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What is the meaning of life? That was all—a simple
question; one that tended to close in on one with
years. The great revelation had never come. The great
revelation perhaps never did come. Instead there were
little daily miracles, illuminations, martches struck
unexpectedly in the dark: here was one.

—VIRGINIA WOOLF
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Introduction 3

joy and warmth. Though they spent many hours meditating
during these weekends, they also passed the time by playing
classical Sufi music on Persian instruments, like a frame drum
called a daf and the stringed tar, always singing Sufi poetry to
the music. I sat on a tattered Persian carpet and listened, dip-
ping my sugar cubes in my tea, just like they did—and trying
to meditate, just like they did, too.

Formal rituals also governed Sufi life. When the darvishes
greeted each other, they said Ya Hagg, “The Truth,” and per-
formed a special handshake by putting their hands together
like a heart and kissing that heart, When they entered or left
the meditation room, they “kissed” the ground by touching
their fingers to the floor and then to their lips. When my mom
and other Sufis prepared Iranian dinners, the darvishes sat
around a tablecloth spread on the floor. I helped arrange the
place settings and then waited with my parents for the other
darvishes to sit down before finding a spot. The Sufis ate in si-
lence. Generally, nobody spoke unless the sheikh spoke first—
and it was understood that everybody should finish their food
before the sheikh did so that he was not kept waiting. (Though,
often, the sheikh ate slowly so that no straggler would feel un-
comfortable.) These humbling rituals were important to the
Sufis, helping them break down the self, which Sufi teaching
considers a barrier to love.

Such a way of lite appealed to the darvishes, many of
whom had left Iran and other repressive societies to live in
Canada and the United States. Some Muslims consider Sufis
to be mystic heretics, and they are severely persecuted in
the Middle East today. But even though many of the Sufis |
knew had led difficult lives, they were always looking for-
ward. Their demanding spiritual practice—with its emphasis
on self-denial, service, and compassion over personal gain,
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comfort, and pleasure—elevated them. It made their lives feel
more meaningful.

The Suhs who meditated in our home were part of a long
tradition of spiritual seekers. For as long as human beings have
existed, they have yearned to know what makes life worth
living. The first great work of human literature, the four-
thousand-year-old The Epic of Gilgamesh, is about a hero’s
quest to figure out how he should live knowing that he will die.
And in the centuries since Gilgamesh’s tale was first told, the
urgency of that quest has not faded. The rise of philosophy,
religion, natural science, literature, and even art can be at least
partly explained as a response to two questions: “What is the
meaning of existence?™ And, “How can I lead a meaningful
life?™

The first question addresses big issues, How did the uni-
verse come to be? What is the point and purpose of life? Is
there anything transcendent—a divine being or holy spirit—
that gives our lives significance?

The second question is about inding meaning within life.
What values should T live by? What projects, relationships,
and activities will bring me fulfillment? What path should 1
choose?

Historically, religious and spiritual systems laid out the an-
swers to both questions. In most of these traditions, the mean-
ing of life lies in God or some ultimate reality with which the
seeker yearns to be united. Following a moral code and engag-
ing in practices like meditation, fasting, and acts of charity
help the seeker grow closer to God or to that reality, endowing
day-to-day life with importance.

Billions of people, of course, still derive meaning from reli-
gion. But in the developed world, religion no longer commands
the authority it once did. Though most people in the United
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States continue to believe in God and many consider them-
selves spiritual, fewer people go to church, pray regularly, or
have a religious affiliation, and the number of people who be-
lieve religion is an important component of their lives has de-
clined. If religion was once the default path to meaning, today
it is one path among many, a cultural transformation that has
left many people adrift. For millions both with and without
faith, the search for meaning here on earth has become incred-
ibly urgent—yet ever more elusive.

My FAMILY EVENTUALLY moved out of the Sufi meeting-
house. We came to the United States, where the busyness of
everyday life trumped the rituals of meditation, singing, and
tea. But I never stopped searching for meaning. When [ was
a teenager, that search led me to philosophy. The question of
how to live a meaningful life was once a central driving force
of thar discipline, with thinkers from Aristotle to Nietzsche
all offering their own visions of whar a good life requires. But
after arriving at college, I soon learned that academic philoso-
phy had largely abandoned that quest. Instead, the issues it
addressed were esoteric or technical, like the nature of con-
sciousness or the philosophy of computers.

Meanwhile, | found myself immersed in a campus culture
that had little patience for the questions that had drawn me
to philosophy. Many of my peers were driven by a desire for
career success. They had grown up in a world of intense com-
petition for the merit badges that would get them to an impres-
sive college, then to an elite graduate or professional school
or a job on Wall Street. When they picked their classes and
activities, they did so with those goals in mind. By the time
they graduated, these razor-sharp minds had already acquired
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specialized knowledge in fields that were even more specihc
than their particular majors. I met people who could share
their insights on how to improve public health in third-world
countries, how to use statistical modeling to predict election
outcomes, and how to “deconstruct™ a literary text. But they
had little to no sense of what makes life meaningful, or of
what greater purpose they might have beyond making money
or landing a prestigious job. Outside of an occasional conver-
sation with friends, they had no forum in which to discuss or
deeply engage with these questions.

They were not alone. As tuition skyrockets and a college
degree is seen as the ticket to economic stability, many people
today consider education to be instrumental—a step toward
a job rather than an opportunity for moral and intellectual
growth, The American Freshman survey has tracked the val-
ues of college students since the mid-1960s. In the late sixties,
the top priority of college freshmen was “developing a mean-
ingful life philosophy.” Nearly all of them—86 percent—said
this was an “essential™ or “very important™ life goal. By the
2000s, their top priority became “being very well off finan-
cially™ while just 40 percent said meaning was their chief goal.
Of course, most students still have a strong yearning for mean-
ing. But that search no longer drives their educations.

Educating students about how to live was once central to
the mission of colleges and universities in the United States. In
the first part of our nation’s history, college students received
a rigorous education in classics and theology. They followed a
prescribed curriculum that was designed to teach them what
matters in life, and their shared beliefs in God and Christian
principles served as a common foundation in that endeavor.
But by the 1800s, the religious faith that grounded their stud-
ies was gradually eroding. The question naturally arose, writes
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Yale law professor and social critic Anthony Kronman, of
whether it “is possible to explore the meaning of life in a de-
liberate and organized way even after its religious foundations
have been called into doubt.”

Many professors not only thought it was possible but that
they had an obligation to lead students forward in this quest.
Religion, it was true, no longer offered all students definitive
answers to life’s ultimate question, but some educators believed
the humanities could step in. Rather than leaving students to
search for meaning on their own, these professors attempted
to situate them in a large and enduring tradition of arts and
letters. And so in the mid- to late nineteenth century, many
undergraduates followed a college curriculum that stressed the
masterpieces of literature and philosophy—Ilike Homer’s Iliad,
Plato’s dialogues, The Divine Comedy, and the works of Cer-
vantes, Shakespeare, Montaigne, Goethe, and others.

By reading these texts, students listened and ultimately
contributed to a “great conversation” that had been going on
for thousands of years. As they encountered competing vi-
sions of the good life, students were able to come to their own
conclusions about how to live. Is Homer’s glory-driven Achil-
les a better model than the pilgrim in Dante’s poem? What
can we learn about the purpose of our lives from Aristotle’s
writings on ethics? What does Gustave Flaubert’'s Madame
Bowvary reveal about love and romance? How about Jane Aus-
ten’s Emma? There was no one right answer. But by draw-
ing on these shared cultural touchstones, students developed a
common language with which they could discuss and debate
life’s meaning with peers, professors, and the members of their
community.

By the early twentieth century, however, the situation had
again shifted. After the Civil War, the first research universities
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about happiness was a modest fifty. In 2008, that number had
skyrocketed to 4,000. Of course, people have always been in-
terested in the pursuit of happiness, but all that attention has
made an impact: since the mid-2000s, the interest in happi-
ness, as measured by Google searches, has tripled. “The short-
cut to anything you want in your life,” writes author Rhonda
Byrne in her bestselling 2006 book The Secret, “is to BE and
FEEL happy now!”

And yet, there i1s a major problem with the happiness
frenzy: it has failed to deliver on its promise. Though the hap-
piness industry continues to grow, as a society, we’re more
miserable than ever. Indeed, social scientists have uncovered a
sad irony—chasing happiness actually makes people unhappy.

That fact would come as no surprise to students of the hu-
manistic tradition. Philosophers have long questioned the value
of happiness alone. “It is better to be a human being dissatis-
fied than a pig satishied; better to be Socrates dissatished than a
fool satished,” wrote the nineteenth-century philosopher John
Stuart Mill. To that, the twentieth-century Harvard philoso-
pher Robert Nozick added: “And although it might be best of
all to be Socrates satisfied, having both happiness and depth,
we would give up some happiness in order to gain the depth.”

Nozick was a happiness skeptic. He devised a thought ex-
periment to emphasize his point. Imagine, Nozick said, that
vou could live in a tank that would “give you any experience
you desired.” It sounds like something out of The Matrix: *Su-
perduper neuropsychologists could stimulate your brain so
that vou would think and feel you were writing a great novel,
or making a friend, or reading an interesting book. All the
time you would be floating in a tank, with electrodes attached
to your brain.” He then asks, “Should you plug into this ma-
chine for life, preprogramming your life’s experiences?”
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If happiness is truly life’s end goal, most people would
choose to feel happy in the tank. It would be an easy life, where
trauma, sadness, and loss are switched off—forever. You could
always feel good, maybe even important. Every now and then,
yvou could exit the tank and decide which new experiences you
wanted programmed into yvour head. If you are torn or dis-
tressed over the decision to plug in, you shouldn’t be. “What's
a few moments of distress,” Nozick asks, “compared to a life-
time of bliss (if that’s what you choose), and why feel any dis-
tress at all if your decision is the best one?”

If you choose to live in the tank and feel happy moment to
moment, for all the moments of your life, are you living a good
life? Is that the life that you would choose for yourself—for
your children? If we report that happiness is our main value
in life, as a majority of us do, then wouldn’t life in the tank
satisfy all of our desires?

It should. Yet most people would say no to a life of feel-
ing good in the tank. The question is, why? The reason we
recoil from the idea of life in the tank, according to Nozick, is
that the happiness we find there is empty and unearned. You
may feel happy in the tank, but you have no real reason to be
happy. You may feel good, but your life isn’t actually good. A
person “floating in the tank,” as Nozick puts it, is “an indeter-
minate blob.” He has no identity, no projects and goals to give
his life value. *We care about more than just how things feel to
us from the inside,” Nozick concludes. “There 1s more to life
than feeling happy.”

BEFORE HIS DEATH in 2002, Nozick had worked with Martin
Seligman and others to shape the goals and vision of positive psy-
chology. Early on, they recognized that the happiness-focused
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research would be alluring and media-friendly, and they wanted
to consciously avoid letting the field become what Seligman
called “happiology.” Instead, their mission was to shed the light
of science on how people can lead deep and fulfilling lives. And
over the last few years, that’s precisely what more and more re-
searchers have been doing. They have been looking beyond hap-
piness in their search for what makes life worth living. One of
their chief findings has been that there is a distinction between a
happy life and a meaningful life.

This distinction has a long history in philosophy, which
for thousands of years has recognized two paths to the good
life. The first is hedonia, or what we today call happiness, fol-
lowing in the footsteps of Sigmund Freud. Human beings, he
wrote, “strive after happiness; they want to become happy
and to remain so”—and this “pleasure principle,” as he called
it, 1s what “decides the purpose of life™ for most people. The
ancient Greek philosopher Aristippus, a student of Socrates,
considered the pursuit of hedonia the key to living well. “The
art of life,” Aristippus wrote, “lies in taking pleasures as they
pass, and the keenest pleasures are not intellectual, nor are
they always moral.” Several decades later, Epicurus popular-
ized a somewhat similar idea, arguing that the good life is
found in pleasure, which he defined as the absence of bodily
and mental pain, such as anxiety. This idea waned through
the Middle Ages, but it saw a resurgence in popularity during
the eighteenth century with Jeremy Bentham, the founder of
utilitarianism. Bentham believed the pursuit of pleasure was
our central driving force. *Nature has placed mankind under
the governance of two sovereign masters, pain and pleasure,”
he famously wrote: “It is for them alone to point out what we
ought to do, as well as to determine what we shall do.”

In line with this tradition, many psychologists today define



Introduction 13

happiness as a positive mental and emotional state. One tool
commonly used in social science research to help assess happi-
ness, for example, asks an individual to reflect on how often he
feels positive emotions like pride, enthusiasm, and attentive-
ness versus how often he feels negative ones like fear, nervous-
ness, and shame. The higher your ratio of positive to negative
emotions, the happier you are.

But our feelings, of course, are fleeting. And as Nozick’s
thought experiment revealed, they’re not everything. We may
delight in reading the tabloids and feel stressed while taking
care of a sick relative, but most of us would agree that the
latter activity is more significant. It might not feel good in
the moment, but if we skipped out on it, we'd later regret that
decision. In other words, it’s worth doing because it’s mean-
ingful,

Meaning is the other path to the good life, and it’s best un-
derstood by turning to the Greek philosopher Aristotle and his
concept of eudaimonia, the ancient Greek word for “human
flourishing.” Eudaimonia often gets translated as “happiness,”
and so Aristotle is often credited with saying that happiness
is the highest good and chief goal of our lives. But Aristotle
actually had pretty harsh words for those who pursued plea-
sure and “the life of enjoyment.” He called them “slavish™ and
“vulgar,” arguing that the feel-good route to the good life that
he believed "most men™ pursue is more “suitable to beasts™
than to human beings.

To Aristotle, eudaimonia is not a fleeting positive emotion.
Rather, it is something you do. Leading a eudaimonic life,
Aristotle argued, requires cultivating the best qualities within
you both morally and intellectually and living up to your po-
tential. It is an active life, a life in which you do your job and
contribute to society, a life in which you are involved in vour
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community, a life, above all, in which you realize your poten-
tial, rather than squander your talents.

Psychologists have picked up on Aristotle’s distinction. If
bedonia i1s defined as “feeling good,” they argue, then exdai-
monia is defined as “being and doing good”™—and as “seeking
to use and develop the best in oneself™ in a way that fits with
*one’s deeper principles.” It is a life of good character. And it
pays dividends. As three scholars put it, “The more directly
one aims to maximize pleasure and avoid pain, the more likely
one is to produce instead a life bereft of depth, meaning, and
community.” But those who choose to pursue meaning ulti-
mately live fuller—and happier—Ilives.

It’s difficult, of course, to measure a concept like mean-
ing in the lab, but, according to psychologists, when people
say that their lives have meaning, it's because three conditions
have been satished: they evaluate their lives as significant and
worthwhile—as part of something bigger; they believe their
lives make sense; and they feel their lives are driven by a sense
of purpose. Still, some social scientists are skeptical that hap-
piness and meaning are distinct from each other at all. Yet
research suggests that the meaningful life and the happy life
can't be conflated so easily. The differences between the two
were revealed in a study from 2013, in which a team of psy-
chologists led by Florida State University’s Roy Baumeister
asked nearly 400 Americans aged 18 to 78 whether they were
happy and whether they thought their lives were meaningful.
The social scientists examined their responses alongside other
variables, like their stress levels and spending patterns, and
whether or not they had children. What they discovered is that
while the meaningful life and the happy life overlap in certain
ways and “feed off each other,” they “have some substantially
different roots.”
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our understanding of the good life. Their work shows that the
search for meaning is far more fulfilling than the pursuit of
personal happiness, and it reveals how people can go about
fAinding meaning in their lives. Through their studies, they're
seeking to answer big questions: Does each person have to
find meaning on his or her own, or are there certain universal
sources of meaning that we can all lean on? Why are people
in some cultures and communities more likely to consider
their lives meaningful than those in others? How does living
a meaningful life affect our health? How do we—and indeed
can we—find meaning in the face of death?

Their research reflects a broader shift in our culture. Across
the country—and across the world—educators, business lead-
ers, doctors, politicians, and ordinary people are beginning to
turn away from the gospel of happiness and focus on mean-
ing. As I dug deeper into the psychological research, I began
to seek these people out. In the pages ahead, I will introduce
you to some of these remarkable individuals. We will meer a
group of medieval enthusiasts who find fulhllment in their id-
josyncratic community. We will hear from a zookeeper about
what gives her life purpose. We will learn how a paraplegic
used a traumatic experience to redefine his identity. We will
even follow a former astronaut into space, where he found his
true calling.

Some of their stories are ordinary. Others are extraordi-
nary. But as I followed these seekers on their journeys, I found
that their lives all had some important qualities in common, of-
fering an insight that the research is now confirming: there are
sources of meaning all around us, and by tapping into them,
we can all lead richer and more sarisfying lives—and help oth-
ers do the same. This book will reveal what those sources of
meaning are and how we can harness them to give our lives
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depth. Along the way, we'll learn about the benefits of living
meaningfully—for ourselves, and for our schools, workplaces,
and society at large.

As | interviewed researchers and chased stories of people
searching for and finding meaning, [ was reminded at every
turn of the Sufis who first set me on this journey. More often
than not, these paragons of meaning were living humble lives.
Many of them had struggled in their pursuit of meaning. Yet
their primary goal was making the world better for others. A
great Sufi once said that if a darvish takes only the first step on
the path of loving-kindness and goes no farther, then he has
contributed to humanity by devoting himself to others—and
it’s the same with those focused on living meaningful lives.
They transform the world, in big and small ways, through
their pursuit of noble goals and ideals.

Indeed, just as new scientific indings have brought us back
to the wisdom of the humanities, writing this book has af-
firmed the lessons I learned as a child living in the Sufi meet-
inghouse. Though the darvishes led seemingly normal lives as
lawyers, construction workers, engincers, and parents, they
adopted a meaning mindset that imbued everything they did
with significance—whether it was helping to clean up a din-
ner spread or singing the poetry of Rumi and Attar and living
by its wisdom. For the darvishes, the pursuit of personal hap-
piness was completely beside the point. Rather, they focused
constantly on how they could make themselves useful to oth-
ers, how they could help other people feel happier and more
whole, and how they could connect to something larger. They
crafted lives that mattered—which leaves just one question for
the rest of us: How can we do the same?



The Meaning Crisis

N A FALL DAY IN 1930, THE HISTORIAN AND PHI-
losopher Will Durant was raking leaves in the vard
of his home in Lake Hill, New York., when a well-

dressed man walked up to him. The man told Durant thart he

was planning to commit suicide unless the popular philoso-
pher could give him “one good reason™ to live.

Shocked, Durant attempted to respond in a way that would
bring the man comfort—but his response was uninspired: “I
bade him get a job—Dbut he had one; to eat a good meal—but
he was not hungry; he left visibly unmoved by my arguments.”

Durant, a writer and intellectual who died in 1981 at the
age of 96, is best known for his books that brought philoso-
phy and history to the public. The Story of Philosophy, pub-
lished in 1926, became a bestseller, and his multivolume work
The Story of Civilization, cowritten with his wife, Ariel Du-
rant, over the course of forty vears, was awarded the Pulitzer
Prize for its tenth volume, Rousseau and Revolution. Dur-
ing his life, Durant was a thinker with far-ranging interests.
He wrote fluently about literature, religion, and politics, and
in 1977, he received one of the highest honors bestowed by
the U.S. government on a civilian, the Presidential Medal of
Freedom,
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Durant was raised Catholic, attended a Jesuit academy, and
planned to join the priesthood. But in college, he became an
atheist after he read the works of Charles Darwin and Herbert
Spencer, whose ideas “melted” his “inherited theology.” For
many years following his loss of religious faith, he “brooded™
over the question of meaning, but never found a satisfactory
answer to it. An agnostic and empirically minded philosopher,
Durant later came to see that he was unsure of what gives peo-
ple a reason to go on living even when they despair. This wise
man of his time could not offer a compelling answer to the sui-
cidal man who came to him in 1930—the vear after the stock
market crash that inaugurated the Great Depression.

So Durant decided to write to the great literary, philo-
sophical, and scientific luminaries of his day, from Mohandas
Gandhi and Mary E. Woolley to H. L. Mencken and Edwin
Arlington Robinson, to ask them how they found significance
and fulfillment in their own lives during that tumultuous pe-
riod of history. “Will you interrupt your work for a moment,”
Durant begins his letter, “and play the game of philosophy
with me? | am attempting to face a question which our gen-
eration, perhaps more than any, seems always ready to ask
and never able to answer—What is the meaning or worth of
human life?” He compiled their answers into a book, On the
Meaning of Life, which was published in 1932,

Durant’s letter explores why many people of his time felt
like they were living in an existential vacuum. For thousands
of years, after all, human beings have believed in the existence
of a transcendent and supernatural realm, populated by gods
and spirits, that lies beyond the sensory world of everyday
experiences. They regularly felt the presence of this spiritual
realm, which infused the ordinary world with meaning. But,
Durant argued, modern philosophy and science have shown
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that the belief in such a world—a world that cannot be seen or
touched—is naive at best and superstitious at worst. In doing
s0, they have led to widespread disenchantment.

In his letter, he explains why the loss of those traditional
sources of meaning is so tragic. “Astronomers have told us that
human affairs constitute but a moment in the trajectory of a
star,” Durant writes; “geologists have told us that civilization
1s but a precarious interlude between ice ages; biologists have
told us that all life is war, a struggle for existence among in-
dividuals, groups, nations, alliances, and species: historians
have told us that *progress’ is delusion, whose glory ends in
inevitable decay; psychologists have told us that the will and
the self are the helpless instruments of heredity and environ-
ment, and that the once incorruptible soul is but a transient
incandescence of the brain.” Philosophers, meanwhile, with
their emphasis on reasoning their way to the truth, have rea-
soned their way to the truth that life is meaningless: “Life has
become, in thart total perspective which is philosophy, a fitful
pullulation of human insects on the earth, a planetary eczema
that may soon be cured.”

In his book, Durant relates the old story of a police of-
ficer who attempred to stop a suicidal man from jumping
off a bridge. The two talked. Then they both jumped off the
ledge. “This is the pass to which science and philosophy have
brought us,” Durant says. Writing to these great minds, he
sought a response to the nihilism of his time—a response to
the despondent stranger who had left him speechless, Durant
begged them for an answer to what makes life worth living—
what drives them forward, what gives them inspiration and
energy, hope and consolation.

* ¥ *
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him in that belief. Four in ten Americans have not discovered
a satisfying life purpose. And nearly a quarter of Americans—
about one hundred million people—do not have a strong sense
of what makes their lives meaningful.

The solution to this problem, obviously, is not for the
United States to become more like Sierra Leone. Modernity,
though it can sap life of meaning, has its benefits. But how
can people living in modern societies find fulfillment? If we
do not bridge the chasm between living a meaningful life and
living a modern life, our drift will continue to come at a major
cost. “Everyone at times,” wrote the religious scholar Huston
Smith, “finds himself or herself asking whether life is worth-
while, which amounts to asking whether, when the going gets
rough, it makes sense to continue to live. Those who conclude
that it does not make sense give up, if not once and for all by
suicide, then piecemeal, by surrendering daily to the encroach-
ing desolation of the years”—Dby surrendering, in other words,
to depression, weariness, and despair,

SucH wAS THE case with the famous Russian novelist Leo
Tolstoy. In the 1870s, around the time he turned fifty, Tol-
stoy fell into an existential depression so severe and debilitat-
ing that he was seized by the constant desire to kill himself.
His life, he had concluded, was utterly meaningless, and this
thought filled him with horror.

To an outsider, the novelist’s depression might have seemed
peculiar, Tolstoy, an aristocrat, had everything: he was
wealthy; he was famous; he was married with several children;
and his two masterpieces, War and Peace and Anna Karenina,
had been published to great acclaim in 1869 and 1878, respec-
tively. Internationally recognized as one of the greatest novel-
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ists of his time, Tolstoy had little doubt that his works would
be canonized as classics of world literature,

Most people would settle for far less. But at the height of
his fame, Tolstoy concluded that these accomplishments were
merely the trappings of a meaningless life—which is to say
that they were nothing ar all to him.

In 1879, a despairing Tolstoy started writing A Confession,
an autobiographical account of his spiritual crisis. He begins
A Confession by chronicling how, as a university student and
later a soldier, he had lived a debauched life. “Lying, stealing,
promiscuity of every kind, drunkenness, violence, murder—
there was not a crime | did not commit,” he writes, perhaps
with some exaggeration, “yet in spite of it all I was praised,
and my colleagues considered me and still do consider me a
relatively moral man.” It was during this period of his life that
Tolstoy began writing, motivated, he claims, by “vanity, self-
interest, and pride”—the desire to acquire fame and money.

He soon fell in with the literary and intellectual circles of
Russia and Europe, which had built a secular church around
the idea of progress. Tolstoy became one of its adherents. But
then two dramatic experiences revealed to him the hollowness
of believing in the perfectibility of man and society. The first
was witnessing the execution by guillotine of a man in Paris in
1857, “*When I saw how the head was severed from the body
and heard the thud of each part as it fell into the box,” he
writes, “I understood, not with my intellect but with my whole
being, that no theories of rationality of existence or of prog-
ress could justify such an act.,” The second was the senseless
death of his brother, Nikolai, from tuberculosis. “He suffered
for over a year,” Tolstoy writes, “and died an agonizing death
without ever understanding why he lived and understanding
even less why he was dying.”
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These events shook Tolstoy, but they did not shatter him. In
1862, he got married, and family life distracted him from his
doubts. So did writing War and Peace, which he started work-
ing on soon after his wedding.

Tolstoy had always been interested in the question of what
gives life meaning, a theme that runs through his writings.
Levin, who is widely considered an autobiographical represen-
tation of Tolstoy, famously wrestles with the problem in Anna
Karenina. He eventually concludes that his life is not pointless:
“my life, my whole life, independently of anything that may
happen to me, is every moment of it no longer meaningless as
it was before, but has an unquestionable meaning of goodness
with which I have the power to invest it.”

But soon after he completed Anna Karenina, Tolstoy took
a bleaker view. The question of meaning cast a shadow over
everything he did. A voice inside his head started asking—
Why? Why am I here? What is the purpose of all that I do?
Why do I exist? And, as the years went on, that voice grew
louder and more insistent: “Before I could be occupied with
my Samara estate, with the education of my son, or with the
writing of books,” he writes in A Confession, “1 had to know
why I was doing these things.” Elsewhere in A Confession he
puts the question in other ways: “What will come of what |
do today and tomorrow? What will come of my entire life . . .
Why should I live? Why should I wish for anything or do any-
thing? Or to put it still differently: Is there any meaning in my
life that will not be destroyed by my inevitably approaching
death?” Because he could not answer the “why” of his exis-
tence, he concluded that his life was meaningless.

“Very well,” he writes, “you will be more famous than
Gogol, Pushkin, Shakespeare, Moliére, more famous than
all the writers in the world—so what?” Tolstoy felt like the



The Meaning Crisis 27

prophet of Ecclesiastes, who wrote, “Vanity of vanities; all
is vanity! What profit hath a man of all his labour which he
taketh under the sun? One generation passeth away, and an-
other generation cometh: but the earth abideth for ever.™ The
only truth we can absolutely know, Tolstoy believed, is that
life ends with death and is puncruated by suffering and sor-
row. We and all that we hold dear—our loved ones, our ac-
complishments, our identities—will eventually perish.

Tolstoy eventually found his way out of nihilism. He began
by searching for people who were at peace with their lives to see
where they found meaning. Most people in his own milieu—
aristocrats and the literary elite—were leading superficial lives
and knew nothing about life’s meaning, Tolstoy argued. So
he looked beyond his own social set and was struck to real-
ize that millions of ordinary people around him had found,
it seemed, a solution to the problem that had consumed him.
These “simple people,” as Tolstoy called them, the uneducated
peasants, derived meaning from faith—faith in God and the
teachings of Christianity.

Though Tolstoy had fallen away from religion by the time he
was in university, his midlife search for meaning led him back
to it. Curious about the faith that was so indispensable to the
peasants, he studied various religious and spiritual traditions,
including Islam and Buddhism. During that spiritual voyage.
he became a practicing Christian. He first found a home in
his native Russian Orthodox church, but he evenrually broke
away and started living according to his own stripped-down
version of Christianity, which focused on adhering to Christ’s
teachings in the Sermon on the Mount.

Tolstoy’s definition of “faith™ is vague: he sees it as a funda-
mentally irrational “knowledge of the meaning of human life.”
What’s clear, though, is his belief that faith ties an individual
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to something larger or even “infinite” that lies beyond the
self. “No martter what answers a given faith might provide for
us,” he writes, “every answer of faith gives infinite meaning
to the finite existence of man, meaning that is not destroyed
by suffering, deprivation, and death.” Though Tolstoy did not
believe in the miracles or sacraments of the church, he found
meaning in living “a life as it was meant by God to be led,”
as one of his biographers puts it—which, to Tolstoy, meant a
Christ-like devotion to others, especially the poor.

Completing A Confession did not mark the end of Tolstoy’s
search for meaning. He continued his quest in the final decades
of his life. He adopted a simple lifestyle, giving up alcohol and
meat, rejecting his aristocratic titles of “Sir™ and “Count,” and
learning the craft of shoemaking, believing that manual labor
was virtuous. He devoted much of his time to improving the
plight of the peasants in his community, and even tried to give
all of his property to the poor (a plan his wife bitterly rejected).
He also advocated progressive ideas like the abolition of pri-
vate property, pacifism, and the doctrine of nonresistance to
evil. With these beliefs, Tolstoy attracted a group of disciples
who followed his teachings as they would a guru’s.

At the same time, his final years were not easy. His attempt
to live meaningfully upended his life. The Russian government
denounced him as a radical; the Russian Orthodox church ex-
communicated him; and his marriage was left in ruins. Weary
of constantly highting with his wife, and yearning for an even
more spiritual life, he fled their estate in October 1910, jour-
neying by train to the Caucasus. He hoped to live the remain-
ing years of his life in religious solitude. It was not to be: he
died of pneumonia during the journey. His ideas, though, con-
tinued to make their mark on the world—and not just through
his novels. His doctrine of nonresistance to evil inspired Gan-
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ing the bitterly cold winter of 1940 from a heatless apartment
in Lyon—handwriting parts of it with “blistered and stiffened
fingers,” as one biographer has put it—and completed it in
1941.

Though Camus’s interest in meaning is part of a long tradi-
tion of philosophy and literature, the times in which he lived
made his search for it particularly urgent. In the chaos of
France’s collapse, in the cowardice of the Vichy government,
and in the early triumphs of fascism across Europe, the world
appeared meaningless and absurd. “The Myth of Sisyphus™ is
about how to live in such a world. “There is but one truly seri-
ous philosophical problem,”™ Camus famously begins the essay,
“and that 1s suicide. Judging whether life is or is not worth
living amounts to answering the fundamental question of phi-
losophy.” No one, he quips, has ever died for the ontological
argument, a proof of the existence of God. But many people
die for meaning: some kill themselves because they judge their
lives to be worthless, while others sacrifice their lives for their
ideals. Whether life has meaning is the only life-or-death ques-
tion that philosophy has ever asked and attempted to answer.
It is, therefore, the most important question of all.

As Camus writes, we long for rational explanations of the
world and seek order and unity, but the world is chaotic, disor-
dered, and senseless—it has no “rational and reasonable prin-
ciple.” We wonder why we exist, how we came into being and
for what purpose, but the world responds with silence. We can
try to satisfy our yearning by making a leap to God, religion,
or some other transcendent source of meaning that we take on
faith. But if we accept as true only what we absolutely know,
then there are “truths,” as Camus puts it, but no single Truth.

To Camus, the fact that humans search ceaselessly for
meaning but do not find it anywhere in the world renders life
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absurd; everything—from grand historical events to the great
effort we all pur into living our lives—seems pointless. The
realization that there is no external source of meaning, no
greater point or purpose to anything we do, inundates us with
“nausea,” to use the word of Camus’s onetime friend, the exis-
tentialist philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre.

Of course, vou don’t have to be a French existentialist—or,
for that matter, a Russian novelist—to feel the weight of the
absurd descend on you. On the Conan O’Brien show in 2013,
the comedian Louis C.K. described coming into contact with
something like Sartre’s nausea, Camus’s absurd, and Tolstoy’s
horror. Like all great comedians, C.K. is a philosopher mas-
querading as a funny man: “Underneath everything in your
life,” he told OBrien, “there is that thing, that empty—forever
empty. That knowledge that it’s all for nothing and that you're
alone. It’s down there. And sometimes when things clear away,
vou're not watching anything, you're in your car, and you start
going, ‘Oh no, here it comes. That I'm alone.” It starts to visit
on you, Just this sadness. Life is tremendously sad, just by
being in it.”

When an inconsolable Tolstoy arrived at this point in his
reasoning, he concluded that suicide was the only reasonable
escape from the absurdity of life. Tolstoy, of course, eventually
took another path. He found meaning in faith. But Camus re-
jects both faith and suicide as solutions to the problem of life’s
meaninglessness. For Camus, it’s impossible to know whether
God exists or whether any of the beliefs we take on faith are
true. Given that, we must learn to live significant lives “with-
out appeal” to God or faith. Yet to commit suicide would be to
yield to the blind forces of a meaningless world. It would be to
give in to the absurd and, in doing so, to compound it.

This might sound pretty grim, but the absurdity of life,
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Camus argues, does not inevitably lead to despair. Rather, it
opens up new opportunities. “Even within the limits of nihil-
ism,” Camus writes, “it is possible to ind the means to pro-
ceed beyond nihilism.” With meaning no longer imposed on
us from an outside source, we have the freedom to create it for
ourselves. As Sartre wrote, “Life has no meaning a priori. . ..
[I]t’s up to you to give it a meaning, and value is nothing but
the meaning that you choose.”

Camus illustrates this point by ending his essay with an
ode to the ancient Greek hero Sisyphus, who was condemned
by the gods to carry a boulder up to the peak of a mountain
only to have it come tumbling down right before he reaches
the summit. He performs this futile task for all of eternity. It’s
difficult to imagine a more meaningless existence than the one
that Sisyphus ekes out. But Camus wants us to see that Sisy-
phus’s life is extremely valuable. In fact, it serves as a model
for us all.

To Camus, living a meaningful life requires adopting an
attitude of dehance roward the absurd, which is precisely what
Sisyphus does. Sisyphus, who is being punished for deceiving
the gods and attempting to escape death, does not lament his
fate or hope for a better life. Rather, in contempt of the gods
who want to torment him, he embodies the three qualities that
define a worthwhile life: revolt, passion, and freedom.

Each time he returns to the base of the mountain, he faces a
choice: to give up or to labor on. Sisyphus chooses the struggle.
He accepts his task and throws himself into the grueling work
of carrying the boulder up the mountain. Having scorned the
gods, he becomes the master of his own fate. “His rock is his
thing,” as Camus puts it—it’s what gives his life meaning and
purpose. Though his labors may seem pointless, they are en-
dowed with meaning through the triumphant artitude with
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which he approaches his task. “The struggle itself toward the
heights,” Camus writes, “is enough to fill a man’s heart. One
must imagine Sisyphus happy.”

The struggle itself. When Camus tells us to imagine
Sisyphus happy, he does not mean a feel-good kind of hap-
piness. He is talking about the sense of accomplishment and
contentment that results from devoting vourself to a difficult
but worthwhile task. Camus wants us to see that like Sisyphus,
we can live our lives to the fullest by embracing the struggle
with dignity—by embracing, as he puts it in his notebooks, the
“misery and greatness of the world.”

Camus obeyed this imperative in his own life. As he was
working on “The Myth of Sisyphus™ in Paris in 1940, he
wrote a letter to a friend expressing his state of mind: “Happy?
Let’s not talk about it. . . . But even if my life is complicated,
| haven't stopped loving. At this time there is no distance be-
tween my life and my work. I'm doing both at the same time,
and with the same passion.” If Tolstoy found meaning in the
infinite, Camus finds it in the Anite, in the daily rask of liv-
ing. The epigraph to “The Myth of Sisyphus™ is a verse from
Pindar, the ancient Greek poet: “Oh my soul, do not aspire to
immortal life, but exhaust the limits of the possible.”

Rather than give up on the world, we can confront it di-
rectly and with passion, and create for ourselves a meaning
out of the pain, loss, and struggles that we endure. “To the
question of how to live without God,” Camus’s biographer
Olivier Todd writes, “Camus had three answers: live, act, and
write.,”

Just as Sisyphus’s rock was the “thing” that gave his life
meaning, Camus’s “thing” was his writing. Everyone, Camus
believed, needs some “thing,” some project or goal, to which
he chooses to dedicate his life, whether it’s a large boulder—or
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a small rose. Consider the beloved children’s story The Little
Prince, which is a wonderful expression of this wisdom. The
prince lives on a tiny planet where he spends his time tending
the plants and flowers in his garden. “It’s very tedious work,”
he says, “but very easy.” One day, he notices a rose that is
growing on its surface—a flower unlike any he’s seen on his
planet before. The prince falls in love with the mysterious
rose, whom he devotedly waters and shields from the wind.
But she is a vain and needy flower, and the prince eventually
grows weary of her, deciding to leave his planet and explore
the broader universe.

He is on a quest for knowledge and understanding, and
sees many strange sights during his travels. After visiting a
few other planets, the prince finds his way to Earth, where he
comes across a rose garden. Though the prince left his rose be-
hind, he still cares for her, and seeing these other roses makes
him disconsolate; he thought that bis rose was the only flower
of its kind in the universe, but now he sees that there are hun-
dreds of others like her.

Just as he has reached the bottom of his despair, a wise
fox calls out to him. The fox teaches the prince many lessons,
but the most important one concerns the rose the prince left
behind. The rose is not just another rose out of many, he tells
the prince; it is special because of what the prince gave to the
flower: “It’s the time you spent on your rose that makes your
rose so important . . . You become responsible forever for what
you've tamed. You're responsible for your rose.”

When the prince returns to the field of roses, he takes the
fox’s wisdom with him and addresses them: “You're lovely, but
you're empty,” he tells them. “One couldn’t die for you. Of
course, an ordinary passerby would think my rose looked just
like you. But my rose, all on her own, is more important than
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he synthesized his responses into a single statement that con-
cludes On the Meaning of Life.

To Durant, meaning arises from transcending the self.
“If, as we said at the outset,” he writes, “a thing has signifi-
cance only through its relation as part to a larger whole, then,
though we cannot give a metaphysical and universal meaning
to all life in general, we can say of any life in particular that
its meaning lies in relation to something larger than itself.”
The more you connect with and contribute to that something,
Durant believed, the more meaningful your life is. For Durant
specifically, that “something™ was work and family.

Some of the people who wrote to Durant were almost cer-
tainly out of work as a result of the Great Depression. They
were not the only ones down on their luck. Joblessness rates
skyrocketed during the Great Depression and peaked ar 25
percent in 1933. At the same time, the suicide rate in the United
States reached an all-time high. Researchers have found that
across history, suicide rates tend ro rise with unemployment—
and it’s easy to understand why: Work is a major source of
identity, value, and purpose for people. It gives them some-
thing to do with their time, a sense of worth, and an oppor-
tunity to contribute to society and to support their families.
When people lose their jobs, they are losing not only their live-
lihood, but a powerful source of meaning.

Durant counseled those who did not believe their lives were
meaningful to find some sort of work, even if it was helping out
on a farm in exchange for food and a bed until something bet-
ter came along. To be productive and in the service of another
person was a first step toward reengaging with life. *Voltaire
once remarked,” he writes, “that he might occasionally have
killed himself, had he not had so much work on his hands.”



