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Introduction



ON THE CUSP OF TURNING FORTY, I FOUND MYSELF AT THE top of my game professionally and at the bottom of my game personally. This part of my story is a little clichéd, but sometimes things are clichéd for a reason. I’m one of these people we hear about a lot: married early, threw herself into her career, juggled having babies and working full-time, pushing herself year after year… until it all came falling down and I found myself divorced and alone with two young boys to raise. Only when it all fell apart did I stop, did I pause, did I think: Who am I? What do I want my life to look like?


I found myself yearning for the spirit of my youth, who was all about travel and adventure. I took up sailing again after twenty years. I stopped caring about what others would think, or about how different my life looked than those of my siblings. Soon I fell in love with a man who saw me, probably even more clearly than I did. We bonded together over our shared passions, for skiing, for water, for conversation, for each other. We had fun together. I stopped working so hard and leaned into everyday life just a little more. With him by my side, I learned to notice the little things, to laugh at them, to let things go a little, and to relish the very chaos of life. Life started getting better. Life started to become way more interesting. In fact, life was good.


Poetically, I’d dedicated my career to thinking about the very same problem that plagued my personal life. Namely, what makes life “good”? I was drawn to philosophy in the first place largely because it offered a framework to understand what counts in life, and why. Philosophy offers a way of getting under the hood of what makes living worthwhile. Sure, we can look at the lives other people live and try to see what makes best sense for us—this is an important piece of the puzzle of living well. But philosophers seek something more fundamental: a universal understanding of what it looks like to live our best possible lives.


My first academic book, Eudaimonic Ethics: The Philosophy and Psychology of Living Well, explores how important being virtuous is to living well, a topic that has its roots in Aristotle and continues to be an important theme among philosophers and psychologists. I published this book the year I got divorced, the same year I also got tenure. I then started to think more broadly about living well. Surely, there’s more to living our best possible lives than being good people. I’d argued that developing virtue was essential to our psychological well-being, but I knew there was more to life. I started to ask: What does a Good Life—our best possible life—really look like?


I began to think more about happiness, and I soon started writing a book on the philosophy and psychology of it.1 The more I learned about happiness, though, the more I became sure of one surprising thing: Happiness really isn’t that big of a deal. It’s challenging to pursue and ultimately a feeling that comes and goes. It’s important to our lives, no doubt, but its role is limited—way more limited than people seemed willing to admit. Surely, the Good Life couldn’t be all about happiness, and my own personal experience had taught me it couldn’t be all about purpose or meaning, either.


My personal and philosophical journeys started to come together in 2014, when I got an email from a psychologist, Dr. Shigehiro Oishi, who was beginning a new research project and was interested in having a philosopher join his research team. He’d reached out to a mutual contact who had recommended he get in touch with me.


Oishi suspected that there was more to the Good Life than happiness and meaning, and he was interested in testing his hypothesis that psychological richness was an important aspect of the Good Life. A psychologically rich life is one full of experiences that stimulate and engage the mind, that provoke a wide range of emotions, and that can change your perspective. Oishi thought that this was a form of the Good Life that—amazingly—had not yet been appreciated by philosophers or psychologists.


He’d already begun conducting focus groups, asking students to describe “interesting, rich” experiences, along with “happy” experiences and “personally meaningful” experiences. This preliminary work suggested that the interesting, rich experiences were different from the others, and were correlated with novelty, variety/complexity, and a change in perspective. These markers, we’ve gone on to show, are distinctive to psychologically rich experiences, but not to other kinds of experiences.


With this basis established, the next task was to flesh out the nature of psychological richness, both theoretically and empirically, and together we secured funding from the John Templeton Foundation to pursue this important research. As the philosopher on the team, my task was the theoretical one: How do we understand and locate psychological richness in relation to the dominant theories of the Good Life that philosophers have developed over centuries? While philosophers had discussed elements of psychological richness in other areas, such as aesthetics, there was no developed notion of psychological richness construed more broadly, nor had other philosophers explored the possibility that psychological richness is itself an important part of the Good Life, independent of whether people derive happiness, meaning, or purpose from their experiences.


While I set out to show that psychological richness was separate and different from other philosophical conceptions of the Good Life, Oishi continued to conduct studies showing it is empirically distinct. Our 2020 coauthored paper, “The Psychologically Rich Life,” brings together both lines of research and established the framework for subsequent empirical and theoretical analysis. At this point, I began the independent, daunting philosophical task of showing that psychological richness was good in itself. This research led me to focus more heavily on the interesting—the qualitative feature uniting and underlying psychological richness. My 2023 paper, “The Interesting and the Pleasant,” argues that the interesting is an intrinsic, prudential value.2 It’s the value of the interesting that makes psychological richness good in itself.


Throughout this process, an amazing thing happened. My research on the psychological richness and the interesting brought together my professional and personal journeys and showed me the clear path forward.


Maybe you’ve shared a similar personal journey. Maybe you’ve crashed and burned. Maybe the toils of the pandemic pushed you to confront the status of your life. Maybe you’re not satisfied with happiness, or with meaning. Maybe you are simply ready to live a better life, right now. Maybe you know, deep in your gut, that there has to be more to life. Whatever your reason for picking up this book, seize the momentum now. Because I have good news: There is more to life.


PSYCHOLOGICAL RICHNESS AND THE INTERESTING: AN OVERVIEW


A psychologically rich life is composed of complex, novel, and challenging experiences that stimulate and engage the mind, that evoke different emotions, and that leave you with a different perspective than you started with. At the time Oishi reached out to me, his preliminary empirical research suggested that this kind of life is one that people value, even if they can’t label it. And his research showed that this kind of life couldn’t be explained within the dominant frameworks, which tended to think about the Good Life in terms of happiness and meaning. The experiences that comprise psychological richness just don’t always contribute to happiness or meaning. Sometimes they do, but sometimes they don’t. We still think they are good.


To start to wrap your head around this idea of psychological richness, you might begin by thinking about the kinds of experiences that challenge you, that force you to feel different emotions, that leave a dent in your mind. But—for now—don’t get too caught up in what those experiences are. Focus on what it feels like to have them. Psychological richness is something that we can notice in the mind.


Its definition describes the features of experiences observed to deliver psychological richness, but fundamentally, psychological richness is a psychological state. Notice, though, that observing its existence—while super important—doesn’t actually give us clues as to whether it’s good/helpful/worthwhile. Even though its name suggests something positive, it’s still just a psychological phenomenon we’ve recognized. Implicit bias and anxiety are also patterns psychologists can name, and we know that neither of those is inherently good.


These days, we are used to looking to psychology to explain how we are in this world. We think that if we can understand our minds, emotions, and thoughts, we can diagnose how to be better. And sometimes this diagnosis is very clear. Learning about the sneaky ways in which implicit bias affects us can help us be proactive in safeguarding us from its influence. Learning about our mind’s proneness to anxiety can help us to prevent its arousal. But notice this only works when we know that these are states we want to avoid. Does psychology tell us this? Can psychology tell us this? Well, no. As a science, psychology delivers information about our psychological states and the experiences they are correlated with. It tells us implicit bias is correlated with use of stereotypes; it tells us anxiety is correlated with rapid heartbeats and obsessive thoughts. It doesn’t tell us these are bad. It can’t.


What makes something good or bad is a philosophical question. Philosophers probe beyond the correlations; where science ends, we ask why. And this is my contribution to the research team. The empirical work shows people think psychological richness is good. The philosophical work is to show why people think it is good.


What caught my attention about psychological richness as a potential key to the Good Life was precisely that it wasn’t about meaning, and it wasn’t about happiness. I’d thought about meaning and happiness for years, without ever being tempted to think that they told the full story. Certainly, they didn’t grip me, and no philosophical argument about their value had ever quite satisfied. Seeing the results of the empirical studies, which delineated psychological richness from happiness and meaning, struck a chord with me. I was immediately convinced that psychological richness added value to our lives, and always has. But how could philosophers have missed this? And what were we missing? What kind of value have we overlooked that seems so clearly present in psychological richness?


The philosopher in me took hold—over years of research and thought, it became clear to me that psychological richness can enhance our lives because it makes them more interesting. And being interesting alone makes something valuable. As I write this now, it seems so obvious. Yet often the hardest and most important philosophical work is to make sense of that which seems so intuitive.


WHAT IS THE INTERESTING?


We use the word “interesting” in all kinds of ways. Have you used it today? This week? We think it while scrolling our news feed. “Hmm, that’s interesting.” We get into the habit of saying “Interesting” when no other words seem to suffice. A coworker shows you the website her teenager built about Minecraft? “Interesting.” We use it to set up our stories: “I had the most interesting thing happen to me today.” We use it to praise: “She’s so interesting!” “This is the most interesting book!” And sometimes we use it in lieu of praise, when we find ourselves unable to say anything else good about something: “How was the drive? It was… interesting.” “Wow! Your outfit is so, er, interesting.”


We need to move a little past our ordinary ways of using the word “interesting” to get to the sense of the interesting that adds value to our lives. But not too far. Notice that almost all the ways in which we use the word “interesting” highlight the ways in which interesting things stimulate our minds—even the teeniest bit, such as the first Minecraft fan site we’ve seen, or the first time we’ve seen someone wear a particularly hideous combination of colors and patterns. We don’t often realize it, but “interesting” describes the way we respond to things. No thing is inherently interesting. What’s interesting is all about how we experience the thing.


When we talk about interesting books, or an interesting class, we speak as if the book or class itself is interesting—to all who may read it or take it. Really, though, there’s no one book we all find interesting, just as there’s no one class we all find interesting. This is because experiences are interesting, not things. Reading a book can be interesting, and often is—outside of a classroom, we don’t really find ourselves reading books that don’t stimulate or engage us. The ones that do, though? They are the interesting ones to read, the ones we recommend to like-minded people who we think will find them interesting to read. The interesting isn’t about any one thing, or even a collection of things. It’s about our experiences of things that stimulate and engage us.


The interesting describes a quality of our experiences, and interesting experiences make up a psychologically rich life. That a psychologically rich life is full of interesting experiences explains why we value it. Complexity, novelty, and challenge stimulate our minds and spark engagement with the world around us. While we often shy away from things that push us in this way, we are learning more every day about how much value they offer to our lives. It may be easier not to engage our minds, but, please, trust me: Our lives go better when we do.


There is so much more life has to offer than meaning and happiness, and thank goodness. We’re all feeling the disillusion. Whether it’s a general sense of feeling stuck in life, or the anxiety and exhaustion that builds up day by day as we strive for more, all while we’re confused about what we’re aiming for and why it’s not working, these feelings of disillusion hit all of us. We’re yearning for more.


It’s little wonder we are struggling. All we know is to try to cultivate happiness, or to seek meaning, and it’s just not working. We meditate, volunteer, take CBD, change careers, change careers again, go to therapy, try to make friends, become a seeker—and yet none of it has yet delivered on the promise we’ve been chasing: that if we can just find enough pleasure, enough purpose, or maybe both, that we, too, can lead a Good Life.


It’s time to start going for more. Opening this book is your first move.


In part 1, we’ll look at why living a life of happiness and/or meaning just isn’t going to cut it, and why including the interesting allows us to live our best possible lives. Then, in part 2, we’ll take a deeper dive into ways that we can cultivate the interesting on a day-to-day basis. Because even though all of our minds hold the capacity for the interesting, there is an art to unlocking its potential.


There’s important work involved here, clearly. What could be more important than learning about what makes our lives go well? But work shouldn’t always feel like work, especially work on the interesting. Thinking about the interesting is interesting in itself, and one of my aims here is to deliver you one interesting experience while you learn the skills you need to enhance your life.


This points to one of the coolest and most distinctive aspects of learning the art of the interesting. To better your life, you don’t have to set aside all the plans and projects that you’ve already got going on. You don’t have to go on a wine-and-gelato-fueled mission to find your true bliss, nor do you have to give up what you already care about in some search for true purpose. You could do these things, and maybe you’ll be inspired to make big changes in your life upon reading this. It’s just as likely, though, that you’ll find value in the little tweaks, which pay off in big ways. The art of the interesting delivers the tools you need to enhance your life without having to change or fix them.


Don’t get me wrong: Change can be a good thing, even when it comes disguised as the worst. Change can resolve our problems, and a life with less problems is always a better one, no matter who tells us otherwise. Problems weigh us down. Living from paycheck to paycheck. Living with chronic illness. Tensions between family members. Long-distance commutes. Long-distance relationships. All these things bear down on us, sucking our energy to no end. Even the little annoying things—finding a parking spot, paying bills on time, calling the plumber, having to reschedule a hair appointment—can clump together and become lead, simply dragging us down every day. If we can fix our problems, we should. Even those that seem most impenetrable, the ones buried so deep we feel we may as well keep them there, are worth fixing, too—even if at the slowest pace, chipping away, block after block, making us lighter with every small step.


But you know what? Sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but life can suck in so many ways that are outside of our reach. Not every problem can be fixed, and sometimes change isn’t possible. Even when change is possible, there’s no guarantee it’ll fix the problem. You can change your job, even your career, but you likely can’t change the demanding grind of capitalism. You can shatter ceilings everywhere you go but still struggle against racism, patriarchy, homophobia. We should take charge of our own lives, and we most certainly should take charge of making our lives go better, but changing and fixing is hard. And some things are just out of our control. Here’s the catch: Even when we can’t change and fix, and even when life might be downright miserable on the outside, we can make it more interesting.


A LESSON TO REMEMBER


Few knew this better than Aaron Elster. Born to a Jewish family in Poland in 1933, from the age of six Aaron was running for his life, moving with his family into the hidden corners of his town’s ghetto. When even those hidden corners became less safe, and the rest of the family had to flee, Aaron somehow made it to the Gurski family’s door. In better times, the Gurskis had been regulars at his father’s butcher shop. Mrs. Gurski reluctantly let Aaron in and quickly shuttled him up to their attic.


Aaron spent two years, from age ten to age twelve, hiding alone in the attic. Watching clips of Aaron speak of his time in the attic, it is hard to imagine this tan, bushy-haired man, with a smile so quick to turn to laughter, could be the same boy who lived through such conditions, no doubt ghostly pale from the lack of sunlight, starving for food but much more so for companionship. Mrs. Gurski would deliver him food once a day; any more contact would have jeopardized everyone’s safety. Aaron grew so lonely he’d pull the wings off of flies, so that they couldn’t fly away and would keep him company.3


I could not begin to imagine trying to live under these conditions, the strength of will it must have taken to get up, day after day. To have to fight to simply live. How did Aaron make it through the hunger, the fear, the absolute loneliness of his existence?


There is no question in Aaron’s mind what got him through these times, what allowed him to survive, in the dark, on his own, at such a tender age. It was his mind:




I had the ability to daydream. I used to write novels in my head. I was the hero all the time. And we have that ability, to either give in to our misery and our pain and die, or to absorb physical pain but keep your mentality, keep your soul, keep your mind.





Stuck, so alone, scared, and desperate in the attic, never to see his parents again, Aaron somehow made the choice to live. And he found a way to make his life better without changing a damn thing about it. He daydreamed. He wrote novels in his head. He was the hero all the time. Aaron’s capacity to create the interesting saved him and it delivered the only good aspects of his life.


My hope is that this book shows how we can all cultivate this same skill. May none of us ever have to use it in such horrific circumstances as Aaron found himself in, but let’s also not forget that the interesting is always within our reach, because the interesting depends on only one thing: our minds. As long as we’re alive in any meaningful sense of the word, we’ve got the capacity to use our minds, so no matter what else is going on, and no matter how limited our lives may feel from the outside, we hold the power to make them good.


So keep reading. Learn the art of the interesting. Take advantage of the opportunity this offers: to forever change the way we live, to live better lives, maybe even better than we thought was possible. The Good Life really isn’t all about happiness. And it isn’t all about meaning, either. To live truly Good Lives, we need more of the interesting.
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PART 1



GOOD LIVES













Chapter 1:



An Ancient Dichotomy


THE TV SERIES SOMEBODY SOMEWHERE FOCUSES ON A woman named Sam who finds herself back in her Kansas hometown, pushing middle age, recovering from her own life crisis. She’s trying to find her place back in this town she’d run from as soon as she could but now finds herself stuck in.


Sam could be me. She could be any of us. That’s the point. She’s just a regular person, trying to live a Good Life, in a regular town, among regular people, including Joel, a guy she barely remembers from high school and who by any external measure is Sam’s opposite in every way. Sam and Joel form a surprising and unique friendship. They come together, really, because they are both desperate for something. What it is, they have no idea.


In one episode, Sam convinces Joel to spend a Saturday tailing her brother-in-law, who she thinks is dealing drugs in the park. (Spoiler alert: He is not.)1 As they wait in the car, they begin to lament what they are missing, what they would have otherwise been doing. Yet it’s all a bit of a joke, revealing more the emptiness of what they would have been doing than any real missed opportunity.


“What are you going to be doing later today?” asks Joel, after hearing Sam tell her mom on the phone that she’s too busy to get together.


“Saturdays are pretty big for me,” Sam replies.


“Oh, you have like a Saturday ritual?” starts Joel.


“I do. I like to sit down and write out a list of goals for the week. And, of course, I write down a list of accomplishments from the previous week.”


“You do? That’s so amazing.”


Sam laughs. “I don’t do any of that. I like to lay around drinking wine in my underwear. It’s pretty fucking great.”


“Hmm… Just sounds a little lonely.”


“Yeah, well, it works for me.”


She can’t hide how pathetic it is. They laugh.


She then turns to Joel. “And what do you do with your Saturdays?”


He lists off all the volunteer organizations, all the meaningful activities he’s lined up to structure his Saturdays: church outreach, youth group mentoring, choir practice, volunteering at the pediatric clinic, clowning for the kids at the hospital.


They don’t laugh at Joel’s activities, yet the tone is clear. Joel feels just as empty as Sam does. And he knows it: “I just try to keep busy. Make sure the terror doesn’t creep in.”


It’s clear that neither feels they are living a Good Life. What’s even worse is that they don’t know what to do about it. They pursue the things they think count—for Sam, it’s something like happiness and pleasure; for Joel, it’s something like meaning and fulfillment—yet none of these pursuits are doing it for them. And they know this. They know they are not living their best possible lives. But they can’t figure out why. They can’t figure out what their lives are missing.


I think this is how a lot of us approach the Good Life. We have instincts that kick in every so often, reminding us that life could be better. But we don’t have the information we need to harness this instinct.


If I asked you right now to describe the Good Life, what would your answer be?


You might tell me about your aunt’s friend Barb, who retired to Colorado with her husband and her dogs, works part-time at the local brewery, and hikes in the Rockies every day of her life. Or maybe you think of your cat, who sleeps, eats, luxuriates, and seems blissfully unaware of “problems.” Or maybe it’s the life of a yacht-enthusiast, jet-setting millionaire who travels the world and has staff to take care of the little things.


It’s easy to look from the outside and try to draw inspiration from people who seem to be living a Good Life. And it’s not a bad strategy—especially if you find someone who shares your passions and values. But the ways in which we might ordinarily think about the Good Life have their limitations.


Two are obvious: First, it’s hard to tell from the outside whether someone actually is living a Good Life. We all know that people’s lives can look very different on the outside than they feel on the inside. Good old Barb might seem to have it all in place, until we look deeper and see the cracks. That part-time job at the brewery? Maybe it’s more of a necessity than a passion; maybe Barb struggles to pay her medical expenses, and that brewery job, working alongside twenty-year-olds, is all she could find. Maybe it tortures her to have to show up and smile. When we look at how people are living from the outside, it’s easy to overlook the struggles, the tensions, the gaps that can occur between how someone’s life is structured and how they feel about their life.


Second, we’re all unique. We’ve all got different passions and values that influence how different pursuits make us feel. Maybe Barb doesn’t need the money from her part-time job at all; maybe she’s one of those people who thrives on being around folks younger than her. Or maybe she’s a beer enthusiast, and that drives her to the brewery. What we bring to our pursuits matters a lot, and this makes it tricky to find people whose lives we can use as a template for our own.


While there’s nothing wrong with thinking about the Good Life in these ordinary ways, we can do better. Resting in these passive wishes—thinking occasionally about how we could be living better, looking around for examples to inspire us—feels too much like stumbling through life.i


Take a second to think about what happens when we stumble through anything, though. I’ve stumbled through my fair share of enterprises, going through the motions without seriously thinking about it or putting in a real effort. Freshman year of college. My early years of “running.” Housekeeping. Oh, and the dinners: So many times have I stumbled through the task of cooking dinner for my family. So many scrambled eggs. So many boxes of mac and cheese. Way, way too many frozen pizzas. This is what you get when you stumble. Frozen pizza. Even with talent and luck, you end up, at best, with mediocrity.


There are thousands of dinners to cook. And it is just food, after all. Stumbling through cooking dinner with frozen pizza is one thing. But to stumble through your life? The one, limited life you have?


There’s no sense in, nor reason for, settling into a mediocre life. All it takes, really, is to start paying attention to what lights you up. What sparks you? What catches your attention, or raises your intrigue? This lit-up feeling is the foundational siren of the interesting. Because the interesting arises within our minds, when we focus more on what’s going on inside our minds and worry less about what’s going on outside of them, we’re on our way to unlocking the art of the interesting. Our minds will have the power to enhance any situation. This makes the interesting—not happiness, not meaning—our most consistent golden ticket to the Good Life.


Once you know that the interesting is out there, it can be hard not to want to dive straight in. (And who can blame you!) But in order to appreciate the interesting’s role in our lives, we need to back up a bit and shed the baggage of what we’ve been taught to think about the Good Life—namely, we need to break through the ancient dichotomy of happiness and meaning, and start to see our Good Lives not as a teeter-totter but as a three-legged stool.



OUR BEST POSSIBLE LIFE


When philosophers talk about “the Good Life,” what we are talking about is our best possible life. Aristotle describes this as our highest or most supreme end. When we live a Good Life, nothing is lacking. Our lives are complete. We’ve reached the top of the scale—we’ve made it to the 10. There’s an umbrella in our drink and no problems for the next thousand miles.


Easy, right? Not really. It is easy enough to understand the idea of “a Good Life” by filling it in with other words that carry the same meaning. Yet describing the Good Life as “the best possible life” or “the supreme end” or “the 10” really just adds more empty terms to the mix. It doesn’t tell us what is in those lives that makes them good. Words like “the Good Life” occupy a place within our minds and so have some kind of conceptual status. Yet they turn out to be pretty useless for anything other than representing the highest thing we can shoot for. Certainly, they are quite useless in terms of helping us to understand and to pursue the Good Life. To pursue our best possible lives, we need to know what we’re looking for. This is where a little philosophy can help. A lot.


AN ANCIENT DICHOTOMY


Aristotle lived and wrote in ancient Greek, circa 384 BCE, back in the days when public debate was literally a matter of shouting at one’s friends across the town square, face-to-face. He was a student of Plato, and his writings became so influential that for a long while other philosophers referred to him simply as “the Philosopher” or “the First Teacher.”ii


The Philosopher had a lot to say about the Good Life. And the very way in which he framed his investigation set the tone for pretty much all subsequent work in philosophy and in psychology on the nature of the Good Life. Yes, I’m dead serious. The dichotomies he sets up in his Nicomachean Ethics were written thousands of years ago, at a time when one’s place of privilege determined one’s moral status, when being wealthy gave men free rein to decide who else even counted and how so. Those born male and wealthy were taken not only to be the ones entitled to an education; even worse, they were taken to be the only people capable of being educated. Born a woman? Born from a farmer? You literally didn’t even count among the audience for whom Aristotle wrote. It should not be surprising his dichotomies are not working out for you. It’s shocking, really, that these dichotomies dominated how we thought about the Good Life up until 2019, when our first papers on psychological richness started coming out.2


Aristotle began thinking about the Good Life largely by looking around him and at the mistakes he saw others (in his circle, obvs) making. He saw his friends driven by an intense desire to make money. He saw so many politicians driven by desires for power and respect. And he saw a lot of people overly focused on indulgence, on satiating the body.iii


Aristotle worried that none of these lives really reflected the nature of human beings, and thus couldn’t be Good Lives. He thought the ordinary sense of “happiness” most people have, then and now, was deeply misguided. We tend to think of happiness in terms of feeling good, in terms of feeling pleasure, what the Greeks called hedonia; but Aristotle thought there was a deeper, more important sense of “happiness” we ought to aim for that better reflects the highest end for rational creatures. This is a state of human flourishing he called eudaimonia.


And so, a great debate wages. Is the Good Life a matter of feeling pleasure? Or is it something beyond pleasure, something that makes use of reason? Hedonists believe that the Good Life is a pleasant life. Eudaimonists believe that the Good Life involves using our rational capacities in the best possible way. Aristotle thought this meant developing virtue, but others draw on this framework to emphasize the importance of achievement and of meaning, things that require and reflect the use of our rational capacities.3 And thus, the dichotomy is framed.


Until just recently, philosophers (and psychologists) have looked at the Good Life like Sam and Joel, in terms of happiness and meaning. Happy lives are full of pleasant experiences, the stuff that feels good. That’s kind of like Sam drinking wine on Saturdays in her underwear, although, um, there are better ways to have pleasant experiences. Going to a movie with friends, watching your kids play soccer, having a picnic on a sunny day. These are pleasant experiences that make us happy. In contrast, meaningful lives are full of fulfilling experiences. This is what Joel aims at through his work with kids and with the church. Helping others is a fantastic way to find fulfillment in life, as is contributing to a cause, being active in your community, and pursuing an impactful career.


Happiness and meaning, experiencing pleasure and fulfillment, are important aspects of the Good Life. There’s a reason we’ve all focused so much on them, and we now have a tremendous amount of information at our fingertips about how to pursue them… but, really, thinking about pleasure and fulfillment alone just doesn’t cut it for most of us, maybe for all of us. It’s clearly not working for Sam and Joel. How is it working for you? What we’ve been sold as the formula for Good Lives doesn’t pan out. Maybe you’ve asked yourself “Isn’t there more?” and come up empty. Ask again. I’ve got the answer.


A MODERN ADDITION


Emerging new research shows that there is more to the Good Life. It uncovers the missing piece that explains the emptiness Sam, Joel, and likely most of us sometimes feel, and it shows the way out. This research shows that there’s a kind of Good Life, described as a psychologically rich life, that is distinct from a happy life and a meaningful life. And it is breaking right through the dichotomy of Good Lives that has guided both philosophical and psychological research for, well, a very long time.


For centuries, philosophers were the only ones thinking about the Good Life, and for the most part we did so by focusing, developing, and building on Aristotle’s dichotomy. It took until the late twentieth century for psychologists to get in on this project. Before then, psychologists saw themselves as in the business of studying and fixing pathologies of the human mind, but not at all in the business of telling people how they ought to live.iv It took a group of psychologists who were frustrated with these limits to help the discipline see it could contribute to these conversations about the Good Life. This was how the positive psychology movement, which calls for the scientific study of human flourishing, began, spearheaded by Martin Seligman.4


When positive psychologists started researching the Good Life in the late 1990s, they turned to the Philosopher to help them understand what they were after. The dichotomy of Good Lives Aristotle set up became further entrenched, this time as a framework for psychological research on the Good Life.5 The philosophical theories of well-being he developed and inspired serve to direct scientific research on the Good Life by giving the research its target. With a philosophical understanding of the Good Life in hand, we know what we’re looking for and can identify the people who live Good Lives. We can then study them scientifically to understand the skills and traits they have that are conducive to living Good Lives.


Using this framework, psychologists have uncovered a tremendous amount of information about happiness and about eudaimonia, which, by this point, has evolved into a cluster of concepts best understood in terms of meaning. You’ve likely seen for yourself the explosion of books, blogs, podcasts, and discussion of its major findings: on gratitude, resilience, optimism, authenticity.





FIXING THE TARGET


Psychology is an inherently descriptive science. It describes the human mind and identifies patterns that are correlated with features of the mind.


Philosophy is an inherently normative enterprise. It tells us what is good, why it is good, and how we ought to live in order to get what is good.


We get the best of both worlds when we draw on both fields. Here’s a very oversimplified example of how it works!






	WHAT IS GOOD

	WHY? (philosophy)

	CORRELATED WITH… (psychology)

	WHAT WE OUGHT TO DO (philosophy)






	Happiness

	It is pleasurable.

	Optimism

	Be optimistic.






	Meaning

	It is fulfilling.

	Rational activity

	Use our minds.






	Psychological richness

	It is interesting.

	Novelty

	Embrace novelty.







Once we know what is good and why, we can use psychological methods to learn all sorts of things it is correlated with. We then know what we ought to do to get what is good!





Even among these very important developments, research on the psychologically rich life stands out as groundbreaking. It is breaking the ancient dichotomy of Good Lives. Essentially, a psychologically rich life describes a life full of engaging experiences, which may not be pleasant, which may not deliver fulfillment, but are nonetheless among the most exciting, rewarding, and impactful experiences many of us have. They are the interesting ones.


Many of us seek out these kinds of experiences already. We travel. We read books about different times and places, and we watch documentaries exploring different cultures and ways of life. We push our boundaries through engaging in adventurous activities—be it through rock-climbing and cliff-jumping or by bringing molecular gastronomy and tripe into our kitchens. We talk with each other about stuff that has no importance whatsoever, but we simply find so engaging an hour can pass in the blink of an eye.


Of course, we’re also familiar with boredom, that deadening place where our minds want nothing more than to be engaged but keep coming up short. We put down boring books. We pick up our phone at every spare moment, forestalling the possibility that—yikes—we might get bored while waiting in the line at the grocery store. We fall asleep in boring lectures. It is a lucky person who got through the years of pandemic-induced limitations and isolations without becoming all too familiar with the dent boredom leaves upon our lives.


While we may not always realize it, boredom expresses craving for the interesting. When we’re bored, it is because we crave something to engage our minds, to stimulate our thoughts, and to make us feel something new. And you know what? Our minds naturally strive to engage. They need uptake. Not all the time—minds get worn out just like bodies do, but our minds are built to engage, to question, and to create. Interesting experiences deliver the goods our minds need to thrive. That’s why we need them in our lives.




PAYING ATTENTION TO BOREDOM


Boredom claws at us. It demands our attention. But have we ever really reflected on why? You can take a second to do it now. Maybe, like many, your reaction to boredom is often just to find something to occupy your time, to distract you from feeling bored. These distractions may help you feel less bored, but do they add any value to your life? Just how was that quick dip into social media while you were waiting in line? Did it deliver? Feeling bored is a cry for more, more of what the mind needs. Next time you’re bored, don’t look for something to distract you. Seek out something interesting to engage in. The more you start to flip the switch of boredom by engaging, the firmer your footing becomes on the path to living your best possible life.






REMIXING THE DICHOTOMY


Recognizing the importance of psychological richness and the value of the interesting makes clear the limits of the traditional dichotomy of Good Lives and explains why so many of us struggle to live our best possible lives. We’re struggling because we’re stuck in this dichotomy that tells us we’ll lead better lives by chasing more pleasure and more fulfillment. But that’s just bad advice. As we’ll see in chapters 2 and 3, pleasure doesn’t work this way, and striving for fulfillment comes with serious costs. All this means the more we stick within the dichotomy, the fewer gains we’ll make, and the more we’ll miss out on the interesting.


Yet if you think I’m asserting that you can live on the interesting alone, you’re wrong. The point is not that pleasure and meaning are not part of the Good Life, not at all. The point is that when we rely on them exclusively, we’re not giving ourselves a fair shot at living our best possible lives. The Good Life is like a three-legged stool. It needs the support of pleasure, fulfillment, and the interesting. Just as pleasure and meaning alone deliver a shaky stool, the interesting can’t hold up the stool on its own, either.


We are so used to defining the Good Life in terms of pleasure and fulfillment, we probably are used to a shaky stool. Maybe we’ve felt the shake and tried to beef up on pleasure and fulfillment. A tropical vacation, maybe? Some community service? We like to think we’ll finally get to that good place if only we had more pleasure and meaning, but I think we know, deep down, that’s not going to work. Pleasure and fulfillment have their limits. No matter how much effort we may put into one or both, it won’t be enough in the absence of the interesting.





KEEPING IT INTERESTING


If you’re finding yourself stuck, thinking there must be more, you are not alone. You’re also right: Burgeoning research on psychological richness and on the value of the interesting shows there’s more. By understanding how psychology and philosophy work together to deliver robust insights into the Good Life, you’ll be ready to use this research to make your life better.





Footnotes


i Sam and Joel? I’m sure they would agree they are just stumbling through life.


ii Although the poet Dante might have come up with the best nickname: “The Master of those who know.” If anyone ever feels tempted to put that on my gravestone, please just go ahead.


iii Sounds familiar, doesn’t it? I wonder: Have times changed at all?


iv Many psychologists still see this focus as their primary aim, and controversy over the call to extend their scope to the positive dimensions of human experience lingers.
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Chapter 2:



Happiness and the Limits of Pleasure


WHEN WE THINK ABOUT HAPPINESS, THE ’90S SITCOM SEINFELD is probably not the first thing that comes to mind. Full of characters who bond over their apathy toward others, relish in the suffering of their enemies, and make bad choices all around, Seinfeld rings funny but not exactly laden with insights about happiness. But I’m going on record right now: The Seinfeld gang shows remarkable prescience when it comes to happiness.


Happiness is nothing new. We’ve all felt its seeds and, maybe, the glory of those seeds growing and building. We know just by experiencing it that it enhances our life. It’s what we want for ourselves and our families. Shoot, it’s the heart of the American Dream: Give someone enough freedom, they’ll earn enough resources, and they’ll be happy. Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness. That’s what it is all about, right?


Actually, no. It turns out happiness is not like this, and embracing this perspective does not help us to become happy. Take a second to think about what this perspective on happiness brings us. It leads us to prioritize happiness in our lives, and to focus on its pursuit, which, within a materialistic society like the United States, sets us down a path of accumulation. We want bigger houses, softer mattresses, and better iPhones. It is so easy to think these things will make us happy. And it feels pretty shitty when they turn out not to. So, we quickly start pursuing something else. We chase the dream.


While we chase the dream, we make sacrifices along the way: We work longer and longer hours, to afford the bigger house. We search out and embrace shortcuts that help us get to the dream faster: Life hacks, faster technology, whatever eases the burdens of pursuit, we go for. But, alas, we are no happier for it. This is the lesson of the “Easterlin Paradox”: Research shows that happiness rises with income, but only to a certain point. Past that point, more income, more money makes little impact on people’s happiness.1


Those of us schooled in the Cult of Happiness that exists in the self-help world know better than to rely on the material stuff to make us happy. The sheer volume of literature out there—from The Happiness Project, to 10% Happier, to The Happiness Advantage—has helped many people to step off this path and instead focus on the things that do tend to count, such as developing deep connections and embracing an optimistic mindset. But despite the abundance of media, the books and podcasts, and the robust thought leadership, do we really even know what it means to be happy? Do we really know what kind of role happiness plays within our best possible lives?


This is where the Seinfeld gang shines. While none of them seem to think they are leading happy lives, they aren’t sitting around thinking, If only I had more [money, houses, comfort], then I’d be happy. Happiness just isn’t on their radar as something to pursue or to stress over. And none of them would even take seriously the thought that there is anything wrong with this approach.


So what is so noteworthy about how they approach happiness? It all starts with the happy dance, the squiggling and goofing they do to express their good moods.i The time Elaine comes back from vacation and the gang spends minutes hugging and jumping and shouting their welcomes. The time Jerry and George celebrate Kramer’s release from the LA county jail, where they dance on the courtroom steps, hands waving, feet skipping, the three just taking the moment in. The Seinfeld gang isn’t always happy, but they let it rip when they are and they don’t freak out when they are not.


What’s their secret? How can we get to this place, where we stop worrying so much about happiness, and instead just embrace it when it lands on our doorstep? I don’t think they have a secret, actually. I think this is just how they are, which from our vantage point seems a little naïve, a little more sheltered than most of us are now. The Cult of Happiness is a great thing, but it makes it harder to be as cavalier about the role of happiness in our lives as the Seinfeld gang is. It is hard to be bombarded with all the research promoting happiness as a pinnacle of the Good Life without starting to take it too seriously.


Regardless, Seinfeld has internalized something that we might have to work a little harder to accept: Happiness is limited. No matter how much we try to be happy, there are physiological limits to how often we can be happy. This is why a “Take it when it comes and let it go when it goes” attitude makes sense. This is also what makes it impossible to pin our Good Life on happiness. Unlike the interesting, happiness is out of our hands.


TWO SENSES OF HAPPINESS


What is happiness? We use the word constantly, and we’ve all probably asked this question at one point or another, but I know I’m not alone in struggling to answer it. One problem we face off the bat when we try to talk about happiness is that people use the word to mean different things. You may say that “happiness” is some long-term satisfaction with life, but when I say “I’m happy!” I mean “Yay! I’m feeling so good today!” But then we both read an article that talks about “happiness” as if it were welfare, the kind of thing satisfied by housing and health care. We use words all the time without knowing fully what they mean. This is definitely the case with the word “happiness.” We know it’s a good thing and we know we want it. But what is it, really?


In philosophy, we distinguish between two different senses of happiness. Philosophers are all about this kind of move, and yes, people make fun of us for it, but there is a reason why we do it! If we aren’t clear about what we’re discussing, we can’t say anything meaningful about it, and we can’t make progress in our efforts to understand it, let alone obtain it. Imagine someone tells you your apartment is “dank.” It could be a compliment (edgy, excellent) or an insult (unpleasant, damp). Unless you know which, you won’t be able to react, much less be responsive to the feedback. Where words have different connotations—and lots do—unless we get clear on them, they leave us frozen. We should all be pushing for clarity!
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