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Introduction


We all want to feel happy. We all yearn to be free of pain and suffering, to have blessed moments of love and laughter, to make the most of our brief sojourn on Earth. These longings are constants at the heart of human existence. We’re therefore tantalised by an ever-expanding array of possible pathways towards these evanescent goals, shimmering ahead of us like oases in a scorching desert. Bookshops are heaving with self-help literature promising us the secret of happiness. Social media is likewise abuzz with the seductive voices of gurus who confidently promise to lead us there. Indeed, my own field of positive psychology – the scientific study of wellbeing – has provided much of the theory and research behind all this. Alluringly, we’re promised that if we can just capture that optimistic mindset, or forge that precious set of meaningful relationships, then the end of the rainbow is just around the corner. And when we reach it, the rewards are apparently bountiful. Happiness is depicted as a golden key that can unlock innumerable delectable treasures – from success to good health.


This is a beautiful vision. And research does indeed suggest that happiness is connected to psychological qualities like optimism, and to life circumstances such as close relationships. Then, if people are happy, there is evidence that it can lead to other rewards – from ascending more swiftly up a career ladder to finding that soulmate who gives reason to our days.


The trouble is, however, that the blessings of happiness can be elusive, and the ‘positive’ qualities that take us there can be fiendishly difficult to capture. Many of us can’t just tune into the requisite brightness of spirit or upbeat state of mind, which is why we are turning to the self-help shelves in our droves, lost and confused. We have our moments in the sun, of course – fleeting blessings of joy and laughter. All too frequently, though, we struggle through the mist, beset by worries, fears and lamentations. It’s all very well knowing that optimism is the route to happiness, and happiness the doorway to health and success. But if we are unable to shake that anxious pessimism, then where does that leave us? We may feel even worse than before: experiencing anxiety is bad enough, but being told we should be bright and upbeat just deepens our worries. We start to feel anxious about feeling anxious, or feel sad about feeling sad, so down and down we go, in a dispiriting spiral …


Redeeming the Darkness


If any of the above rings true, if you are wearily familiar with the darker shades of human experience, then this book has a revolutionary and uplifting message for you. Your ‘negative’ feelings are not only normal and natural but may serve as pathways to the very happiness and flourishing that you seek. Such emotions are not ‘wrong’, and we are not disordered or ill if we experience them. It is entirely natural to feel sad, angry, anxious and so on. Indeed, these emotions are not only normal but often entirely appropriate. It is surely right to feel sad if we lose somebody, or angry if we’ve been hurt. These are ‘right’ emotions in the sense that it would be rather inappropriate to feel unreservedly happy if we’ve suffered bereavement or betrayal. Moreover, not only are these darker emotions frequently natural and appropriate; they may be wellsprings of real value. As painful as they can feel at the time, they might conceal powerful messages and energies that can help us towards the light – towards the dawn of happiness. So, if we learn from them, and use them skilfully, our darker emotions may be strange and unexpected sources of salvation.


I should emphasise that I am not talking here about mental illnesses, like depression. It would be an affront for me to romanticise the plight of people who suffer with such debilitating conditions, or to claim that their burden is not serious. That said, I would not be so presumptuous as to suggest that their suffering lacks value, or to assert that illness cannot confer certain qualities upon the sufferer that they may come to appreciate, such as empathic sensitivity towards others. People may find redemption and meaning in all kinds of ways, even in the midst of great distress and illness. Either way, though, this is not a book about mental illness, but simply about the ‘normal’ darker emotions that we all feel from time to time – from sadness to anger.


Of course, how we differentiate mental illness from ‘normal’ emotions – where we draw the line – is itself a complex and contentious issue. Nevertheless, as I proceed through this book, I shall offer suggestions as to where this line might be, and what to do if you feel you have crossed it. In general, I follow the line drawn by the American Psychiatric Association – namely, their criteria for what constitutes a mental disorder. The criteria for depression and anxiety – the two most common mental illnesses – are outlined at the end of the book, in the Further Help and Resources section. For other mental illnesses, the criteria can be found in the websites provided in this section. Readers who are concerned that they may have crossed the line – with respect to any illness – are encouraged to check with their doctor, who will be able to offer appropriate guidance and support.


This book, then, deals with the vague, troubling territory that is captured by the phrase ‘negative emotions’. These are the darker feelings that can descend on us all – from sadness and anxiety to guilt and loneliness. Unless a certain line of severity is crossed, these are not mental illnesses, but rather inherent dimensions of the human condition. More than that, however, as I intimated above, they are not merely normal, natural and appropriate. In a subtle, somewhat paradoxical way, they might be pathways to deeper and richer forms of wellbeing than may be found through more overtly ‘positive’ emotions. For example, sadness may open our hearts to the fragile beauty of life, or make us reach out to others in love and compassion, while righteous anger can alert us to some moral breach and motivate us to fight against an unjust social situation, changing it for the better.


We may not choose to experience these negative emotions. But if we do, and if we harness them skilfully, we might find that they can help us flourish, just as darkness gives way to the promise of the dawn.


The Path


As such, this book will take you on a revelatory and ultimately uplifting journey through some of the darker realms of the human experience. Although the road may be hard in places, we shall see that the shadows we so often walk through can contain surprising sources of solace and light. The book comprises eight chapters, each of which focuses on a specific negative emotion – namely, sadness, anxiety, anger, guilt, envy, boredom, loneliness and suffering. Each chapter centres on one overarching message, capturing the essence of that particular emotion, its main source of value. So, we shall see that sadness is fundamentally an expression of love and care. Anxiety is our alarm system, alerting us to danger. Anger can be a moral emotion that tells us that we’ve been treated unfairly. Guilt suggests that we have let ourselves down, and drives us to be better. Envy motivates us to improve ourselves and our lives. Boredom can be a gateway to creativity and self-transcendence. Loneliness allows our authentic voice to be heard, and teaches self-sufficiency. And suffering breaks us but then remakes us in potentially more meaningful ways.


The chapters then unpack these overarching lessons, teasing apart their elements. We begin with sadness, delving into the various ways in which it is a manifestation of loving concern – from a guardian that rescues us from a hurtful situation, to a precious connection to those we have loved and lost. We then explore how anxiety forewarns us about danger on the horizon and keeps us focused on current challenges. We shall also see that, far from signifying caution or even cowardice, anxiety is a natural response to stepping out of a comfort zone, and in the process developing as a person. Turning to anger, we see that this can be a moral emotion, a sign that we have been mistreated. However, we need to harness it carefully; otherwise, it can degenerate into corrosive feelings, such as hate. Consequently, the chapter considers how to use anger skilfully, as if meticulously prosecuting a crime – from diligently gathering evidence that allows us to present the case eloquently, to using wisdom and compassion as we endeavour to secure justice. In the next chapter, we learn that guilt takes the moral concern of anger and directs it at ourselves. As such, we explore the reasons why we sometimes pick the wrong path and find ourselves behaving badly. But these paths are not all equally wrong. So, while we may never be entirely guilt free, we can at least strive to develop ‘better’ forms of guilt, guided by more refined motivations.


Next comes envy, which likewise can be a motivating force, impelling us to improve ourselves and our lives. Our central task here is to move away from ‘vicious’ envy – where we simply resent people who have what we want – and towards ‘emulative’ envy, which inspires us to attain these desiderata for ourselves. Moreover, as with guilt, some needs are more elevated than others. As such, we can use this understanding to rise upwards and aim for higher goals. Moving on to boredom, the chapter undertakes a surprising reappraisal of this seemingly listless state. If we engage with boredom in the right spirit, it can be a gateway to mystery and intrigue – from facilitating creative impulses, to generating existential insights. The penultimate chapter then aims to make peace with loneliness by transforming it into the more contented state of solitude. This is possible when we appreciate that being alone may empower us to develop positive character traits, such as moral courage, and can even lead to elevated spiritual peaks. Finally, we address suffering itself – trauma or adversity that stirs up a dark combination of any or all of the seven emotions described above. With this, we encounter the redemptive possibility that we are tested through our trials and eventually remade in ways that we may come to appreciate.


Before we set off on the journey, just a brief word about the nature of the book. To illustrate the notion that each emotion contributes to wellbeing in numerous ways, I metaphorically imagine our inner world as being peopled by a host of figures. Each symbolises a particular aspect of a given emotion, and together they comprise its overarching essence. For instance, in Chapter 1, I introduce seven symbolic figures, each of which reflects a particular way in which sadness is an expression of love and care – from the Nurse of Protection, who keeps us from the fray until our wounds have healed, to the Keeper of the Flame, who safeguards our connections with people who have departed from our lives. These symbols should not be taken literally, of course. They do not imply some confused maze of dissociated voices, the ‘multiple personalities’ that are often associated with some forms of mental illness. Rather, they are the multi-coloured threads of the countless experiences, sights and sounds that we encounter on our journey through life and which, woven together, create our character. Our spirit speaks in different tones at certain times – tones that speak boldly of love, whisper longingly of hope, cry mournfully of loss. I have personified these tones by giving each a poetic label. These labels help us bring the valuable qualities of each emotion to life, and allow us to appreciate the subtle nuances that comprise its overarching value.


Within the framework provided by these symbolic figures, our travels will be illuminated by the personal stories of people who have sought and/or discovered some value in their darker emotions. I shall also draw on my own experiences, as I have known these feelings too, so I want to offer my own testimony in a spirit of solidarity and companionship. In addition, our path will be guided by consideration of cutting-edge scientific literature, which helps affirm the insights found in the narratives.


Together, I hope that these elements will combine to create an illuminating path through the darkness, and reveal that even the blackest of nights may usher in the hopeful light of dawn.




CHAPTER ONE


Sadness


At first glance, sadness may seem a daunting place from which to start our travels. Peering into this lonely valley, already our legs may feel heavy, a chill wrapping itself around our bones. Indeed, as my mind turns towards writing this chapter, I catch my breath, somewhat uneasy. I, like many people, often feel the breath of sorrow on my shoulder, and I’m wary of treading further into the darkness. And yet, we can perhaps most clearly discern this book’s key message by beginning our tale with sadness: all of the darker emotions, including sadness itself, are not only normal but can be unexpected fonts of meaning and value.


This may sound surprising. On the surface, sadness can appear to be wholly unredeemable – a bleak, unforgiving state. Surely it is the very antithesis of happiness, a sheer absence of joy and pleasure. Well, yes, in one sense, sadness is indeed a dark, foreboding place, one which few people, if any, would voluntarily choose to visit. Therefore, I have no intention of being the mercurial, shady figure at the crossroads, trying to ‘sell’ you sadness. My aim is not to make it appear alluring or even necessary, as if we ought to be sad. This is not a book about ‘shoulds’. Goodness knows, we carry enough burdens – including pressures around how we should feel and act – without adding to our weight of expectation.


But if sadness does descend upon us, as it will for everyone from time to time, what then? Is it wrong? Should we be ashamed, chastised, even medicalised? Or might we make peace with it by acknowledging that it is often entirely natural and appropriate? That, paradoxically, it can even help us flourish.


Disentangling Sadness and Depression


In speaking of the potential virtues of sadness, I must right away emphasise that I am not talking about depression, which is a serious, damaging, debilitating illness. Indeed, the World Health Organisation has made the troubling forecast that depression will be second on the list of global disability burdens by 2020.1 Of course, in attempting to differentiate between sadness and depression, the water immediately becomes murky, as the two conditions overlap in complicated ways. One common image is that of a spectrum, in which sadness shades into depression by degrees. Crucially, though, this does not imply a precarious, slippery slope, in which sadness is in constant danger of sliding inexorably towards depression. Rather, this idea of a spectrum presents sadness as normal and natural, an inherent – if unfortunate – aspect of the human condition. Then – if it becomes sufficiently intense and/or prolonged – it may cross the line into depression.2 That moment is reached when something ‘goes wrong’ with sadness.3 As to where the line might be, I would recommend following the guidelines set out by the American Psychiatric Association, which you can find in the Further Help and Resources section at the end of this book. Above all, if you are worried that you might be depressed – or, indeed, if you think you are suffering from any mental health issue – my advice is to consult your doctor, who will be able to offer the appropriate guidance and help.


Prior to the point when a person crosses the line into depression, however, it is important to see ‘normal’ sadness not as an illness but as part of our common humanity. It is one of the ‘proper sorrows of the soul’, in the words of the fourteenth-century monk Thomas à Kempis.4 This is an important point, since we are in danger of medicalising the negative emotions that are discussed in this book, treating them as illnesses that should be ‘cured’ with drugs. For instance, in their book The Loss of Sadness, Anthony Horwitz and Jerome Wakefield argue that the quiet dignity of sadness is gradually being eroded and forgotten, subsumed within the medical concept of depression. With this erosion, which is driven by the influence of fields like psychiatry, sadness is liable to be seen simply as a mild form of depression – less problematic, certainly, but still undesirable and ‘wrong’. In recent years Horwitz and Wakefield have led something of a counter-movement in the face of this insidious erosion of sadness. Their campaign has attempted to rehabilitate ‘normal’ sadness, differentiate it from the clinical illness that is depression, and acknowledge its rightful place at the table of common human emotions.


When normalising sadness in this way, an obvious place to start is with its unfortunate ubiquity and universality. No one is invulnerable to the vicissitudes of fate, to the life-shaking experiences of loss and bereavement. In such cases, sadness is an entirely appropriate response. Gentle reminders of the universality of such tragedies may then help foster a degree of acceptance – both of the loss itself and of sadness as the ‘correct’ response. The Buddha adopted this stance over 2500 years ago, and a similar approach has given solace to hundreds of millions of people ever since, both Buddhist and non-Buddhist. A grieving mother, Kisa Gotami, suffered the ultimate pain of losing her child. In desperation, she asked the Buddha for medicine that might bring her child miraculously back to life. With compassionate wisdom, the Buddha said that he could help. He asked Kisa to bring him a handful of mustard seeds, but made the seemingly strange stipulation that the seeds must be procured from a home where no one had ever lost a loved one. Kisa went forlornly from door to door, hoping to come across a household that had never suffered such a loss. Of course, every family had its own tale of woe, which they shared with Kisa, forging a connection in their shared sense of loss. This did not lessen Kisa’s grief, but it did usher her into communion with others who had been left similarly bereft, showing her that it was only human to grieve as she was. She eventually attained a measure of acceptance about her loss, and understood that death is woven inherently into the fabric of existence.


In cultivating acceptance in this way, Buddhism speaks of ‘two arrows’. When we lose someone, we are pierced by intense grief. This, or any other type of hurt, is the first arrow, which is wounding enough in itself. But all too often we also recoil against that initial reaction and start to feel sad about feeling sad (or, in another context, start to feel angry about feeling angry, for example). This secondary response – known in psychology as a ‘meta-emotion’ (that is, an emotion about an emotion) – is the second arrow. It can be just as hurtful as the first, and sometimes even more damaging. It may well be impossible to remove the first arrow, to temper the sense of loss or hurt we feel in experiences such as bereavement. However, if we can manage to accept our feelings – perhaps by seeing them as burdens we must all carry at some point in life – we can at least make peace with them and so remove the pain of the second arrow.


We do not have to be Buddhist to appreciate this notion of the two arrows. Indeed, Buddhism’s ethos of acceptance is emphasised in almost every religious tradition, and in spiritual and therapeutic discourse more broadly. For instance, countless people from all walks of life and many faiths have received comfort and guidance from Reinhold Niebuhr’s famous ‘Serenity Prayer’, which beautifully articulates the concept of acceptance:






God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change,


The courage to change the things I can,


And the wisdom to know the difference.








Even if we treat sadness as ‘normal’, however, while this may help us make our peace with it, we might still regard it as an invidious, unwanted emotion. The simple fact that something is natural or normal does not necessarily lend it any justification or nobility. After all, illness is ‘natural’, but most people would surely wish it could be eradicated from their lives. Crucially, though, we can go further and potentially discern some value in sadness. Doing so is important, as it means we may not only accept the presence of sadness in our lives but learn to appreciate it, at least to some extent. We can realise that, despite its melancholic appearance, it can play a useful role in helping us lead full and fulfilling lives. Essentially, we become sad mainly when the people, places and even objects that we care about are threatened, hurt or lost. Seen in this way, we realise that sadness is primarily an expression of love and care.


To illustrate this idea, and to tease apart its nuances, I invite you to imagine your inner landscape peopled by a host of graceful, angelic figures. As explained in the Introduction, I am not implying anything unusual when speaking of such figures, or likening them to phenomena that are commonly associated with ‘madness’, such as hearing voices or multiple personalities. The figures are metaphorical, a series of poetic personifications of the various ways in which sadness operates within us as an expression of care. We shall meet seven such figures in this chapter. The first is the Medic of the Battlefield.


The Medic of the Battlefield


Sometimes sadness can seep in unnoticed, slowly filtering unobtrusively into our consciousness. At other times, it can hit sharply like a hammer blow, striking in a sudden moment of grief.


Like many people, I’ve suffered what must be one of the more common hurts: being discarded by a partner. Although, in hindsight, this sorry incident was certainly not the end of the world, it did feel like it at the time. In my teenage years, I was captivated by my first girlfriend. I was naive, letting down friends, family and ultimately myself, sacrificing everything else to this new and exciting feeling. A fall was due, and it came. Aged eighteen, I followed her to a distant city as she began university. Within a week, she left me to join her new crowd. I plummeted down, tumbling into sadness. All those who have been similarly cast aside will know the pain I felt. Nor was the hurt fleeting; it haunted me for months.


Gradually, though, I began to rebuild myself. This was a slow, upward struggle, involving much soul-searching, tentative experiments with affection, an escape to China – which I’ll speak of in the next chapter – and a gradual accumulation of confidence and strength. Before this, however, there were long months of darkness. It was a terrible time. The sadness I felt at being cut adrift was compounded by other jarring hurts: betrayal, confusion (I was lost in a maze of ‘whys’), wounded self-esteem and drawn-out loneliness. Strangely, I stayed in that distant university city for three months, despite making few friends, in a kind of penitent, self-imposed exile, determined to hold out until Christmas. I worked part-time in a shoe shop (which I hated) and also had a short spell as a failed hotel barman (walking out ignomiously after just a few shifts, having managed to break a huge glass table). Other than that, I rarely left my flat. In other words, in the midst of my sadness and pain, I retreated from the world. This is the first role of sadness that we shall discuss here: self-preservation.


At times, life can be a battle, so inevitably we get wounded, especially by relationships. To return to the overall theme of this chapter, we are wounded because we care for someone else, because we love them; and that caring, that love, is a precious thing. But we also need to care for ourselves, and sadness can help with that. When we are at our most vulnerable, it makes us disengage and retreat, prompting us to seek refuge, away from the fray. The image this brings to mind is of a battlefield medic, working in the midst of a war zone to save incapacitated soldiers from further harm. When we’ve been hurt and our sadness makes us withdraw from the world, it is like our inner medic rushing to our side, saying, ‘We need to get you away from this chaos’, and spiriting us away to a safe place where we can recover our strength.


In psychology, this protective function is sometimes viewed as a form of mental pain,5 with parallels to physical pain. It is easy to recognise the value of physical pain – the body’s signal that a particular stimulus is harmful and/or we have suffered an injury, so protective, remedial action is needed. The physical pain we feel on touching a flame is the purest, most direct lesson we could have about the dangers of fire. Likewise, the pain we suffer from a burned hand is the body’s way of saying that our flesh has been damaged, and needs attention. Consequently, we learn to be careful. The piercing emotional pain of sadness can sometimes serve a similar purpose. It is a visceral sign that a certain situation is harmful, and that we should withdraw to a safe distance. It is our inner field medic, evacuating us from the battle for our own protection. Without this inducement to retreat, we might otherwise stay right in the middle of harm’s way, vulnerable to further damage.


My sadness eventually prompted me to give up on my ex-girlfriend and cease the futile attempt to win her back. There was, of course, the odd desperate moment when I lunged out, tried to make contact and implored her to give us another chance, as if deliriously straining to return to the battle. These moments were few, though, and increasingly far between. Essentially, my sadness allowed me to quit the fight and relinquish what I knew was a lost cause. This was very important. While painful at the time, in the long run it was just what I needed. I had to suffer a sense of hopelessness about the relationship in order to remove myself, and eventually set myself on a better path.


One we have retreated, however, we must recuperate and recover. This is when our next avatar of sadness appears – the Nurse of Protection.


The Nurse of Protection


The Medic may have escorted us from the battlefield, out of harm’s way, but what then? While retreating from the world for a time is beneficial, allowing such disconnection to become permanent can be dangerous. After all, most relationships are not fights, life is not usually a war zone, and we have plenty more living to do once we are ready. This doesn’t mean we should try to ‘forget’ our losses. In the case of bereavement, say, grief might always be with us, and indeed might be a vital thread that links us to our lost loved ones (see the Keeper of the Flame, page 26). But we still need to pick ourselves up, dust ourselves down and carry on with our own journey. We keep walking, because that is what people do. Moreover, we walk in hope, since we don’t know what welcoming, sunlit valley may be just over the horizon. On the other hand, if disengagement becomes enduring, if sadness becomes prolonged, we run the risk of falling into clinical depression.


I am not claiming to judge precisely when this point is reached. According to the American Psychiatric Association (APA), two weeks of continuous low mood, combined with other symptoms (such as a lack of energy), are grounds for a diagnosis of depression. But such rigid accounting may not always be appropriate. For instance, during my few months of sadness in the aftermath of my break-up, I may well have been technically depressed, according to the APA’s guidelines. On the other hand, on hearing my story, rather than reaching such a diagnosis, a sensitive doctor might have viewed my melancholy as simply the natural reaction of a young man who felt bereft and lost. Hence, the ‘acceptable’ duration for sadness probably varies for every person and indeed for every situation. As ever, though, I would encourage you to see your doctor if you are worried that your sadness is becoming excessively intense and/or prolonged.


Of course, the hope is that we are eventually nursed back to health and feel able to rejoin the whirl of life. This comprises the second function of sadness: to keep us safe and protected while we recover our strength. While the Medic of the Battlefield whisked us out of harm’s way, evacuating us from a painful situation, sadness can then ensure that we remain in our sanctuary until we are strong enough to return to action. In this respect, it is like a Nurse of Protection, caring for wounded soldiers until they are healthy enough to stand on their own two feet. Neurobiologists recognise this process as a form of ‘hibernation’.6 Just as some animals retreat from the harsh bitterness of winter, bedding down in the warmth of a swaddling nest, sadness can serve as a dark but ultimately rejuvenating cocoon. We huddle within it when we are wounded, conserving our resources and replenishing our energy. Sadness is also the reassuring, soft voice of the nurse, soothing us to sleep, bidding us to lie safe and sound until the rays of sunshine arrive.


Thus, sadness protects and shields us when we are at our most vulnerable. One powerful way in which it does this is by eliciting care from the people who are close to us. Picture a child, even one who is a stranger to you, breaking down in tears, their sadness obvious. How would you respond? Most of us would immediately try to help: the child’s distress evokes the humane desire to reach out, to console, to assist. It is with good reason, then, that sadness and associated acts, including crying, are considered potent forms of ‘signalling’ behaviour.7 Signalling is our interior world made visible, broadcasting our emotional state to those around us, alerting them to our distress. It draws in our protectors, care-givers and loved ones – guardian angels who watch over us and may nurse us back to health.


But sadness in this rehabilitative phase of protection and recovery doesn’t only serve to elicit help. By entering hibernation, we are also afforded an opportunity to take stock and re-evaluate the events and choices that brought us to this low ebb in the first place. In bringing a temporary respite from our usual frantic inclinations to act and appear busy, sadness creates the time and space for the essential process of questioning. Sometimes we just need to stop in our tracks and ask some vital questions. Where am I going? Is this the right path for me? Why have I been marching this way? Having stopped, exhausted and vulnerable, we may even spot some fresh paths in the undergrowth that we would have strode straight past during the normal headlong dash through life. We see things we have never noticed before, and are gifted insights into understandings that were previously obscure. It is in these moments of clarity that we are visited by a third incarnation of sadness – the Witness of Truth.


The Witness of Truth


Sometimes the tears of sadness can make the scales fall from our eyes. They are like a long, dark monsoon that cleanses the earth, wiping away the accumulation of grime and dirt. We may start to see more clearly, and reorient ourselves towards the good. My sadness over losing my girlfriend made me see, with mournful but ultimately healing clarity, how wayward the relationship had been. I awoke to the truth of the matter: I needed to stand on my own feet, become my own person. Such realisations compelled me, even in my unsteady, sad state, to bid goodbye to the Nurse of Protection and make a bold leap into the future by embarking on a trip to China. I saw the path I needed to take – a path that I had been too preoccupied to discern before my fall. In sadness, then, we may become a Witness of Truth. This can feel painful at the time, but it is ultimately in our best interests.


The idea that sadness can generate greater clarity and awareness has been corroborated in the research laboratory, especially in an ingenious study conducted by two psychologists, Joseph Forgas and Rebekah East.8 First, they arranged for two dozen undergraduates (students are often roped into these experiments!) to enter a room on campus. On the table was an envelope containing a cinema ticket, which the students were invited to either take or leave. Then, on leaving the room, all of the participants were instructed to deny taking the ticket in subsequent videotaped interviews with the researchers, irrespective of whether they had chosen to leave it on the table or not. As a result, Forgas and East recorded testimonies from both truth-tellers (those who had left the ticket on the table) and liars (those who had taken it). It was at this point that the crucial part of the experiment began. Forgas and East assembled another group of students and asked them to differentiate between the truth-tellers and the liars. Crucially, though, before watching the testimonies, this second group underwent one of three ‘mood inductions’, during which they watched a happy, a sad or a neutral film. It transpired that the melancholic students who had watched the sad movie were far better than the others at detecting the deception. Sadness served as their window on the truth.


This kind of witnessing may arise in all kinds of crises, opening our eyes to the reality of a situation and steering us on a different course. For instance, I was struck recently by the story of a young man we’ll call Spencer, who found himself living the teenage dream when his band was signed to a major label and catapulted to stardom. For a few wild years, his life was electric – touring the world, sharing stages with his idols. But then, with Spencer still only in his early twenties, the label dropped the band and effectively ended Spencer’s music career. That was not the end of his story, though.


Sometimes it is good to persevere – we take a punch, hit the floor, get back up and keep fighting. But at other times we need to accept that the fight is not worth it, that the odds are too stacked against us, that we should just walk away. Spencer must have felt great sadness when his dreams were so ruthlessly shattered. And yet, this sadness must have allowed him to see the record industry in all its stark, hard-headed reality. You may have experienced similar epiphanies during your low points – for example, the sobering recognition that your employer has no particular loyalty towards you, or the mournful realisation that a friend was just a fair-weather companion. Armed with this newfound knowledge, Spencer did a brave and unusual thing: he walked away. He re-evaluated whether the pursuit of fame was the best path for him, and, with sober clarity, realised that it wasn’t. With humility, he decided he needed more education, so he asked his old school if it would let him return to finish his qualifications. It agreed, so for a year he sat bashfully among the much younger kids. In doing so, he discovered aspects of himself that he had never realised he possessed, and depths of intelligence that had previously remained hidden. He did well enough to gain a place at university, and thereafter trained as a teacher. Now he is flourishing and inspiring others, a living testament to the power of sadness to set one’s life on a better course.


So, as a Witness of Truth, we may find the strength to keep watch over our lives, guard against pitfalls and act in our own best interests. But this isn’t all about us. When witnessing truth, we become sensitive to the travails of others too, and start to watch over them. This leads us to one of sadness’s most important roles: the Angel of Sorrow.


The Angel of Sorrow


Last year, in Paris, I found myself drawn to Père Lachaise, a cemetery of such breathtaking size and grandeur that walking through its imposing wrought-iron gates is like entering a city of the dead. Cemeteries hold a mysterious power for me. Perhaps this is because, in their otherworldly stillness, the nagging stresses of everyday existence fade into insignificance, relativised when seen from the perspective of mortality. Or, maybe it is because these spectral places seem to exist in a slightly different plane of reality, unmoored from human time, cut adrift in the austere space of eternity. As my footsteps echoed on the cobbled path, I was transfixed by a large stone motif above a crumbling, unkempt tomb: a weeping angel. In my melancholy frame of mind, I imagined this ethereal being watching over the world and mourning its suffering. Yet, sorrowful as the image was, I was captivated by its beauty, as if it held some divine significance. Above all, at that moment, I was struck by the deep and mysterious bond between sadness and one of the most important human qualities: compassion.


In our sadness, we may witness many different truths – from the harsh realities of our chosen profession (as with Spencer) to deceptions by our peers. Above all, though, the sensitivity and insight that are conferred by sadness can heighten our awareness of suffering. We suddenly see the secret mark of loneliness in the neighbour we pass every day on the street. We notice the twinge of worry in a colleague’s eye. We no longer shield our eyes from the beggar who huddles quietly in a doorway, discarded by society. We see the mistreatment of service workers, struggling to make a living at the margins of the city. This is not pity. We are not looking down condescendingly on those who are less fortunate than ourselves. Rather, in sadness, our hearts swell with compassion and channel the ethereal Angel of Sorrow. We not only recognise our kinship with these people, our shared suffering, but are compelled to reach out, to connect, and to offer our love and care.


The connection between sadness and compassion was brought home to me when I spent a few long years working as a nursing assistant in a psychiatric hospital. The job could be a rollercoaster: occasional outbursts of anger and aggression from distressed patients; long stretches of inactivity and boredom; even some laughter and fun, enjoying the odd game of dominoes or football. Above all else, though, the hospital was suffused by the suffering that the patients had to endure: tormented by voices, persecuted by self-hatred, or simply lost and alone in the world. I would not dare compare my sorrows to theirs, but I did have my own trials of sadness in there, especially during suicide watch – the most important aspect of my job. In some cases, it was sufficient to check on a patient every fifteen minutes. For some poor souls, though, a member of staff had to remain within arm’s length at all times, so desperate was their wish to end it all. Occasionally the patient and I would discuss their plight, but often we would simply sit in silence.


My heart would feel so heavy at such times, with the sadness of the moment penetrating deep into my bones. These interactions tended to awaken my own dark melancholia, reflecting back my fears and sorrow, but they also felt mysteriously significant, as if a veil had been drawn back and I had stepped over the threshold into a sacred realm. Ordinary human concerns – the trivial hassles that clutter up our days – were suspended. Instead, there was just a quiet awareness of the terrifying mystery of life, of its preciousness and fragility. My sadness opened into a deep sense of connection with a fellow human being, and a feeling of compassion for their distress. And it was not just me who felt that way. I was surrounded by so many good-hearted members of staff who were likewise strongly moved by the plight of the people in our care. Indeed, while my nursing career was relatively brief, many of my colleagues had devoted their whole adult lives to caring for others. As such, I continually found inspiration and guidance in their example.


As this seam of compassion developed within me, I hoped that the patients were able to find some comfort in my presence … although I always doubted my nursing ability and questioned my usefulness. Either way, though, during my years in the hospital I experienced moments of clarity and significance that I shall never forget. They felt intensely meaningful, as if I were serving some deeper purpose, one that was far more beneficial to the world than my usual selfish strivings. I know that many of my colleagues shared this outlook. Some spoke openly about it, particularly a few who were religious, for whom the work was a way of serving their faith. But I could tell that the others felt it too, even though they rarely discussed it. In these moments of connection, we all transcended our narrow, insular concerns and became part of something far greater than ourselves. Indeed, according to some scholars, this is the very definition of a purposeful life.9


Sometimes, however – perhaps most of the time – sadness is evoked by a person who is no longer with us. This is still very much an expression of love, though, and indeed is one of the most important voices of sadness: the Keeper of the Flame.


The Keeper of the Flame


Of all the causes of and reasons for sorrow, perhaps the hardest to bear, and yet tragically also the most common, is the loss of a loved one. As I write these words, I am acutely aware of how inadequate language is to convey the pain that is felt in bereavement, let alone begin to alleviate it. The heart needs to grieve, and to heal, in its own way and in its own time. I am even more wary of suggesting that there are ‘benefits’ in this grieving process. Although this book contains the uplifting message that seemingly negative emotions can be of great value, the last thing I want to do is dress up grief as a ‘positive’. It may be the case that tragic events and other traumas can change lives in ways that are not entirely negative, such as bringing estranged family members back together, or deepening someone’s spirituality. (These possibilities will be explored in the final chapter, when we consider the idea of ‘post-traumatic growth’, an inelegant phrase that jars with me but is now widely used to describe this kind of redemptive process.10) Nevertheless, bereavement and loss are sheer tragedies, and should be respected as such.


One thing I would like to do, however, is to reframe how we think about grief and the sorrow we feel when we lose someone. I wrote above about the unfortunate modern tendency for doctors to categorise sadness as a ‘disorder’, especially when it is prolonged, and then medicalise it as mild depression. Admittedly, the ‘depression’ label may be warranted in some severe cases of grief, but usually the sorrow that is experienced after a bereavement is inherently normal and appropriate. Moreover, in terms of reframing grief, one could argue that it is not a loss of love per se, but rather an expression of love. It is the way in which we continue to maintain a connection with our departed loved ones. From this perspective, sadness and joy are both manifestations of love, and indeed two sides of the same coin: love in the presence of its ‘target’ manifests as joy, and in its absence manifests as sadness.


Here, I am reminded of Robert M. Pirsig, author of the unsurpassable Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance. This book hit me like a thunderbolt when I was seventeen, and I must have read it half a dozen times since. It’s a strange tale, written by an author of true but difficult genius. Essentially, it is a philosophical enquiry into the notion of ‘quality’, interwoven with a lightly fictionalised narrative of a road trip across Middle America that Pirsig took with his young son Chris, who was aged twelve at the time. For all its esoteric, head-spinning ideas, which certainly blew my teenage mind, it’s the personal details that really hit you. Throughout the trip, Pirsig wrestles with his own demons, the ghosts of insanity, while struggling to connect with Chris and fulfil the responsibilities of fatherhood. By the end, though, there is a sense of resolution, and the book concludes with the optimistic words: ‘It’s going to get better now’.11
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