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Every involuntary repulsion that arises in your mind, give heed unto. It is the surface of a central truth.

—EMERSON

… emotion is biography.

    —DONALD NATHANSON, Shame and Pride: Affect, Sex, and the Birth of the Self








PART ONE






chapter one THE GIFTS


Six months before my second child was born, I turned forty, and my wife threw me a party at a local beer garden. It was one of the great events of my life. The garden, lush and dim, with wrought-iron lampposts along its border, was filled with smiling people I adored. My friend Peter made chocolate chip cookies with sea salt crystals on top. Emily, my wife, made a chocolate layer cake. There were steak fries and warm Bavarian pretzels and dry red wine and pitchers of good beer. My mother tumbled backward off a low fence and was caught just in time by a nimble cousin. Everyone talked to one another; everyone got along. At midnight, Emily and I carried the gifts home in sturdy shopping bags, breathless and grateful. I couldn’t stop kissing her. We had been married for just three months.

The next morning, I woke up and walked downstairs to make coffee. I filled the kettle, set it on the stove, and turned the burner to high. Then I sat down at the kitchen table and began to unpack my gifts.

I had unwrapped the gifts at the party, but only in a ceremonial way, to show my appreciation. Now I looked them over more carefully, and my attention immediately fixed on two in particular. These gifts were books. The first, from Stephen and Franny, two of my dearest friends, was a leather-bound, two-volume set, published in London during the reign of King George III, of Robert Burton’s 1621 treatise, The Anatomy of Melancholy. The second, from my two older brothers, was an immense coffee-table book, as heavy as a large newborn baby, of the complete paintings and drawings of Hieronymus Bosch.

I laid these books in front of me on the table and, in a state of pre-caffeine haziness, I thumbed through them. I already had some idea of what they would contain. I had never read Burton, but I knew of his enormous influence and his reputation for strangeness and complexity. As for Bosch, I had stood in front of two of his paintings during a long-ago trip to Venice with my ex-wife, and I had seen reproductions of many more. Still, the books startled and troubled me. They teemed with lurid, exquisite horrors: rage, terror, grief, self-hatred, despair, torture, suicide. They were, each in their own odd and obsessive ways, vast catalogs of human suffering, encyclopedias of misery. And they were my birthday presents, offerings at the delicate entryway to middle age—and to a new life, a new configuration of family and meaning—from four of the people who knew and loved me best in the world.

On the flyleaf of the first Burton volume I found an engraving of a man in the grip of a depressive panic. The man stares past the frame, locked into his private torment. His eyes are wild. His hair is wild. His wife and young child clamor helplessly at his knee. Beneath the image lay an epigraph, a snippet of verse from a minor eighteenth-century poet.


… forgotten quite

All former scenes of dear delight,

Connubial love — parental joy —

No sympathies like these his soul employ;

But all is dark within…



The title page of the Bosch had wings that opened into a minutely rendered vision of Hell. Wretched souls, pale and thin as worms, hang from gibbets, or are mocked and persecuted by leering demons, or writhe together in a thick, dark muck. One man is being driven at the head of a wooden cart, like an ox. Others drown in a black lake. The only light in the painting is the light of flames, from hellfire and ruins and the roasting corpses of the damned.

The kettle screamed. I turned off the burner. For a minute or two, I stood above these gifts, trying to decide in what spirit—with what level of irony or self-awareness—I should receive them. Then I switched off the kitchen light, climbed the stairs, and crawled back into bed.



In the weeks that followed, I tried not to think about the books. I stowed them high atop a living room bookcase, like contraband, between a boxed set of Graham Greene novels and an illustrated history of Saturday Night Live, and I went about my business. This was a heady time, a period of energetic fussing. We had a lot to do to prepare for our son’s arrival: onesies and blankets to wash and fold; hand-me-downs to unpack and organize; diapers, creams, moisturizers, and wipes to order. But the main thing was just to wait and try to enjoy the temporary calm. Emily and I took many long, rambling walks during which we could not stop marveling at our luck: that we had met each other after experiences of intense heartbreak and loneliness, that we were well-matched and in love, and that we had conceived, at our ages, immediately, with no difficulty at all. We understood our good fortune and we acknowledged it as one might offer thanks to God, with the humility of having known the alternatives. I was happier, I think, than I had ever been.

Still, those books wouldn’t quite leave my mind. I would be loading the dishwasher or fetching a package from the stoop or trimming my beard in the mirror and I would remember them, and my heart would jump a little. I didn’t know why they had this effect. I only knew that it felt like an intrusion, an unpleasant insistence from the shadows, and I didn’t like it.

The fall went by quickly. So did the winter. Emily grew. She would look at her body in the bureau mirror and burst out laughing, tickled by its oddness. We were tickled, also, by the ultrasound images of our child inside her, all head and budding limbs, somehow already boyish in profile, I thought, and serene.

In February, just after Valentine’s Day, we decided to leave the city for the weekend. I booked us a room at a bed-and-breakfast in the Hudson Valley. We wanted to lie around and read, and be served in a nice restaurant, and go to see art at Dia Beacon, the modern art museum. We didn’t know when we might have the chance to do these things again.

We arrived at the museum on a Sunday afternoon. It had snowed heavily the night before, and the museum entrance was crowded with couples and families. A group of children in wool hats and colorful boots chased each other around the bright hall, squealing. Two of them, towheaded twins in matching green jackets with epaulets, wielded rolled-up floor plans like billy clubs. I became annoyed and impatient. I had hoped to arrive at the museum earlier, to avoid any crowds, but Emily had wanted to walk and I hadn’t wanted to disappoint her. I regretted not disappointing her. Now we would have to thread our way through throngs of people with their outstretched iPhones to see the art. We would have to dodge and scheme for the best angle, the clear view. It would be an ordeal just to enjoy ourselves. It would hardly be worth the effort.

I glowered at the children, willing them to shut up. For a moment, I imagined them muzzled and bolted to the wall in some dank medieval dungeon. Then I became annoyed with myself, and ashamed, for I noticed that I was on vacation with my pregnant wife and mentally imprisoning children. It was pathetic. It was a sign of my intolerance and sense of entitlement. It was absurd to feel that I had any greater right to the museum than anyone else there. Emily stood slightly ahead of me on the ticket line. I tried to pull myself together. I didn’t want her turning around, noticing my mood, and becoming irritated in turn. I didn’t want to spoil a rare trip away for us, and likely the last for a while.

As it happened, I had gotten worked up for no reason. Dia Beacon is a sprawling, cavernous place, and it easily accommodated and diluted the crowds. The space seemed even to dilute sound, drawing it up to the vaulted ceiling and dispersing it. A cool, diffuse light, almost colorless, ideal, filled the museum.

Yet I couldn’t shake my foul mood. The anger, frustration, resentment, impatience, and shame stuck to me like burrs. Or, more accurately, they were like tablets, salts, that had plopped into the pool of my mind and dissolved, and were now inseparable from it. It couldn’t have helped matters that the art on display was so demanding and austere: a large square canvas painted uniformly white; a single plywood panel bisecting an empty room; a long gray beam on a bare floor. In my state, I had more trouble than usual communing with these abstractions, and the more trouble I had the worse I felt. As we passed from gallery to gallery, I pressed a thin smile onto my face. I tried to achieve an expression of intelligent consideration. Ah yes, I see. How remarkable. Emily, a walking, curly-haired bullshit detector, wasn’t buying it. She read me perfectly, and, out of admirable self-preservation, she drifted farther and farther away. After twenty minutes, we were in separate galleries.

This didn’t help either. But what could I do? She was right to distance herself. She was wise to safeguard her own experience and leave me to mine. I walked around, hoping for the natural return of equanimity. I walked past Robert Smithson’s shattered glass, past Gerhard Richter’s tall gray mirrors, past Maren Hassinger’s field of wire rope—works of jaggedness and dread that affected me exactly as they were meant to. Then I came to a far corner of the museum and a sculpture by Michael Heizer titled North, East, South, West.

I call it a sculpture. It is in fact the inverse of a sculpture. It is a monument in negative space. Across the full length of the gallery Heizer had cut or inserted into the metal floor four enormous geometric shapes: a partial cone, a cone, a wedge, and two stacked cubes, one large and one small. In other words, holes in the ground. Very large holes. The goal, according to the wall text, was to create “an atmosphere of awe” so that the viewer would feel that “something has been transcended.”

Looking at North, East, South, West from behind a glass barrier, from a distance, I did not feel awe, and I did not feel that anything in myself had been transcended. On the contrary, what I felt was the pull and power of everything in myself, in my character and mind, that was not transcended and probably never would be. What I felt, with a mounting nausea, was that I was not rising above anything at all. I was sinking deeper into myself.

From where I stood I couldn’t tell how deep the holes went. I could see no bottoms to them at all. I could see only the gradual dissipation of the light, which suggested movement downward, downward without discernible end. The longer I stared—and I must have stared for a long time—the more dismaying the experience became. How to explain it? It was like collapsing and falling into my own shadow.

That night, back home, I had trouble sleeping. When I finally did sleep, I dreamed of my son, born and standing and conscious—frightfully conscious. He was watching me, absorbing me like radiation. He was swelling, gorging on forces that he took from me, or that I gave to him. I could see them through his pale skin, swirling like strands of chocolate in a glass of milk. They looked like puffs of smoke in a balloon. I awoke holding my breath.

In the morning, I retrieved those books from the living room and carried them into my office, where I have had them with me ever since. Year after year, through disappointments and delights; through my son’s birth and early childhood; through the birth, two years later, of a daughter; through my return to school and the beginning of a second career as a psychotherapist; through the ebb and flow of friendships; through the long, tumultuous illness of my oldest child; through deaths, creative blocks, conflicts, crises, anniversaries, celebrations, and a multitude of uncertainties—through all the flux and confusion of this, my deepening middle age, I have kept those two books on a shelf beside my desk, at the border of my vision. They serve as a kind of symbol. They are a reminder, whenever I need one, of those parts of myself that I cannot and should not allow myself to forget. They are the voice that says, “Here we are. Here you are, in all your stubborn, varied, fractious, ever-recurring darkness.

“Now, what are you going to do about it?”



The most constant thing I can detect in myself is the turbulence of my emotions. The most reliable thing about me is that I am buffeted, often moment to moment, by forces that feel out of control. My mother, who is an experienced and skilled psychotherapist, has said that I am “emotionally labile,” a clinical term that suggests that my emotions are subject to rapid, unexpected change. A therapist of my own once observed that I am prone to “emotional escalation.” A girlfriend once accused me, more (I think) in fondness than in criticism, of being “melodramatic.” My ex-wife would say, and has said, justifiably, that I am grouchy and cranky. So, as it happens, has Emily. My friend Kate says that we are alike and members of a club: the club of the overwrought.

What would I say? I don’t exactly know. I don’t yet have the language, if any organizing language exists, to describe the clutter, complexity, and inhospitality of my emotional constitution. After nearly a half century of life, there are aspects of my personality and experience I like to think I understand well enough. I like to think I could say clear, useful things about writing and loss and humor and what happens when you rely a little too much on your intellect to get you through. But about those forces that routinely take hold of me and pull me under, that alter and distort me and sometimes make me hard to live with and be around—that make it hard for me to live with and be around myself… about these “negative emotions,” as we tend to refer to them, I often feel as ignorant as a child.

When my friends and brothers bought me those books for my birthday, they weren’t trying to alert me to my ignorance. They weren’t making a commentary at all. They were appealing to my interests—in art, in literature, in religion, and above all in mental health and mental illness. They were being generous. “Jesus, we didn’t mean to make you rethink your entire life,” my brother David said. “They were just gifts.” But we receive gifts, as we receive most things, within a context that isn’t necessarily clear to the giver, or to us. The conditions of our lives endow objects with resonances they were never meant to carry.

In this case, there were three conditions, three contexts that conspired to pique my self-consciousness and provoke this book-length reckoning with these feelings.

The first context was an emotional explosion, a kind of Krakatoa of the mind. Five years before that birthday party, during a summer that had been shaping up to be one of the most gratifying and significant of my life, my first marriage abruptly ended. I say “abruptly,” but short of sudden or accidental death no marriage ends abruptly. Every divorce is overdetermined, the terminus of a hundred thousand insults, misunderstandings, and offenses, most of them studiously unclocked by the conscious mind.

There had been problems; I knew that. Serious conflicts about parenting, money, sex, and our incompatible aspirations for the future. We were in couples therapy. But we lived in New York—most couples we knew were in therapy—and through it all I had never doubted the permanence of our commitment to each other. Had I ever been so misguided? It was like suffering from a chest cold and then being told, “No. No, I’m sorry, it’s Ebola. You have Ebola. Did you really not notice the blood pouring from your eyes?”

But it felt abrupt. It felt as abrupt and incongruous as a bomb at a feast. I had just published a book, a memoir, that was gaining wide and positive attention, and that seemed poised to provide us with a degree of financial security we had for too many anxious years been lacking. The book was both dedicated to and, in part, about my wife. It told the story of our courtship and marriage, a narrative of difficulties and reversals ending, like an Elizabethan comedy, in joyful union. It was an appealing, hopeful story—I intended it to be—and its success seemed a good omen. In July, the Today show called. A producer came to our apartment to interview my wife and me. They shot B-roll of us walking hand in hand down the sidewalk outside our building, smiling. Good omens. Then, in August, hours before we were to leave on vacation, as our daughter played in the next room, my wife sat on the edge of our bed and informed me in a tone that blended grief, anger, and relief that she did not want me. Probably she never had.

In an instant, everything changed. My understanding of myself as a husband, someone devoted fully and sacramentally to my marriage, without conditions, collapsed. My understanding of myself as a father, as a daily, sustained force in my daughter’s life, collapsed. My understanding of my wisdom, my sexual desirability, my ability to apprehend reality as it presented itself to me—my understanding, not least, of where on earth I was going to sleep from that night on—collapsed, and I was left swaying on the floorboards like a boxer in late rounds. A couple of hours later, not knowing what else to do, we left for the ferry to take us to the beach. For the next forty-eight hours I drank Negra Modelos and glowered at the Atlantic as though, if only I stared intently enough, a solution would rise out of the ocean like Venus to set things back to right.

But there was no solution. There wasn’t even a satisfyingly cogent explanation I could recite. There was only the sensation of one life ending and another not yet discovered. There was only the strain and vertigo of tremendous loss.

It didn’t escape my notice, after the initial shock, that one of the salient causes of my impending divorce was my propensity for darkness and my wife’s distaste for that propensity. It wasn’t any single offensive emotion but a complex of morbid feeling. A spirit of pessimism, of sharpness, negativity, and doubt. I’ve always been too easily irritated, a little curmudgeonly, a tad misanthropic.

When I was younger, I would have defended this tragic view of the world on grounds of ice-cold granite realism. Life, all the available evidence suggested, was shot through with loss, pain, ignorance, confusion, cruelty, and injustice, and while it was crucial to laugh your way through the mortal darkness, to discount or deny the darkness was to stake out an unforgivably stupid position. Otherwise you were a dupe, a Pangloss, a Forrest Gump. When my wife and I started dating, she lived with two friends from high school. One of them, T., would often smile broadly and say, “Never had a bad day in my life!” I liked T. He worked with disadvantaged youth. He was considering joining the seminary. He was kind, welcoming, generous, and fun. I was sincerely grateful for his existence. Yet I could not for the life of me abide this buoyant, shiny exclamation. Every time he said it I wanted to sit him down and show him a high-res photo of a tumor, or his mother in childbirth, or his own grave.

In short, I was young. I was young, callow, and I read too much. Social critics no longer accuse literature of corrupting the young—other forces now do that work more efficiently and at a greater scale—but that doesn’t mean literature is no longer up to the job. Take a sheltered, oversensitive, suburban American male with no athletic prowess and a mild social phobia, train him from a young age to idealize poetry and novels—particularly “serious” poetry and novels written after, say, 1918—throw in a dead father for good measure, and you will more than likely end up with someone who derives maybe just a touch more of his worldview from The Waste Land than is good for him. Some children dream of being astronauts or firefighters; I dreamed of being paid to complain on TV, like Andy Rooney.

But the negativity I embraced as a sign of my astute intelligence in my twenties had curdled into something unmanageable in my post-divorce thirties. My friend Stephen has referred to this time as my “period of disorientation.” It was a kind of madness, and it lasted years. In a way, it lasts still. What had once felt cohesive and holistic—a mental tapestry—became frustrated, wild, restless, and loud. Loud thoughts. Loud perceptions. Loud emotions. My petty irritation, my listless boredom, my destabilizing envy, my pointless regrets, my abject pessimism, my pitiless and self-mocking shame: Everything got amplified. The worst parts of me, the parts that sap me of vigor, momentum, and compassion, the parts that my education and good sense have led me to disdain, rose up, snapped through their handcuffs, and started trashing the joint. They turned the place into a frat house, or an asylum. These guests were unwelcome, and they haven’t left.

The good fortune of meeting Emily a few years after the divorce had quelled the riotousness of these emotions, tamed them for the time being, but they remained, latent and roiling, and so did my animosity toward them. These were the thoughts that returned to me when I received those birthday gifts. I knew that I had done little to reckon with these dark parts of myself, these old and indelible parts, for which I had cultivated a stern, godlike contempt. Which I knew and worried was, by definition, a contempt for myself.



The second context was a powerful sense of emotional responsibility. In a word: fatherhood.

One of the injuries from which my first marriage grew septic and died was my ambivalence about having a second child, and that same ambivalence almost made my marriage to Emily never happen. For reasons spanning from the financial to the creative to the ecological, I just wasn’t sure I wanted to go through all that again. Perhaps the most significant reason, though the hardest to admit and articulate, was that I couldn’t tolerate the excessive scrutiny that comes with being a parent. Not the scrutiny of peers, relatives, teachers, or “society,” but the scrutiny of the child, which is constant, formative, and oppressive.

When she was ten, my oldest niece, Isabella, said to her parents, ominously, “Remember: I’m always watching. I’m always listening.” She was being clever, but it’s true, and it’s terrifying. There is no escape from the attention of one’s children. To become a parent is willingly to place oneself under daily surveillance, and surveillance of a special kind, in which one’s attitudes and actions are not only observed but recorded, coded, assimilated, and emulated. What monkey sees, monkey does not always do. But what monkey sees again and again, day after day, year after year until she leaves for college, inevitably shapes monkey’s mind and soul.

What you tell a child about how to live is of course much less important than what you show. And emotions always show. They betray themselves in the minutest expressions and movements. In the clench of your jaw behind the wheel. In the distant cast of your eyes over dinner. In a wrinkled brow, a bouncing knee, the clearing of a throat, the slumping of shoulders, a slack expression, a distracted bearing, an unmet gaze, a shrug. A silence. You can keep your fantasies, your memories, and your thoughts secret, but in the context of family your emotions are about as private as a freeway billboard. From what you feel—not what you want to feel, but what you do feel—your child will learn what emotions are appropriate to have in which situations and at what level of intensity.

During the years I was staggering from the collapse of my marriage, I resolved that I would not inflict myself on a child, or a child on me—on my freedom to be erratic and selfish—ever again. The stakes were too high, and I was too unsteady. Then I met Emily, who longed for a child (if not necessarily, at first, by me), and my resolve softened. I willed it to soften, for I loved Emily, and I both wanted her and wanted her to have what she wanted. The love itself was a bracing force, an emotional antidote. With Emily I was, I generally am, more positive, more cheerful and forthright. Sturdier. Emily possesses a strength and resilience I do not, and these qualities, it seemed reasonable to hope, could be the dominant influences in any child’s development, as they could be, I hoped, the dominant influences in my own further development. Love! The eternal cure! The great crisis, it appeared, had passed. All that remained was to go forth and multiply.

So I reasoned. So I hoped. But now the child was imminent, only weeks away, its smooth, spongy brain primed to absorb its daily lessons in How to Be. And I could hear the old inmates again, stomping through the dusty halls, saying, “Here we are. We’re still here. Don’t forget about us.”



The third context was nothing more—but it was a lot—than the passing of time. I had simply reached a point in my life when, thank goodness, I could no longer sustain the delusion that I was anything more refined or attractive than I actually am. Experience had revealed to me, as often happens in midlife, the full unadulterated pattern of myself.

Throughout my twenties and well into my thirties I managed to cling to the absurd notion that I possessed not just a changeable but a fixable self. I believed firmly, with a conviction I must have known was disreputable and a little crazy, since I told no one about it, that my personality was composed of two different kinds of attributes: those that were true and permanent, and those that were false and temporary. It was as basic and neurotically harebrained as that. The first, respectable class of attributes, which included courage, conviction, confidence, devotion, wit, and imagination, constituted the real me. The firm, foundational me. They coalesced into a kind of core self or eternal soul. They defined me. The members of the second class of attributes—timidity, envy, misanthropy, impatience, laziness, and so on—were not easily dismissed. They were formidable actors on the psychological scene, in some cases cultivated as signs of my cleverness and superiority. But they didn’t define me. They often harassed me. They obscured me. They sometimes embarrassed and distressed me, like badly behaved children. But they weren’t of me, not really. They were so ancillary to my true self, in fact, that I could afford to be cavalier about them. I could be passive. Time itself would do the work, scouring them from my mind and life like barnacles from the hull of a ship, leaving me, I supposed, pure.

I don’t know what a midlife crisis feels like for others. But for me it felt like the realization that this scheme was fantasy. Worse, it was the realization that the fantasy had duped me into inaction. Instead of working hard to shape my soul, I told myself that my soul was already well-shaped, and that whatever ailed and oppressed me were foreign bodies, the passing pathologies of youth. They would fade in time.

But they didn’t fade. Possibly they never would have. In any case, if growing older meant anything to me it meant accumulating ample and incontrovertible evidence that I was lastingly marbled with all of those elements I dismissed and reviled—the dark, the shadowy, the knotty, the cynical, and the negative. It meant understanding what I needed to accept and what I needed to more mindfully reject. It meant finding the wisdom to change what I could and endure what I couldn’t. It meant better understanding this darkness, which meant better understanding myself. It meant seeing and accepting not the monochrome dream but the spotted, parti-colored totality, like it or not. It meant trying to like it.

“Thank goodness,” I say, because the truth is always a gift. The opportunity to understand and come to terms with the truth is a gift. It is a disquieting and demanding gift, to be sure. But self-delusion, too, is disquieting and demanding. And I want to be whole. What is life for if not to discover the wholeness of ourselves, to discover and to love it all—every last gnarled, negative bit?



Of course, this is all a lot easier to say than to do. Accept the negative. Love the darkness. Embrace the whole. These are lovely phrases—rousing imperatives. But they are inadequate. Like all slogans and summaries in the service of self-improvement, they are too broad, too sweeping and insistent, to serve as anything more useful than starting points. Beneath their blunt surfaces lies a profuse, unwieldy, stubborn complexity.

In my first months as a therapist, I sometimes found myself making a mistake to which many new therapists are prone. This was the mistake of overeagerness, and therefore of overactivity. I would greet a new patient in my office, or on the screen, and the pain that person expressed, in word or manner, would spark in me a restless hunger to help. The trouble was not so much the hunger—though that too with experience would morph into a more measured, sustainable impulse—as it was the restlessness. Everywhere I looked I saw an opportunity to contribute, to soothe and heal, and I would rush in headlong with comments, prompts, suggestions, shrewd techniques, clever interpretations that, in my enthusiasm, I believed would break the psychic case wide open. At times it seemed that my intervention had caused a significant change in someone—there would be a resonant pause, or a promising tonal swerve—but this was almost always a mirage, or an effect as temporary and superficial as a shot of lidocaine. I soon metabolized the fundamental and indelible lesson that there is no rushing the work of change, no trapdoor to self-understanding or relative equanimity. There was only the determined, persistent, attentive devotion to—

Well, to what? Here is where the difficulty begins, and not just for the scrupulous therapist. What is the right stance to take toward emotional unrest? What is the best, wisest approach when contending with our unruly and offensive emotional selves, those aspects of ourselves we least like and most want to cast off? In the thick of these emotions, patience seems hardly appropriate, or even possible. Distress demands relief. Anguish is defined by its urgency. When I myself am beset and befuddled by despair, shame, envy, regret, rage, or any of the other emotions and mood states that often storm the cockpit of my mind, I am not looking for forbearance, compassion, elucidation, or even love, fine as these may be. I am looking for a way out. A lamp to brighten the corners and erase the shadows. A vacuum to clear away the debris. I am looking, like everyone, for help. Help! And now.

But wanting something desperately doesn’t make it any more salutary, or any more available. When it comes to our negative emotions, enduring help—help that deserves to be called help—is rarely available in any tidy or direct way. What we are talking about are not tires to be replaced or tumors to be cut out. Even to call an emotion “negative,” in fact, is to submit to a dangerously false view of the situation. To call something negative is, in essence, to condemn it in advance. It is to brand it as lacking value, usefulness, progressive purpose, and moral dignity. It is to place it in a kind of exiled opposition to the worthwhile and the true. More often than not, it is a license to stop listening—an excuse. For what would be the point of listening to something whose only goal is to harm you?

This, as I see it, is the great danger: to stop listening. And this, as I see it, is the work, the hard and abiding work: to listen to everything, including—especially—everything in you that you would rather ignore.

No emotion is inherently bad. No emotion is bad, full stop. Trust no one who tells you otherwise, for they are trying to sell you, and usually themselves, something. They are trying to evade the primary responsibility we have toward our emotions, which is nothing more or less than to try to understand them, to meet them as emissaries with messages to convey, if only we would learn their languages and hear them out. Emissaries from every precinct of our lives: our cultures, our families, our pasts, our hopes for the future, our needs and confusions, our conflicts and concerns, our desires.

Do you want a prescription for your woes? Here is one as simple as it is challenging: Neutralize your judgment. Banish it to the hills. Treat every emotion as articulate, freighted with meaning and intent. Of every difficult emotion you feel ask, “Why have you emerged? What are you trying, in your barbed and brutish way, to tell me? What do you want?” Reject nothing. Receive everything. See what you learn.



In the year after my first marriage fell apart, when I was at my most tenuous, I had to travel a lot for work. Every three or four weeks I found myself in an airport terminal with the usual expanse of time to fill before boarding. I would try to read and inevitably I would fail, too distraught to get through more than a paragraph and too restless to sit still. Instead, I took to wandering the terminals while listening to music. At this time, I was listening compulsively to a single album: The Idler Wheel…, by Fiona Apple. In particular, I was listening compulsively to a single song on that album. The song is called “Every Single Night.”

“Every Single Night” is about self-consciousness, feeling, and pain. Every night, the song begins, awful thoughts occur to the singer. Worries. Doubts. Regrets. Self-recriminations. Should’ves. Shouldn’t-haves. All the stuff of the brain chugging away in the dark. But this isn’t “where the pain comes in.” The pain only comes when the stuff of the brain filters down into the body, where it swells into a “blaze,” and where the emotions become unmanageably large, larger even than the body they fill. Now the singer feels that her “breast’s gonna bust open.” She will lose control. She will lose herself. These are the stakes, and so the experience is a clash with something that is both her and not her, an enemy at the wheel: “Every single night’s a fight with my brain.”

But that’s not the end of the story. If that were the end of the story, the song would be little more than a complaint—a bad poem. And this is a song that grows. A minute and a half into “Every Single Night,” after many beautiful descriptions of anguish and anxiety, a new refrain emerges. “I just want to feel everything,” Apple sings tentatively, and then again: “I just want to feel everything.” And the song shifts like a sonnet between stanzas, not away from pain but toward it, into it, headlong, into a kind of active acquiescence, a Zen-like anti-effort, and in a way a celebration. The singer comes to recognize that her capacity for turmoil is a moral good: “My heart’s made of parts of all that surround me. / And that’s why the devil just can’t get around me.” The last thirty seconds of the song belong to the refrain, the singer’s hard-won, hard-retained credo:


I just want to feel everything

I just want to feel everything

I just want to feel everything

I just want to feel everything



This line has become my credo, too. During periods of strain I repeat it in my head, or play the song itself. I chant it like a mantra. A mantra, for that is what I think it is. It is a compressed piece of wisdom. It is a clarifying, recentering principle. It is a point to return to when we are in turmoil.

Feel everything. Don’t look away.

The name of the game, now and forever, is curiosity.






chapter two THE MORALITY OF EMOTIONS (A BRIEF HISTORY)


The tendency to divide our emotions into those that are “positive” and those that are “negative” is in the superficial sense a fairly new one. Psychology lifted the terms themselves from chemistry, from the study of ions, radicals, and electrical charges. It was Benjamin Franklin who first used the terms scientifically, in a 1751 treatise. But the underlying tendency to evaluate emotions as either good or bad—the habit of looking at our emotional lives through the lenses of ethics and morality—predates modern psychology by centuries. It is a habit that is deeply entrenched in our thinking on the subject, so much so that it happens almost automatically, as a kind of genetic legacy—and one that needs to be dug up and examined if we are going to have any chance of avoiding it.

It is a heavy lift. We have been morally implicated by our emotions through much of human history. Philosophy, it is fair to say, has its origins in these judgments. In his Nicomachean Ethics, written 2,300 years ago, Aristotle goes to great lengths to establish the role that our emotions play in the formation of our moral characters. To be a good person, Aristotle argues, means not just having the right emotions, but having the right emotions at the right times and in the right amounts. Some emotions, such as spite and envy, are flat-out bad. Don’t have them. As for the more appropriate emotions, virtue means getting the levels just so, titrating them like some psychic anesthesiologist.

The Greek Stoics, writing not long after Aristotle, were even more severe about the emotions. Aside from a few rarefied exceptions—reverence, awe, some types of love—no emotions were legitimate to the Stoic. All betrayed the weakness, immaturity, and irrationality of the person having them.

To the Stoic, an emotion is strictly voluntary. If you get angry because you’re trying to write and your son is downstairs screaming because he wants his Pokémon underwear and his Pokémon underwear are all in a basket of dirty clothes (to conjure an example out of thin air), it isn’t his fault for making you angry—it’s yours. You have allowed yourself to fall prey to two false and pernicious beliefs: first, that it’s a bad thing for a kid to scream while you’re trying to work, and second, that anger is an appropriate response to your kid screaming while you’re trying to work. A wise father, one with a virtuous, ethically refined disposition, wouldn’t allow himself to get angry—even if he knew, say, that the reason the Pokémon underwear were all dirty was because his son refused to learn to wipe his ass properly. A virtuous father would refuse to permit the anger entry into his mind. He would be… stoical. As Marcus Aurelius admonished himself about four hundred years later: “Realize at long last that you have within you something stronger and more numinous than those agents of emotion which make you mere puppets on their strings.”

Aurelius was writing at the dawn of Christianity. As that religion developed and spread over the coming centuries, it would seriously ramp up the moral stakes of our emotional lives. The Greeks and Romans were principally concerned with virtue, tranquility, and human excellence. The Church Fathers were concerned with sin, purity, and the fate of the eternal soul. With Christianity, negative emotions took on a darker cast. They became obstacles to being welcomed into the Kingdom of God—signs of demonic influence. Emotions could defile you.

It was a fourth-century monk and spiritual teacher in the Egyptian desert who first codified this tradition. In a treatise directed toward the ascetics under his guidance, Evagrius Ponticus enumerated eight experiences that might tempt, divert, and disturb his wards. Evagrius called these experiences “evil thoughts,” but most were what we would today call emotions, including greed, sadness, anger, pride, and a form of restless boredom called acedia. All were “capital” sins, meaning that they were the primary routes to damnation. They were the “gateway drugs to countless [other] sins,” as one recent account has it.

This moralizing approach caught on. Another monk, John Cassian, visited the desert, then returned to Europe to write up and broadcast his own list of “evil” emotions—still eight in number but now known as “principal faults.” In the late sixth century, Pope Gregory the Great, the sixty-fourth head of the Catholic Church, reconfigured the list again (envy now made the roster, and pride was elevated to a kind of super sin), trimmed it down by one, and introduced notes of militarism, terror, and zealotry that help to explain why the list would forever after be popularly known as the seven deadly sins. Example: “For whoever is exalted with pride, whoever is tortured by the longings of covetousness, whoever is relaxed with the pleasures of lust, whoever is kindled by the burnings of unjust and immoderate anger, what else is he but a testicle of Antichrist?”

Gregory’s classification and rhetoric would, with a late alley-oop by the preeminent medieval theologian Thomas Aquinas, hold sway in the West until at least the Renaissance, inspiring Bosch, Dante, Geoffrey Chaucer, Edmund Spenser, and innumerable other artists, and scaring the piss, the historical record suggests, out of Europeans for a millennium or so. How could they not have? The message was clear: Feel the wrong thing without adequate repentance and you may not burn in hellfire for eternity, but your punishment will hardly be a stroll around the market square. In Dante’s telling, the envious were forced to languish in Purgatory, their eyes sewn shut with iron wire.

It bears mentioning that the seven deadly sins are alive and well. The Catechism of the Catholic Church—a church that has 1.4 billion members worldwide—still includes and endorses Pope Gregory’s 1,400-year-old list, noting that sins such as greed, envy, and acedia are “contrary to divine law” and “give rise to social situations and institutions that are contrary to the divine goodness.” The rhetoric remains cosmic and dire. “How ugly envy is!” Pope Francis declared during a 2016 mass. “[It] grows in the heart like a weed.… It is a tormented heart, it is an ugly heart!… Scripture says clearly: Through the envy of the devil, death entered the world.”



In and around the seventeenth century, more naturalistic accounts of the emotions began to compete with such forbidding moralistic theology. A new detached, scientific way of thinking about the emotions emerged. The Dutch philosopher Baruch Spinoza, for example, in his Ethics (1677), defined emotions dryly as “the modifications of the body, whereby the active power of the said body is increased or diminished, aided or constrained, and also the ideas of such modifications.” In his book A Treatise of Human Nature (1739–40), David Hume’s primary concern was with how emotions work, and in particular with what causes emotions, not with what influences they have on the soul.

By the nineteenth century, the most influential accounts of the emotions concerned themselves squarely with biology and physiology. Charles Darwin collected countless minute observations of how humans and animals express emotions through behavior and attempted to track back the origins and purposes of that behavior, some of which—baring one’s teeth while angry, for example—likely had survival value for the species. Today, in the age of the genome and the PET scan, we would seem to have put even more daylight between our emotional lives and any sense of moral risk. Scientists now typically conceptualize our emotions in terms of brain anatomy, neural pathways, chromosomes, developmental stages, physiological markers, microexpressions, attachment styles, and mental disorders. These rationalist ideas about the emotions seem to leave little room for concepts such as virtue, vice, evil, or sin.

As it happens, the very fact that I am using the word “emotion” in this book suggests a transcendence of the old value-laden ways. Until the nineteenth century, no single, overarching term existed to describe what we now call the emotions. Instead, there were a range of words: “passions,” “affections,” “desires,” even “lusts.” As the historian Thomas Dixon has noted, these terms all share a “biblical pedigree.” The word “passion” in particular has a religious resonance, as in the Passion, or redemptive suffering, of Jesus Christ. The words “emotion” and “emotional” carry no such religious baggage. That is why scientists and philosophers of the modern era began to use them. To say “emotion” instead of “passion” is to say, essentially, Okay, folks, we’re moving on. Our concern is to study and explain, not to judge.

But we have not moved on. Explaining does not preclude judging. On the contrary, the two seem to be inevitable partners.

Consider how psychologists and mental health experts smuggle ethical and moral precepts into their own presumably more enlightened discourse. The philosopher Robert Solomon and the psychologist Lori Stone argue that our very use of the categories “positive” and “negative” is a form of “medieval thinking” masquerading in “scientific guise.” Why, they ask, are we still sorting experiences as multifaceted and complex as our emotions into neatly opposing groups? Is “positive vs. negative” any different from “virtue vs. vice”?

The psychologist Jerome Kagan has argued that all that has really changed is what we think of as virtuous and worthy of pursuit. Today when we call an emotion “negative” what we invariably mean is that it “interferes with happiness and health.” Emotions like fear and anger get in the way of our achieving our optimal state of being. But what we consider optimal varies according to time and culture; it is inherently subjective. Hence, Kagan concludes, “it is not obvious that [positive and negative] are any more useful as scientific concepts than the notions ‘pretty’ and ‘plain.’ ”

No matter how dubious as scientific concepts, however, they clearly work well as selling points. If the objects are now happiness and health rather than holiness and purity, and the presiding authority clinical rather than religious, the pitch is the same as ever: deliverance from a kind of dark bondage.

Consider, for example, the book Emotional Freedom (2009), by the psychiatrist Judith Orloff, the former chief resident of UCLA’s Affective Disorders Clinic. This book, which carries the subtitle “Liberate Yourself from Negative Emotions and Transform Your Life,” invites the reader to “take a remarkable journey, one that leads to… a mastery over negativity that pervades daily life.” Orloff offers her work as a “lifelong guide to release you from the compulsive tyranny of negative emotions such as worry and anger,” to help you cope with “emotional vampires” who sap your positive energy, and to learn the “secret to serenity.” The language here is the language of imprisonment and release, shadow and light, good and bad. It is the moralism of the church recast in therapeutic terms.

For the past twenty-five years or so, this bipolar way of speaking about the emotions has been most prominently embodied in Positive Psychology, a movement dedicated to fostering those emotions and states that enable us to flourish and diminishing those that cramp our spirit, health, and opportunities. Founded in the late 1990s to counter psychology’s long-standing emphasis on dysfunction and disorder, Positive Psychology quickly developed into not only an academic orientation but an influential popular philosophy—an engine of inspiration and personal improvement. It has generated countless peer-reviewed studies examining how positive people lead longer, more resilient, more productive lives, and it has spawned countless self-help books, online courses, corporate training programs, podcasts, workshops, and TED talks—a veritable happiness industry exhorting us to throw off the yoke of our negative feelings and to embrace joy, hope, and equanimity.

At their best, the proponents of Positive Psychology can be cautious and circumspect, as in the disclaimer by the movement’s founder, the psychologist Martin Seligman, that pessimism plays a vital role in our lives, offering us a “keen sense of reality when we need it.” At their zealous worst, as critics both inside and outside the movement have argued, they uphold a facile dichotomy between good and bad emotions, wildly overstate ambiguous empirical results, and pathologize a whole set of universal emotions in the name of a dubious “science of happiness.”

Something odd seems to happen when the scientists of positivity leave their laboratories and venture into the public sphere. Their prudence evaporates and they begin to make sweeping promises about increased creativity, productivity, sexual satisfaction, health, social engagement, career achievement, and so on. They begin to sound like motivational speakers—as some have in fact lucratively become—or like preachers. Seligman himself has summed up his movement’s work with this simple question: “What is the word in your heart? Is it ‘yes’ or is it ‘no’?” The resonance is not scientific; it is biblical: “I treasure your word in my heart, so that I may not sin against you” (Psalm 119:11).

This kind of odd spiritualism crops up even within the staid precincts of scientific literature. While researching this book, I came across an unusual illustration in an otherwise saltine-dry textbook called the Handbook of Emotion Regulation (2015). It is a flow chart, meant to outline the way in which negative emotions make it harder for people to “resist temptations [and] suppress unwanted impulses.” We get sad and hoover up a pound of chocolate-covered almonds. We feel mad and curse at our children. What exactly is going on here? The flow chart contains big boxes, small boxes, arrows, labels—standard-issue illustrative equipment. Then, at the bottom of the chart, a flourish: Instead of giving the negative emotions their own tidy box, the authors depict them as feral, grasping vines, à la Little Shop of Horrors, that reach into and corrupt the different faculties of the mind. The vines—“poison tendrils,” the authors, both distinguished researchers, call them—emerge from a hole in the ground. The hole is black and fissured all along its circumference, as if the earth has been violently pried open by some demonic subterranean power. As if our negative emotions have their origins not in our minds themselves but rather in some profane, perfidious, yawning underworld—the place of nightmares.
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