Hanich et al., “Why We
Like to Watch Sad Films: The Pleasure of Being Moved in Aes-
thetic Experiences,” Psychology of Aesthetics, Creativity, and the Arts
8 (2014): 130.

survey of horror movie fans: Clasen, Christiansen, and Johnson,
“Horror, Personality, and Threat Simulation.”

“the sight of certain things™ Aristotle, The Poetics of Aristotle, ed.
S. H. Butcher (Palala Press, 2016), 22-23.

“The delight of tragedy”: Samuel Johnson, Preface to Shakespeare
(1860; Binker North, 2020), 16.

“you evil wretches”: Plato, Republic, Book 1V, Section 440a.
“Terror is a passion” Edmund Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry into
the Origin of Our 1deas of the Sublime and Beautiful (Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1998), 42.

very specific tastes: Jennifer L. Barnes, “Fanfiction as Imaginary
Play: What Fan-Written Stories Can Tell Us About the Cognitive
Science of Fiction,” Poetics 48 (2015): 69-82.

16



95

96

96

97

98

99

99

99

101

102

102

monster in a box: Paul L. Harris et al., “Monsters, Ghosts and
Witches: Testing the Limits of the Fantasy-Reality Distinction
in Young Children,” British Journal of Developmental Psychology 9
(1991): 105-23.

soup from a brand-new bedpan: Paul Rozin, Linda Millman,
and Carol Nemeroff, “Operation of the Laws of Systematic
Magic in Disgust and Other Domains,” Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology 50 (1986): 703-12.

the mind works on two tracks: Tamar Szab6 Gendler, “Alief in
Action (and Reaction),” Mind & Language 23 (2008): 552-85.
112,000 plots: David Robinson, “Examining the Arc of 100,000
Stories: A Tidy Analysis,” Variance Explained (blog), n.d., http://
varianceexplained.org/r/tidytext-plots/.

six main categories: Andrew J. Reagan et al., “The Emotional Arcs
of Stories Are Dominated by Six Basic Shapes,” EP] Data Science 5
(2016): 31. For discussion, see Adrienne LaFrance, “The Six Main
Arcsin Storytelling, as Identified by an A.L” Atlantic, July 12,2016,
hteps://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2016/07/the
-six-main-arcs-in-storytelling-identified-by-a-computer/490733/.
cognitive science approaches to literary universals: Patrick Colm
Hogan, The Mind and Its Stories: Narrative Universals and Human
Emotion (Cambridge University Press, 2003).

present a formidable obstacle: Aaron Sorkin, “Intention & Obstacle,”
MasterClass, https://www.masterclass.com/classes/aaron-sorkin
-teaches-screenwriting/chapters/intention-obstacle-11ba8c15
-7856-490d-85bb-eb0601e02c55#.

even if one knows the outcome: Richard J. Gerrig, “Suspense in
the Absence of Uncertainty,” Journal of Memory and Language 28
(1989): 633-48.

an evolved motivation to practice: See, for example, Anthony D.
Pellegrini, Danielle Dupuis, and Peter K. Smith, “Play in Evolu-
tion and Development,” Developmental Review 27 (2007): 261-76.
“the tough mind’s way of coping”: Stephen King, Danse Maca-
bre (Everest House, 1981), 13, 335. My own thinking on this has
changed, and so this is similar but not identical to the accountI
develop in Bloom, How Pleasure Work.

“you can never have too much insurance”: Jerry Fodor, In Critical
Condition: Polemical Essays on Cognitive Science and the Philosophy of
Mind (MIT Press, 1998), 212.



104

10§

106

106

107

107

108

109

110

110

111

positive fantasies can often be bad for you: Gabriele Oettingen
and A. Timur Sevincer, “Fantasy About the Future as Friend and
Foe,” in The Psychology of Thinking About the Future, eds. Gabriele
Oettingen et al. (Guilford, 2018).

what people search for on pornographic websites: Ogi Ogas, Sai
Gaddam, and Andrew J. Garman, A Billion Wicked Thoughts (Pen-
guin, 2011), and Seth Stephens-Davidowitz and Andrés Pabon,
Everybody Lies: Big Data, New Data, and What the Internet Can Tell Us
About Who We Really Are (Dey Street, 2017).

cartoon pornography: Stephens-Davidowitz and Pabon, Every-
body Lies.

“teenage brothers and sisters” Steven Pinker, How the Mind Works
(Penguin UK, 2003), 455.

one-quarter of female searches: Stephens-Davidowitz and Pabon,
Everybody Lies.

rape fantasies: Joseph W. Critelli and Jenny M. Bivona, “Women’s
Erotic Rape Fantasies: An Evaluation of Theory and Research,”
Journal of Sex Research 45 (2008): 57-70. For discussion, see Mat-
thew Hudson, “Why Do Women Have Erotic Rape Fantasies?”
Psychology Today, May 29, 2008, https://www.psychologytoday
.com/us/blog/psyched/200805/why-do-women-have-erotic
-rape-fantasies.

Deep dives into descriptions of these fantasies: Critelli and
Bivona, “Women’s Erotic Rape Fantasies.”

“an exaggerated and caricatured morality” David A. Pizarro
and Roy F. Baumeister, “Superhero Comics as Moral Pornogra-
phy,” in Our Superberoes, Ourselves, ed. Robin Rosenberg (Oxford
University Press, 2013), 29.

areas of the brain associated with pleasure and reward: Alan G
Sanfey et al., “The Neural Basis of Economic Decision-Making
in the Ultimatum Game,” Science 300 (2003): 1755-58.

pleasure is grounded in sound evolutionary logic: For discus-
sion, see Paul Bloom, Just Babies: The Origins of Good and Evil
(Crown, 2013).

the negative is more powerful than the positive: Paul Rozin and
Edward B. Royzman, “Negativity Bias, Negativity Dominance,
and Contagion,” Personality and Social Psychology Review 5 (2001):
296-320.



112

112

115

117

117

118

118

119

120

122

122

122

For many examples of this: Jon Ronson, So You’ve Been Publicly
Shamed (Riverhead, 2016).

group responses to individual transgressions: Paul Bloom and
Matthew Jordan, “Are We All ‘Harmless Torturers’ Now?” New
York Times, August 9, 2018, https://www.nytimes.com/2018/08
/09/opinion/are-we-all-harmless-torturers-now.html.

4: Struggle

How much do you have to pay: Edward L. Thorndike, “Valua-
tions of Certain Pains, Deprivations, and Frustrations,” Pedagog-
ical Seminary and Journal of Genetic Psychology 51 (1937): 227-39.
an important point about our psychologies: Paul Bloom, Just
Babies: The Origins of Good and Evil (Crown, 2013).

self-harm and harm to others: Molly J. Crockett et al., “Harm
to Others Outweighs Harm to Self in Moral Decision Making,”
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 111 (2014): 17320-25.
talk about our everyday efforts in economic terms: Wouter Kool
and Matthew Botvinick, “Mental Labour,” Nature Human Bebav-
iour 2 (2018): 899-908.

effort—technically defined as: Michael Inzlicht, Amitai Shenhav,
and Christopher Y. Olivola, “The Effort Paradox: Effort Is Both
Costly and Valued,” Trends in Cognitive Sciences 22 (2018): 337-49.
In 1890, William James: William James, The Principles of Psychol-
ogy (Macmillan: 1890), 455.

Effort taxes the body and the soul: Inzlicht, Shenhav, and Ol-
ivola, “The Effort Paradox.”

this cost factors into how we make sense: Julian Jara-Ettinger et
al., “The Naive Utility Calculus: Computational Principles Un-
derlying Commonsense Psychology,” Trends in Cognitive Sciences
20 (2016): 589-604.

“paradox of choice” Barry Schwartz, The Paradox of Choice: Why
More Is Less (Ecco, 2004).

the extremes of mental effort: Tsuruko Arai, Mental Fatigue (PhD
diss., Teachers College, Columbia University, 1912). This work
is cited in Robert Kurzban et al., “An Opportunity Cost Model
of Subjective Effort and Task Performance,” Behavioral and Brain
Sciences 36 (2013): 661-79.



123

123

124

124

125

126

126

126

126

127

128
129

130

130

researchers replicated Arai’s findings: Zelma Langdon Huxtable
et al., “A Re-Performance and Re-Interpretation of the Arai Ex-
periment in Mental Fatigue with Three Subjects,” Psychological
Monographs 59, no. 5 (1945), 52.

intelligence is related to all sorts of good things: Steven Pinker,
The Better Angels of Our Nature: Why Violence Has Declined (Pen-
guin, 2012).

Deficits in self-control: Walter Mischel, The Marshmallow Test: Un-
derstanding Self-Control and How to Master It (Random House, 2014).
Surveys of productive people. Daniel H. Pink, When: The Scientific
Secrets of Perfect Timing (Penguin, 2019).

“deep work”™ Cal Newport, Deep Work: Rules for Focused Success in a
Distracted World (Hachette, 2016).

actually is a lot like a muscle: Roy F. Baumeister, Dianne M. Tice,
and Kathleen D. Vohs, “The Strength Model of Self-Regulation:
Conclusions from the Second Decade of Willpower Research,”
Perspectives on Psychological Science 13 (2018): 141-45.

Being high or low in willpower: Brent W. Roberts et al., “What Is
Conscientiousness and How Can It Be Assessed?” Developmental
Psychology 50 (2014): 1315-30.

One piece of advice they offer: Roy F. Baumeister and John Tier-
ney, Willpower: Rediscovering the Greatest Human Strength (Penguin
Books, 2011).

I saw that Barack Obama: Michael Lewis, “Obama’s Way,” Vanity
Fair, September 11, 2012, https://wwwvanityfair.com/news/2012
/10/michael-lewis-profile-barack-obama.

“Obama Wears Boring Suits”™ Katherine Mangu-Ward, “Obama
Wears Boring Suits So He Won’t Tweet Pictures of His Penis,”
Reason, September 14, 2012, https://reason.com/2012/09/14
Jobama-wears-boring-suits-so-he-wont-twee/.

“opportunity cost” Kurzban etal., “An Opportunity Cost Model.”
“the effort paradox”: Inzlicht, Shenhav, and Olivola, “The Effort
Paradox.”

Tom Sawyer: For discussion, see Dan Ariely, George Loewenstein,
and Drazen Prelec, “Tom Sawyer and the Construction of Value,”
Journal of Economic Behavior & Organization 60 (2006): 1-10.
instant cake mixes: Michael I. Norton, Daniel Mochon, and Dan
Ariely, “The IKEA Effect: When Labor Leads to Love,” Journal of
Consumer Psychology 22 (2012): 453-60.

20



131
131

132
132

134

134

136

138

139

140

140

141

141

141

“the Ikea effect”: Norton, Mochon, and Ariely, “The IKEA Effect.”
this association between effort and value: Justin Kruger et al,
“The Effort Heuristic,” Journal of Experimental Social Psychology
40 (2004): 91-98.

Rats: Inzlicht, Shenhav, and Olivola, “The Effort Paradox.”
Ants: Tomer J. Czaczkes et al., “Greater Effort Increases Per-
ceived Value in an Invertebrate,” Journal of Comparative Psychology
132 (2018): 200-209.

makes for a good game: For a popular treatment, see Jane Mc-
Gonigal Read, Reality Is Broken: Why Games Make Us Better and
How They Can Change The World (Penguin, 2011).

atelic activities: Kieran Setiya, Midlife: A Philosophical Guide (Prince-
ton, 2017).

flow: Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, Flow: The Psychology of Optimal
Experience (Harper & Row, 1990).

surveys on Americans and Germans: Jeanne Nakamura and
Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, “The Concept of Flow,” in Flow and the
Foundations of Positive Psychology: The Collected Works of Mihaly Csik-
szentmibalyi, by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (Springer, 2014).

A poll from Gallup: Summarized by Johann Hari in Lost Connec-
tions: Uncovering the Real Causes of Depression—and the Unexpected
Solutions (Bloomsbury USA, 2018).

bullshit jobs: David Graeber and Albertine Cerutti, Bullshit Jobs
(Simon & Schuster, 2018).

Some are associated with meaning: “The Most and Least Mean-
ingful Jobs,” PayScale, https://www.payscale.com/data-packages
/most-and-least-meaningful-jobs. See also Adam Grant, “Three
Lies About Meaningful Work,” LinkedIn, May 7, 2015, hteps://
www.linkedin.com/pulse/three-lies-meaningful-work-adam
-grant.

part of the healing process: Amy Wrzesniewski and Jane E.
Dutton, “Crafting a Job: Revisioning Employees as Active Craft-
ers of Their Work,” Academy of Management Review 26 (2001):
179-201.

“helping put a man on the moon”: Emily Esfahani Smith, The
Power of Meaning: Crafting a Life That Matters (Random House,
2017).

“a good life”: Nakamura and Csikszentmihalyi, “The Concept of
Flow.”

21



142

145

145

145

145

147

148

151

151

152

152

152

153

153

Eichmann “probably experienced flow”: Csikszentmihalyi, Flow,
231.

5: Meaning

an excellent article: George Loewenstein, “Because It Is There:
The Challenge of Mountaineering . .. for Utility Theory,” Kyklos
52 (1999): 315-43.

“little more psychological insight” Loewenstein, “Because It Is
There,” 315.

his actual views were sophisticated: The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philos-
ophy, sv. “Jeremy Bentham” (Summer 2019 Edition),ed. Edward N.
Zalta, plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2019/entries/bentham.
“unrelenting misery”: Loewenstein, “Because It Is There,” 318.
curiosity about one’s own capacities: Loewenstein, “Because It Is
There,” 324.

reflect your self-doubt: Ronit Bodner and Drazen Prelec, “The
Emergence of Private Rules in a Self-Signaling Model,” Interna-
tional Journal of Psychology 31 (1996): 3652.

the transformative power of such an experience: For discussion,
see Laurie A. Paul, Transformative Experience (Oxford University
Press, 2014).

“All we hear of ISIS™ Joyce Carol Oates (@JoyceCarolOates),
Twitter, November 22, 2015, 2:28 p.m.

Oates’s defense: Ross Douthat, “The Joy of ISIS,” New York Times,
November 23, 2015, https://www.nytimes.com/2015/11/24/book
s/joyce-carol-oates-celebratory-joyous-islamic-state-twitter.heml.
a book based on interviews: See Graeme Wood, The Way of the
Strangers: Encounters with the Islamic State (Random House, 2019).
the appeal of National Socialism: George Orwell, “Review of
Mein Kampf, by Adolph Hitler, unabridged translation,” New Eng-
lish Weekly, March 21, 1940.

Call of Duty: Jetf Grubb, “Call of Duty: Modern Warfare Sales Up Big
over Black Ops 4,” VentureBeat, February 20, 2020, https://venture
beat.com/2020/02/06/activision-blizzard-call-of-dutyy/.

a New Yorker interview: Michael Shulman, “Adam Driver, the
Original Man,” New Yorker, October 21, 2019, https://www.new
yorker.com/magazine/2019/10/28/adam-driver-the-original
-man. Thanks to Julian Jara-Ettinger for providing this example.

22



154

154

154

154

15§

15§

155

156
156

157

157

158

158

159

nine hundred employed women: Daniel Kahneman et al, “A
Survey Method for Characterizing Daily Life Experience: The
Day Reconstruction Method,” Science 306 (2004): 1776-80.
when a child is born: Richard E. Lucas, “Reexamining Ad-
aptation and the Set Point Model of Happiness: Reactions to
Changes in Marital Status,” Journal of Personality and Social Psy-
chology 84 (2003): 527-39. Maike Luhmann, “Subjective Well-
Being and Adaptation to Life Events: A Meta-Analysis,” Journal
of Personality and Social Psychology 102 (2012): 592-615.

adrop in marital satisfaction: Jean M. Twenge, “Parenthood and
Marital Satisfaction: A Meta-Analytic Review,” Journal of Mar-
riage and Family 65 (2003): 574-83.

“The only symptom of empty nest syndrome™ Chuck Leddy,
“Money, Marriage, Kids,” Harvard Gazette, February 21,2013, hteps://
news.harvard.edu/gazette/story/2013/02/money-marriage-kids.
children provoke a couple’s most frequent arguments: Jenni-
fer Senior, All Joy and No Fun: The Paradox of Modern Parenthood
(HarperCollins, 2014), 49.

happiness hit is worse for some people: Katherine S. Nelson et
al., “In Defense of Parenthood: Children Are Associated with
More Joy than Misery,” Psychological Science 24 (2013): 3-10.
childcare policies: Jennifer Glass, Robin W. Simon, and Mat-
thew A. Andersson, “Parenthood and Happiness: Effects of
Work-Family Reconciliation Policies in 22 OECD Countries,”
American Journal of Sociology 122 (2016): 886-929.

Our memory is selective: Senior, All Joy and No Fun, 256-57.
Kieran Setiya expands on this point: Kieran Setiya, Midlife: A
Philosophical Guide (Princeton, 2017).

“How often, if at all”: Nelson et al., “In Defense of Parenthood,”
3-10.

in the study by Baumeister and his colleagues: Roy F. Baumeis-
ter et al., “Some Key Differences Between a Happy Life and a
Meaningful Life,” Journal of Positive Psychology 8 (2013): 505-16.
“a strange admixture” Zadie Smith, “Joy,” New York Review of
Books, January 10, 2013, hteps://www.nybooks.com/articles/2013
/01/10/joy.

only one serious philosophical problem: Albert Camus, The Myth
of Sisyphus (Penguin, 2013).

“the unexamined life”: Casey Woodling, in “What Is the Meaning

23



160

161

162

163

165

166

166

170

170
171

173

175

176

of Life?” Philosophy Now, 2020, https://philosophynow.org/issue
s/59/What_Is_The_Meaning_Of_Life.

American Freshman Survey: Emily Esfahani Smith, The Power of
Meaning: Crafting a Life That Matters (Random House, 2017).
“Forty-two!” yelled Loonquawl” Douglas Adams, The Hitch-
hiker’s Guide to the Galaxy Omnibus: A Trilogy in Five Parts, vol. 6
(1979; Macmillan, 2017).

“The meaning of life is not being dead”: Tim Bale, in “What Is
the Meaning of Life?” Philosophy Now, 2020, https://philosophy
now.org/issues/59/What_Is_The_Meaning Of Life.

nicely expressed by Viktor Frankl: Viktor E. Frankl, Man’s Search
for Meaning (Pocket Books, 1973), 113.

Emily Esfahani Smith talks about: Smith, The Power of Meaning,
40-41.

other, related proposals: Frank Martela and Michael F. Steger,
“The Three Meanings of Meaning in Life: Distinguishing Co-
herence, Purpose, and Significance,” Journal of Positive Psychology
11 (2016): 531-45; Michael F. Steger, “Meaning in Life,” in The
Oxford Handbook of Positive Psychology, eds. by Shane J. Lopez and
C. R. Snyder (Oxford; 2009).

“Beyond Bentham” George Loewenstein and Niklas Karlsson,
“Beyond Bentham: The Search for Meaning,” JDM Neuwsletter,
June 2002, htep://www.decisionsciencenews.com/sjdm/news
letters/02-jun.pdf.

tended to be on the extremes: Sean C. Murphy and Brock Bas-
tian, “Emotionally Extreme Life Experiences Are More Mean-
ingful,” Journal of Positive Psychology 15, no. 11 (2019): 1-12.

“loss of body parts” Loewenstein, “Because It Is There.”
six-hour layover in the Budapest airport: Anat Keinan and Ran
Kivetz, “Productivity Orientation and the Consumption of Col-
lectable Experiences,” Journal of Consumer Research 37 (2011): 935-50.
“I did not only talk of the future”: Frankl, Man’s Search for Mean-
ing, 104.

6: Sacrifice

Hindu festival: Dimitris Xygalatas et al., “Extreme Rituals Pro-
mote Prosociality,” Psychological Science 24 (2013): 1602-5.
psychological foundations of religion are part of human nature:

24



177

177

177

178

179

179

180

181

181

Konika Banerjee and Paul Bloom, “Would Tarzan Believe in
God? Conditions for the Emergence of Religious Belief,” Trends
in Cognitive Sciences 17 (2013): 7-8; Paul Bloom, “Religion Is Nat-
ural,” Developmental Science 10 (2007): 147-51.

“bring out our inner bee”: Jonathan Haidt, “Moral Psychology
and the Misunderstanding of Religion,” Edge, September 21,
2007, hetps://www.edge.org/conversation/jonathan_haidt-moral
-psychology-and-the-misunderstanding-of-religion. See also Jon-
athan Haidt, The Righteous Mind: Why Good People Are Divided by
Politics and Religion (Vintage, 2012).

which societies will last the longest: Ara Norenzayan and
Azim F. Shariff, “The Origin and Evolution of Religious Proso-
ciality,” Science 322 (2008): 58-62.

synchrony brings people together: Scott S. Wiltermuth and
Chip Heath, “Synchrony and Cooperation,” Psychological Science
20 (2009): 1-5.

high-pain rituals: Xygalatas et al., “Extreme Rituals Promote
Prosociality.”

self-conscious attempts to use rituals: For example, see Alain de
Botton, Religion for Atheists: A Non-Believer’s Guide to the Uses of Re-
ligion (Vintage, 2012).

whipped by belts: Christopher M. Kavanagh et al., “Positive Ex-
periences of High Arousal Martial Arts Rituals Are Linked to
Identity Fusion and Costly Pro-Group Actions,” European Jour-
nal of Social Psychology 49 (2019): 461-81.

James Costello: Konika Banerjee and Paul Bloom, “Does Every-
thing Happen for a Reason?” New York Times, October 17, 2014,
hteps://www.nytimes.com/2014/10/19/opinion/sunday/does
-everything-happen-for-a-reason.html.

“psychological immune system” Dan T. Gilbert et al., “Immune
Neglect: A Source of Durability Bias in Affective Forecasting,”
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 75 (1998): 617-38. The
Moreese Bickham anecdote is from Dan T. Gilbert, “The Sur-
prising Science of Happiness,” TED video, 20:52, February
2004, hteps://www.ted.com/talks/dan_gilbert_the_surprising
_science_of_happiness/transcript.

“I wouldn’t change anything” Laurie Santos, “The Unhappy
Millionaire,” The Happiness Lab (podcast), https://www.happiness
lab.fm/season-1-episodes/the-unhappy-millionaire.

25



182

183
184

184

184

185

186

186

187
187

188

188

189
190

give meaning to various life events: Konika Banerjee and Paul
Bloom, “Why Did This Happen to Me? Religious Believers’ and
Non-Believers’ Teleological Reasoning About Life Events,” Cog-
nition 133 (2014): 277-303; Konika Banerjee and Paul Bloom,
““Everything Happens for a Reason’ Children’s Beliefs About
Purpose in Life Events,” Child Development 86 (2015): 503-18.
New Testament: Hebrews 12:7-11 (New International Version).
one’s relationship with Christ: Brian Pizzalato, “St. Paul Ex-
plains the Meaning of Suffering,” Catholic News Agency, https://
www.catholicnewsagency.com/resources/sacraments/anointing
-of-the-sick/st-paul-explains-the-meaning-of-suffering.
“the boundless price of our redemption” Pope John Paul II,
1984 address quoted by Ariel Glucklich in Sacred Pain: Hurting
the Body for the Sake of the Soul (Oxford University Press, 2001), 18.
“the rebel soul” C. S. Lewis, The Problem of Pain (Harper, 2015),
93-94.
“Dr. McCullough said” Ted Chiang, “Omphalos,” in Exhalation:
Stories (Knopf, 2019), 262. (This story is a clever critique of the
ideas posited in the 1857 book by Philip Henry Gosse, Ompbhalos:
An Attempt to Untie the Geological Knot.)
“I wish there were no such thing as anesthesia!”: William Henry
Atkinson, quoted by Ariel Glucklich in Sacred Pain, 184.
high desire for pain in S&M sessions: Martin S. Weinberg,
Colin J. Williams, and Charles Moser, “The Social Constituents
of Sadomasochism,” Social Problems 31 (1984): 379-389.
Recounted in Daniel Bergner, The Other Side of Desire: Four Journeys
into the Far Realms of Lust and Longing (Penguin, 2009).
“Everyone knows that fasting”: Lewis, The Problem of Pain, 112.
“moral weeping”: Tom Lutz, Crying: The Natural and Cultural His-
tory of Tears (Norton, 2001), 11.
“It hurts just as much as it is worth” Zadie Smith, “Joy,” New
York Review of Books, January 10, 2013, https://www.nybooks
.com/articles/2013/01/10/joy.
Daniel Pallotta: The story is told in George E. Newman and
Daylian M. Cain’s “Tainted Altruism: When Doing Some Good
Is Evaluated as Worse than Doing No Good at All,” Psychological
Science 25 (2014): 648-55.
“tainted altruism” Newman and Cain, “Tainted Altruism.”
Suppose you have a friend who is sick: Christopher Y. Olivola

26



191

191

191

192

192

193

193

193

194

196

and Eldar Shafir, “The Martyrdom Effect: When Pain and Effort
Increase Prosocial Contributions,” Journal of Behavioral Decision
Making 26 (2013): 91-105.

commencement speech: John Roberts, commencement speech
at Cardigan Mountain School, Canaan, New Hampshire, June 3,
2017; see transcript in “I Wish You Bad Luck” Read Supreme
Court Justice John Roberts” Unconventional Speech to His Son’s
Graduating Class,” Time, July 5, 2017, hetps://time.com/4845150
/chief-justice-john-roberts-commencement-speech-transcript/.
“anti-fragile” Nassim Nicholas Taleb, Antifragile: Things That Gain
from Disorder (Random House, 2012).

“The key to healthy psychological functioning is exposure”™
Brock Bastian, The Other Side of Happiness: Embracing a More Fear-
less Approach to Living (Penguin, 2018), 95.

put one of their hands in ice-cold water: Mark D. Seeley et al,,
“An Upside to Adversity? Moderate Cumulative Lifetime Adver-
sity Is Associated with Resilient Responses in the Face of Con-
trolled Stressors,” Psychological Science 24 (2013): 1181-89.

This one focused on kindness: Daniel Lim and David DeSteno,
“Suffering and Compassion: The Links Among Adverse Life Ex-
periences, Empathy, Compassion, and Prosocial Behavior,” Emo-
tion 16 (2016): 175-82.

other work suggesting that poor people: Ana Guinote et al,
“Social Status Modulates Prosocial Behavior and Egalitarian-
ism in Preschool Children and Adults,” Proceedings of the National
Academy of Sciences 112 (2015): 731-36.

how groups of people respond to disasters: Rebecca Solnit, A
Paradise Built in Hell: The Extraordinary Communities That Arise in
Disaster (Penguin, 2010), 8.

Brock Bastian and his colleagues: Brock Bastian, Jolanda Jetten,
and Laura J. Ferris, “Pain as Social Glue: Shared Pain Increases
Cooperation,” Psychological Science 25 (2014): 2079-83.

a Taoist story: This version, titled “Maybe,” is from John Suler’s
Zen Stories to Tell Your Neighbors, http://truecenterpublishing.com
/zenstory/maybe.html.

people can be resilient: George A. Bonanno, “Loss, Trauma, and
Human Resilience: Have We Underestimated the Human Ca-
pacity to Thrive After Extremely Aversive Events?” American Psy-
chologist 59 (2004): 20-28.

27



196

198

200

202

202

202

203

205

206
207

208

in a recent review article: Johanna Ray Vollhardt, “Altruism
Born of Suffering and Prosocial Behavior Following Adverse
Life Events: A Review and Conceptualization,” Social Justice Re-
search 22, no. 1 (2009): 53-97.

a “natural experiment” Anthony D. Mancini, Heather L. Little-
ton, and Amie E. Grills, “Can People Benefit from Acute Stress?
Social Support, Psychological Improvement, and Resilience
After the Virginia Tech Campus Shootings,” Clinical Psychological
Science 4 (2016): 401-17.

survivorship bias: Jordan Ellenberg, How Not to be Wrong: The
Power of Mathematical Thinking (Penguin, 2014).

post-traumatic growth: For example, see Eranda Jayawickreme
and Laura E. R. Blackie, “Post-Traumatic Growth as Positive
Personality Change: Evidence, Controversies and Future Direc-
tions,” European Journal of Personality 4 (2014): 312-31.

“People develop new understandings of themselves” Richard
Tedeschi, quoted by Lorna Collier in “Growth After Trauma,”
Monitor on Psychology 47, no. 10 (November 2016), 48, https://
www.apa.org/monitor/2016/11/growth-trauma.

improvement in five areas: For example, see Kanako Taku et
al., “The Factor Structure of the Posttraumatic Growth Inven-
tory: A Comparison of Five Models Using Confirmatory Factor
Analysis,” Journal of Traumatic Stress 21 (2008): 158-64.

a recent meta-analysis: Judith Mangelsdorf, Michael Eid, and
Maike Luhmann, “Does Growth Require Suffering? A System-
atic Review and Meta-Analysis on Genuine Posttraumatic and
Postecstatic Growth,” Psychological Bulletin 145 (2019): 302-38.

7: Sweet Poison

“the lucky ones”: Richard Dawkins, Unweaving the Rainbow: Science,
Delusion and the Appetite for Wonder (Houghton Mifflin, 1998), 1.
“fallen angels”™ Robert Ardrey, African Genesis (Collins, 1961), 245-46.
I've argued directly against this theistic analysis: Paul Bloom,
“Did God Make These Babies Moral?” New Republic, January 13,
2014, https://newrepublic.com/article/116200/moral-design-latest
-form-intelligent-design-its-wrong.

“We are happier when we are healthy”: Steven Pinker, How the
Mind Works (Penguin UK, 2003), 389.

28



209

212

213

213

214

214

215

215

215

215

“Modern life is full of emotional reactions” Robert Wright, Why
Buddbism Is True: The Science and Philosophy of Meditation and En-
lightenment (Simon & Schuster, 2017), 36.

emotions such as empathy are too biased and innumerate: Paul
Bloom, Against Empathy: The Case for Rational Compassion (Random
House, 2017).

It’s that there is a correlation: Roy F. Baumeister et al., “Some
Key Differences Between a Happy Life and a Meaningful Life,”
Journal of Positive Psychology 8 (2013): 505-16.

the relationship between pleasure and meaning: Veronika Huta
and Richard M. Ryan, “Pursuing Pleasure or Virtue: The Differ-
ential and Overlapping Well-Being Benefits of Hedonic and Eu-
daimonic Motives,” Journal of Happiness Studies 11 (2010): 735-62.
one can screw up being happy: Brett Q. Ford et al., “Culture
Shapes Whether the Pursuit of Happiness Predicts Higher or
Lower Well-Being,” Journal of Experimental Psychology: General 144
(2015): 1053-62.

The people who highly agree with such items: Brett Q. Ford et
al., “Desperately Seeking Happiness: Valuing Happiness Is As-
sociated with Symptoms and Diagnosis of Depression,” Journal
of Social and Clinical Psychology 33 (2014): 890-905.

listening to Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring: Jonathan W. Schooler,
Dan Ariely, and George Loewenstein, “The Pursuit and Moni-
toring of Happiness Can Be Self-Defeating,” Psychology and Eco-
nomics (2003): 41-70.

Focusing on happiness does seem to have a bad effect: Iris B.
Mauss et al., “Can Seeking Happiness Make People Unhappy?
Paradoxical Effects of Valuing Happiness,” Emotion 11 (2011):
807-15.

Maybe when you pursue happiness: Brett Q. Ford and Iris B.
Mauss, “The Paradoxical Effects of Pursuing Positive Emotion,”
in Positive Emotion: Integrating the Light Sides and Dark Sides, eds.
June Gruber and Judith Tedlie Moskowitz (Oxford University
Press, 2014).

pursuing extrinsic goals: Tim Kasser and Richard M. Ryan,
“Further Examining the American Dream: Differential Cor-
relates of Intrinsic and Extrinsic Goals,” Personality and Social
Psychology Bulletin 22 (1996): 280-87. For the meta-analysis, see
Helga Dittmar et al., “The Relationship Between Materialism

29



216

216

217

217

217

217

222

222

223

223

224

225

and Personal Well-Being: A Meta-Analysis,” Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology 107 (2014): 879-924.

cross-cultural research finds: Ford et al., “Culture Shapes Whether
the Pursuit of Happiness.”

“Hey Jude”: Marc Wittmann, Felt Time: The Psychology of How We
Perceive Time (MIT Press, 2016).

this view has some sharp defenders: Dan Gilbert, “Three Pic-
tures of Water: Some Reflections on a Lecture by Daniel Kahn-
eman” (unpublished manuscript, Harvard University, 2088). I
am grateful to Dan for sending me this paper, and for our many
discussions of these matters. And I should add that he no longer
fully holds the view that I am currently arguing against.

“I was very interested in”: Tyler Cowen, “Daniel Kahneman on
Cutting Through the Noise,” Conversations with Tyler podcast, epi-
sode 56, December 19,2018, https://medium.com/conversations
-with-tyler/tyler-cowen-daniel-kahneman-economics-bias-noise
-167275de691f.

“I don’t want to be perpetually giddy”: Dylan Matthews, “Angus
Deaton’s Badly Misunderstood Paper on Whether Happiness
Peaks at $75,000, Explained,” Vox, October 12, 2015, https://www
vox.com/2015/6/20/8815813/orange-is-the-new-black-piper
-chapman-happiness-study.

“It is better to be”: John Stuart Mill, Utilitarianism (Coventry
House Publishing, 2017), 15-16.

“pitiless indifference” Richard Dawkins, River Out of Eden: A
Darwinian View of Life (Basic Books, 2008), 133.

“the most authentic class of sufferers”™ Elaine Scarry, The Body
in Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the World (Oxford University
Press, 1987), 11.

“In giving our tears to these fictions™ Namwali Serpell, “The
Banality of Empathy,” New York Review of Books, March 2, 2019,
hteps://www.nybooks.com/daily/2019/03/02/the-banality-of
-empathyy/.

“There is a deep satisfaction™ James Dawes, Evil Men (Harvard
University Press, 2013), 208.

“depth larceny”: Eva Hoffman, After Such Knowledge: Memory, His-
tory, and the Legacy of the Holocaust (PublicAffairs, 2003).

“We prefer to do things comfortably”: Aldous Huxley, Brave New
World (1932; Harper, 2017), 240.

30





