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A HARBOR


1

CROSSROADS

I felt that what I was standing on had given way, that I had no foundation to stand on, that that which I lived by no longer existed, and that I had nothing to live by.

LEO TOLSTOY1


JUNE 20, 2010, 5:15 A.M. IN MY KAYAK, A FEW MILES FROM SHORE, paddling hard . . . Lake Michigan, smooth and ice-cold, my kayak cutting through a thick, silky curtain of water off the bow. Still in boxers and T-shirt, hadn’t thought about dressing for the chilly morning air . . . wasn’t really thinking.

I’d been woken by a dream, climbed out of bed, and a minute later pushed off into the lake. Not very smart—Lake Michigan owns hundreds of ships and certainly its share of puny kayaks . . . didn’t really care.

Maybe I’ll paddle to Wisconsin, I thought, but the sun stopped my paddling as it broke over the horizon. I turned toward the east and sat still . . . perfectly quiet.

Suddenly, a billion gold flecks of light surrounded me as the sun rose. In that moment, I felt the warmth and love of my daughter Julia.

Get over it, Dad, she was telling me. I almost tipped over. It was startling to hear her voice. She’d died just a few months before.

The crossroad of my life was right there—two miles off the shore of Lake Michigan. The signs were clear. One arrow said, “Change Everything.” The other said, “Death.” And Julia wasn’t derisively telling me to “Get over it!” She was telling me that if I was to survive, I would need to get over myself and live for what matters most.

When I came back to shore, I realized it was Father’s Day. This was her gift to me—the gift that would save my life.

Nineteen years earlier, Julia was born completely healthy. Then, when she was about six months old, she contracted the chicken pox virus. Rather than causing a few days of fever and rash, however, this virus attacked and destroyed her heart. No one knows why, but luckily, it happens to only a very small number of people. Unluckily, one of them was my daughter.

Her only hope, and it was a long shot, was a new heart; without it, she’d last only a few months. In 1990, very few children had received heart transplants, and there was almost no data on what would happen to them. Given this uncertainty, one of the biggest decisions we needed to make was whether to even put her on a transplant waiting list. The alternative was letting her die in peace.

As hard as it was even to think about this option, it was a very real consideration. We had no idea what would happen if she were to receive a new heart. No idea what the quality of her life would be. We were on the front edge of this wave of ice-cold water and would be for her entire life.

The discussions with family—my wife, Jeri, and older daughter, Rachael—were hardly idle dinner-table chatter. The topics were, “What is a good life?” and “What is a life worth living?” What if Julia died when she was three? How about nine? What about the quality of those years? Would we be happy with the decision we were making?

We decided to list her for a transplant. In part, frankly, we couldn’t bear to let her die. But we were well aware that, if she did get a new heart, we’d need to work incredibly hard to keep her well—to give her a big life. We’d also need to approach life with her in a whole new way—in a way that assumed she might die at any moment.

When we talked about a “big life,” we weren’t referring to a “Make-A-Wish” life. Make-A-Wish is a nonprofit organization that provides extraordinary experiences for very sick and dying children. It’s a wonderful group with a powerful mission—but we couldn’t spend every day of Julia’s life in Disney World. What we were determined to do was to provide her with a life of discovery, of meaningful relationships that extended beyond her family, and of love.

Julia received a new heart on Valentine’s Day, 1992, and our lives were changed forever. She lived through many challenges and her life wasn’t easy by any stretch, but it was a big life: friends, camp, softball, Girl Scouts, travel—experiences that many kids have but that Julia never took for granted.

This expression took for granted suggests that you’re owed something, that you naturally deserve something. In this case, that life and its experiences should be granted to you. The unexpected thing that happened to the rest of our family is that we stopped taking our own lives for granted. We stopped expecting a certain life to happen to us and instead started creating our own lives. When this happened, our lives turned from black and white into Technicolor.

Personally, I started caring less about what people thought of me and more about what I thought of myself. As an assistant professor at a university, I started caring less about getting tenure and more about making a difference in the world. Most importantly, I stopped thinking that I’d live forever and started thinking that I’m on this earth for an extraordinarily brief period of time—so I should make the most of it.

Julia wanted to emulate the people who helped her so much through the years, so she enrolled as a student in the University of Michigan’s School of Nursing. On spring break, 2010, we took our two daughters and their boyfriends to an island in the Caribbean. The third night of our stay, after having a dinner by the ocean, Julia turned to her boyfriend and said, “I’m so happy right now that I could die.” And that night she did. She died, in her sleep, of a sudden heart attack.

The dreadful event that had been in the back of my mind for nineteen years had happened. Having considered this eventuality hundreds of times, I tried to gird myself. My goal would be to return to a normal, productive life. The question was just how long it would take: A week? A month? Six months?

A month later I was giving a talk to three hundred people on the topic of health and wellness—the subject of my profession. The audience knew nothing about my recent loss. The speaker before me was an occupational health physician who studied the impact of stressful events on workplace productivity. He said something like, “If you lose a parent, your productivity drops by an average of so-and-so percent, which returns in an average of such-and-such time. If you lose a spouse, your productivity drops by. . . .” Then he paused, took a breath, and said, “But if you lose a child, your productivity never returns.”

He had no idea that I had just lost a child, but I still had a strong urge to tell him where he could shove his statistics. I didn’t, but his words came back to me a few months later when I was sitting in my kayak, watching the sunrise. Would life ever be Technicolor again? Would I ever be productive again? Would I ever feel energetic again? Would I ever feel in control again? Was there something I could do to get these things back?

Those who lose their foundation to stand on often turn to Viktor Frankl, the Austrian psychiatrist. Frankl was one of the first—and certainly the foremost—to scientifically analyze the existential philosophy of purpose and meaning that can emerge from tragedy. In doing so, he created a new approach to psychotherapy.

Frankl observed through his personal experiences during three years as a prisoner in Nazi concentration camps that individuals who were able to maintain a purpose in their lives were more likely to survive: “Woe to him who saw no sense in his life, no aim, no purpose, and therefore, no point in carrying on. He was soon lost.”2

The need to have a purpose in life is not only relevant to those who’ve suffered tragedy—it’s relevant to everyone. And while Frankl’s words have helped millions of people survive—and even grow from—the chaotic storms of life, many more millions have learned to simply live more purposeful lives. His famous work, Man’s Search for Meaning, along with Julia’s postmortem message to me on Lake Michigan became the clarion call to repurpose my life.

Viktor Frankl turned to philosophy for guidance as he developed his science of logotherapy (“meaning therapy”). As I began searching for a way to live after Julia’s death, I also realized that the most helpful perspectives came from the world of philosophy.

Until that time, I’d been closed-minded to philosophy. It seemed irrelevant. The writings of Aristotle, Seneca, Kierkegaard and Nietzsche, Sartre and Camus, as far as I was concerned, were simply unreadable—period pieces with no relevance to my work or life. But after Julia died, their works seemed like letters written to me. They asked the big philosophical questions that concerned my daughter’s life and my own: “What is a good life?” and “What is a life worth living?”

Beyond books, I started noticing people who seemed to have lives worth living. As a scientist in the field of public health, I have the privilege of working with many of these people. In 2003 an epidemic of the SARS virus started sweeping through major cities in China. Population sizes and densities in modern Chinese cities are immense compared with most other countries, and controlling the spread of this virus is extraordinarily difficult.

A few years ago I was visiting Tianjin’s Centers for Disease Control and met with one of their senior public health professionals who worked in the city during the epidemic. China had instituted a complete quarantine of Tianjin. Only public health workers were allowed in—but not out. The death rate among these workers approached one in three. I asked him whether his family (who lived outside of the quarantine area) was concerned while he was in Tianjin. He smiled and said, “Of course!” What a stupid question. Did he fear for his own life? The smile dropped from his face, and looking me in the eye, he replied calmly, “This is what I do.”

This was his purpose, what made his life worth living. The nineteenth-century philosopher Søren Kierkegaard wrote that “the thing is to find a truth which is true for me, to find the idea for which I can live and die.”3 This public health professional lived, and was willing to die for, his purpose. He saw many of his own colleagues die for their purpose. He ran into, not from, the threat.

I recently had lunch in Boston with another amazing person, Natalie Stavas, a pediatrician at Boston Children’s Hospital. Natalie’s life changed when, within eight hundred yards of finishing the 2013 Boston Marathon, she heard a second loud explosion near the finish line. She’d heard the first blast and mistook it for celebratory fireworks. The sounds of the second blast and the screams changed her mind. Spurred by shouts of “Sniper!” and “Terrorists!” and “Bombs!” most people were running away from the blast area. Natalie ran (remember, she’d just run twenty-six miles!) toward it.

Despite direct orders from a policeman not to cross the race barriers, Natalie jumped them to reach and treat four victims. One died; the other three survived. She still tears up as she remembers the one she couldn’t save. Hailed as a hero by the president of the United States among many others, she still feels that her actions were nothing particularly special—they were simply a reflection of who she is.

Seated in the back of a plane recently, Natalie became aware that a man in first class was choking and couldn’t breathe. She shot out of her seat and ran to the front of the plane, popped the food from his throat, and got thrown up on. After Natalie returned soggily to her seat in coach, the passenger next to her seemed shocked that she’d so readily launch herself into action. It’s just who she is, she thought.

As we’ll see in what follows, if Natalie doesn’t get blown up or puked on too much, she’ll likely live longer than she would if she didn’t run toward scary things. More importantly, she will live better. Mark Twain once said that a “man who lives fully is prepared to die at any time.” The Tianjin public health worker and Natalie Stavas seem prepared to die at any time. No doubt they’re also more fun to hang out with at parties.

THE RESEARCH

In research studies, purpose in life is usually measured with statements such as, “I have a sense of direction and purpose in life,” and “Some people wander aimlessly through life, but I am not one of them.” Respondents then typically assess the statements using scales that range from one to seven, and the responses to each statement are combined to form an overall index of purpose.

Studies using these measures demonstrate that people reporting a strong purpose in life, on average, live longer lives than those with a weak purpose. A recent study4 following over seven thousand middle-aged American adults for fourteen years found that even a one-point increase on a seven-point scale of purpose resulted in an over 12 percent reduced risk of dying. This result wasn’t conditional on the person’s age or whether they’d retired. Importantly, general measures of happiness or sadness did not influence risk of death, nor did they affect the impact of purpose in life.

I spend my days at work studying factors that make us healthy or unhealthy. Together, tobacco use, a poor diet, inactivity, stress, and other lifestyle factors contribute to roughly half of disease and early death.5 The media is filled with messages about these issues, but far less is written about lack of purpose in life; yet, based on current evidence, it contributes at least as much to disease and death as do these other factors.

So let’s look at other evidence testing the benefits of having a strong purpose in life. In a study6 of over 1,500 adults with heart disease followed for two years, every one-point increase on a six-point purpose-in-life scale resulted in a 27 percent lower risk of suffering a heart attack. In a study7 of over 6,000 adults followed for four years, every one-point increase on a six-point purpose scale resulted in a 22 percent reduced risk of a stroke.

These aforementioned studies began with large cohorts (groups) of people. Researchers measured lots of things about these people, such as their age, gender, diet, physical activity, weight, smoking behavior, existing medical conditions and disease, and many other factors. They then followed the cohorts, measuring outcomes of interest years later. Who lived and who died? Who got sick? How many health-care services did they use? Were the measures initially collected associated with these outcomes?

In public health, as in other sciences, great pains are taken to avoid mistaking correlation for causation. That means that when studying potential risk factors, it’s essential to statistically control for other factors that might actually be causing changes in the outcomes of interest. For example, if researchers are looking at the effects of cigarette smoking, it might be that people with lower education, lower income, or poor health practices are also more likely to smoke and that it’s those factors that cause the health trouble. Controlling for these factors gives us more confidence that the risk factor we’re studying is the one responsible.

The same principle holds true when studying the link between purpose in life and mortality, heart attack, or stroke. In each of those studies, the researchers controlled for a broad spectrum of other factors that might have been responsible for the associations.

Let’s look at another outcome many people are terrified of: Alzheimer’s disease. At the Rush Alzheimer’s Disease Center, Patricia Boyle and her colleagues8 followed over nine hundred seniors for seven years, looking for the incidence of Alzheimer’s. The results were startling. Over that period, seniors with a low purpose in life were 2.4 times more likely to develop Alzheimer’s disease than those with a high purpose in life. In a separate study,9 the same research team found a slower progression of the disease among those who developed Alzheimer’s and had a high purpose in life.

People with a strong purpose in life also, on average, do better psychologically and socially than those without. They have better sex,10 sleep better,11 are less likely to become depressed,12 and are more relaxed.13 Diabetics with a strong purpose are more likely to have their blood glucose under control.14 People who have received drug and alcohol rehab are half as likely to relapse six months later if they started treatment with a strong purpose.15

Physiologically, purpose in life is associated with an increase in natural killer cells that attack viruses and cancerous cells.16 Purpose is also associated with a reduction in inflammatory cell production (which we’ll discuss in the next chapter)17 and an increase in HDL (“good”) cholesterol.18

Do these outcomes translate into reductions in health-care costs? My colleagues Eric Kim, now at Harvard University, and Carol Ryff from the University of Wisconsin and I studied the impact of purpose in life on health-care utilization among over seven thousand adults followed for six years.19 We found that, after statistically controlling for initial demographics, health behaviors, and health status, every point improved on a six-point purpose-in-life scale resulted in a 17 percent reduction in nights spent in the hospital. If you had a purpose of five on a six-point scale, you’d have an average of 36 percent fewer hospital nights per year than a person who had a purpose of two. I know of no other lifestyle behavior that produces this effect on health-care use.

Lately, one of the most famous researchers in the world has studied the impact of life purpose. Elizabeth Blackburn, the 2009 Nobel Prize winner in medicine, discovered the role of telomeres, which are located at the end of our chromosomes and act a bit like the aglets (plastic caps) that keep shoelaces from fraying. When our telomeres shorten, our chromosomes are more susceptible to damage, and we’re more likely to get sick.

Over a decade ago in her research with Elissa Epel and other colleagues,20 Blackburn studied mothers with chronically ill children and found that the mothers’ telomeres were shorter by at least one decade of life than mothers without sick children. She and her colleagues suspected that this telomere shortening was due to the stresses of caring for a sick child.

Meditation has been shown to reduce stress, so Blackburn and her colleagues21 created an experiment that randomly enrolled some subjects in a three-month meditation program, and others to a waiting list for the program. The study sought to determine whether meditation would reduce stress, which might, in turn, increase an enzyme called telomerase that fuels telomeres.

They found that the meditators, when compared with the control group, did indeed have more telomerase. What they also found, however, was that the meditators were developing a stronger purpose in their lives, and it was the purpose in life, not the meditation, that was associated with higher levels of telomerase.

IF PURPOSE WERE A DRUG

So let’s imagine a drug that was shown to add years to your life; reduce the risk of heart attack and stroke; cut your risk of Alzheimer’s disease by more than half; help you relax during the day and sleep better at night; double your chances of staying drug- and alcohol-free after treatment; activate your natural killer cells; diminish your inflammatory cells; increase your good cholesterol; and repair your DNA. What if this imaginary drug reduced hospital stays so much that it put a dent in the national health-care crisis? Oh, and as a bonus, gave you better sex?

The pharmaceutical company who made the drug would be worth billions. The inventors of the drug would receive Nobel Prizes and have institutes named for them!

But it’s not a drug. It’s purpose. And it’s free.

Oh, and the side effects? More friends. More happiness. Deeper engagement in life. And did I mention better sex?

My initial interest in research studying purpose in life was triggered by a personal experience—the loss of my daughter Julia. I found a clue on Lake Michigan in my kayak when I felt her telling me that I needed to get over myself, my “ego.” Then I found comfort in knowing that I wasn’t alone, that in fact philosophers had been examining questions of life purpose for thousands of years and that these big questions are now, for the first time in history, being studied using the methods of science.

So far so good. But we’re only at the first step in our understanding. As we walk down this path, we’ll find many important questions to explore: Why does having a strong purpose in life protect us from illness? How do we find our purpose in life? Does it matter what the purpose is? How do we align our lives with this purpose? Come to think of it, what do we even mean by “purpose in life”?

So as Julie Andrews sang, let’s “start at the very beginning” . . . with philosophy.
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ORIGINS OF PURPOSE

Begin discussion—by saying what is happiness.

CHARLES DARWIN1


OCTOBER 20, 2014, 10:15 A.M. BOARDING THE PLANE IN FRANKFURT, Germany, I was thinking about an upcoming Purpose in Life presentation I was giving that afternoon in London. The slides weren’t quite finished, as I was struggling with one particular section, which I called the “science of philosophy.”

I’d recently read Stephen Hawking’s book The Grand Design2 and was stopped cold by something he wrote in the very first paragraph: “Philosophy is dead.” He was pointing out that philosophers and religious leaders have misled human beings for thousands of years. When it came to our physical laws, the ancient philosophers, like Socrates and Aristotle,3 seemed to just make stuff up. Hawking points out that even basic methods of testing their assertions seem to have eluded them.

The ancient world’s belief in whatever really smart old men with beards had to say because, well, they were really smart old men with beards got us into a lot of trouble. Just ask Galileo, who, while also being a really smart old man with a beard, took the trouble to put his assertions to the test. He was rewarded by being put on trial by the Church’s Inquisition. Hawking was saying that nonscientific methods perpetuated ignorance and needless misery through the centuries and that their day was mercifully over.

A like-minded scientist, Lawrence Krauss, is an astrophysicist known for his work on the origins of the universe. He also doesn’t seem to mind, well . . . stirring the pot. I have an amateur interest in astrophysics and in Krauss’s work and was reading a statement he made in a public debate with a philosopher:

“The chief philosophical questions that do grow up are those that leave home.”

What does this statement mean? Lawrence Krauss was saying that the big questions can’t really be answered by philosophers—they can only be asked. It takes the methods of science to answer them. So Krauss was telling philosophers to create their big questions, nurture them, raise them to maturity, then let them find their way in the real world. The world of science.

The day before my flight I’d created a slide featuring a picture of Lawrence Krauss along with his quote and was trying to work it into my London presentation. I generally agreed with Krauss and Hawking that scientific method was necessary to test big questions. The problem I saw in the hectoring from both of them was that the “hard sciences” seem to take a pass on many of our biggest questions. The function of your left-handed amino acids? Fascinating! The function of your leftover years after retirement? Yawn.

With the roughly three trillion miles I fly each year, I was able to turn left as I entered the jumbo airplane, into a huge, nearly empty first-class section. Ah, I thought. The whole plane to myself! I’ll have hours of uninterrupted time to work Krauss’s antagonistic statement into my talk.

I then realized that my assigned seat was next to the only other person in the entire cabin. A bit miffed, I thought as I was sitting down that I’d move to another seat after the flight took off. Leaning over to shove my briefcase under the seat, I noticed in the open case next to mine a book about the universe: it was by Lawrence Krauss. Wow, I thought. That’s an amazing coincidence! Maybe I’ll stay in this seat and see what this guy thinks of Lawrence Krauss. I turned and looked up at the briefcase’s owner. It was Lawrence Krauss.

Over 2,300 years ago, Aristotle posed one of the big philosophical questions: What is the ultimate purpose of human activity?

Aristotle concluded that the ultimate purpose of human activity is happiness. Did he scientifically test this assertion? Not that we know of, though in fairness, they didn’t have large epidemiological cohorts, randomized trials, complex statistical forecasts, functional magnetic resonance imaging, or genomic and epigenetic assays in 300 B.C.

Yogi Berra once said that “you can observe a lot by just watching.” And Aristotle watched more than his share. He was a student of Plato and a teacher of Alexander the Great.

Let’s stop here just for a second.

Aristotle taught Alexander the Great. Picture yourself with Alexander as he’s wondering whether to invade, oh . . . let’s say India. Aristotle observed virtues and vices that we couldn’t imagine in our modern era and maintained that, unless we were a slave, we choose for ourselves the kind of life we live. In psychology, the capacity for human beings to make these kinds of choices and to impose those choices on the world is called “agency.” Though this seems obvious to most people today—that individuals have at least some agency—it was quite different in Aristotle’s time, when it was the norm to make sacrifices to the gods to influence one’s fate.

In the Iliad, Homer’s ancient epic poem, an archer loses a shooting competition not because of his own performance but because he failed to sacrifice one hundred lambs to the god Apollo, who apparently holds grudges. Another archer does make a sacrifice of one hundred lambs to Apollo and wins the contest. (Thousands of years later, this tactic would come to be known as “working the refs.”)

Consider for a moment how this mind-set might influence your behavior in the modern era. Before you drive to work, you might toss into your Costco sacrificial fire pit a package of frozen chicken breasts to assure a safe commute. If your fate was determined by the gods, you might not care that much about actually driving safely—a point made vividly clear when I was a child in Sunday school and our minister would drive us in his car at over ninety miles per hour. “If God wants us to die, we’ll die. If he wants us to live, it doesn’t matter how I drive!” We in the backseat, of course, loved our minister’s approach to life and to driving. Our parents, oddly, did not. He didn’t stay around long.

Without a sense of personal agency, people throughout history would sacrifice anything they could round up—including, at times, their own children. If you live in a chaotic environment, you still try to maintain control—even if it’s not by your personal agency. Aristotle’s approach to living changed the way people thought about cause and effect, heralding in Western civilization.4 The beginning of human agency.

If we do have agency, Aristotle considered, we should be thoughtful, using the gift of reason, in choosing what to be in our lives. One of the most delightfully dark statements of our own agency is from the writer Kurt Vonnegut, who said that “we are what we pretend to be, so we must be careful about what we pretend to be.”5 Aristotle thought that, with a few exceptions, we decide what we become.

Back on the plane, I exclaimed, “You’re Lawrence Krauss!” Since Lawrence Krauss already knew that he was Lawrence Krauss, he seemed unsurprised by this statement. He did, however, seem somewhat concerned that the last person in the world he’d want to have sitting next to him had just sat down next to him. He acknowledged that he was indeed Lawrence Krauss. I opened my computer, clicked to my slide of him, and said, “I’m afraid I have a bone to pick with you, Lawrence Krauss. You may want to take another seat before we take off.”

TWO KINDS OF HAPPINESS

So if the gods, fate, luck, or chance aren’t solely responsible for our outcomes—if we indeed have human agency—where do we turn to make the right decisions? Socrates, the Athenian street philosopher, famously said that “the unexamined life is not worth living.” As he was teaching others to examine their lives, Socrates would often stop in the middle of a conversation, leaving briefly to consult his inner self. When he returned, he would speak with the confidence that he was conveying truth.

Sculptors of his era would occasionally hide a golden figurine inside terra-cotta busts they made of the Greek gods. One of Socrates’s students likened him to one of these statues. On the outside he was a bald, potbellied man. His inner self, however, was godlike, and Socrates was considered by his students (including Plato) to be in touch with his true self.6

Aristotle used an odd word to describe the connection with the true self: eudaimonia. In this word is the term daimon, which means the “true” and “most divine.”7 The Greeks thought that every person had an inner daimon and that we should find and live in harmony with it. The concept of a true self that transcends one’s ego-focused desires is found in many Western and Eastern religions as well as in more modern psychological approaches.

The happiness attained by the self-transcending state of eudaimonia, Aristotle asserted, may be contrasted with self-enhancing “hedonia,” which as you might expect, concerns hedonism, the pursuit of pleasure derived from gratifying short-term desires. He understood that we all seek hedonic pleasure, but unlike many of his fellow philosophers (such as Epicurus), he warned against the excess of it, stating, “The many, the most vulgar, would seem to conceive the good and happiness as pleasure. . . . Here they appear completely slavish, since the life they decide on is a life for grazing animals.”8

We don’t consider ourselves grazing animals, but most of us do like to graze: on good food, drink, sex, beauty, and other things that give us pleasure. And yet most of us still understand that there’s more to life than just pleasure. If Aristotle were alive today, he might counsel, “Listen to your heart and don’t act like Charlie Sheen.” We might agree, but when we use the term happiness, we don’t typically think about happiness derived from eudaimonia.

We’ve reduced our definition of happiness to the dopamine-driven experiences of pleasure. Eudaimonia sounds like a bit more work. And do we really have time to consult our “inner daimon”—to explore the direction we’re taking in our lives? The philosopher David Norton asserts that “most of us today have no sense of an oracle within. . . . Turning our backs to the void, we become infinitely distractible by outward things, prizing those that ‘demand’ our attention. We secretly treasure the atmosphere of world crises, for the mental ambulance-chasing it affords. Meanwhile we armor ourselves with mirrors to deflect the inquiring eyes of others.”9

Consider this in your own life: Are you “distractible by outward things”? Most of us understand this in reference to material objects, but I find it interesting that Norton also refers to the crisis of the week. How many conversations have you had that turn into little more than a parroting of the calamities described on National Public Radio or (with more conservative friends) Fox News? Chilean coal miners? An avalanche? Hurricane? Beheading? It’s not that these events are unimportant, but as Norton points out, this “mental ambulance-chasing” distracts us from a careful examination of ourselves—our inner daimon makes us uncomfortable because we’re terrified that it will tell us that we’re heading in the wrong direction.

On the plane, Lawrence Krauss unconvincingly told me he’d be happy to stay in his seat next to me and discuss the bone I had to pick with him regarding his claim that the big questions had to leave their philosophical homes for the world of science.

“I agree,” I said. “The big philosophical questions must leave home but then receive proper attention from science. They need to find a job so they don’t have to move back with their parents!”

Science needs to study these big questions so they don’t linger for centuries in philosophical limbo. Krauss seemed to enjoy the forced meeting and was open to my point.

One could argue, as Krauss does, that philosophy lets us down by not sufficiently answering its own questions. But science also lets us down by not addressing the big questions or helping people apply the answers in their daily lives. Until recently. Over the past decade, scientists have begun studying the impact of hedonia and eudaimonia on our health and well-being.

That’s right—scientists are now exploring one of the biggest philosophical questions in history. Here are three such explorations:

In 2013, psychologist Barbara Fredrickson led a team of researchers “to map the potentially distinct biological effects of hedonic and eudaimonic well-being.” The “biological effects” they were looking at were the expression of genes that were either good or bad for us. We can respond to stressful conditions with more antiviral agents and antibodies (good for us) or with inflammation (bad for us). The type of response, however, varies between individuals. So what is it about individuals that causes this response to vary? Fredrickson thought it might have something to do with Aristotle.

In her study, healthy adults first completed a questionnaire measuring levels of hedonic and eudaimonic well-being. Hedonic questions assessed desire-driven happiness, whereas eudaimonic questions assessed purpose and meaning, growth-related challenges, and contribution to society.10 They then filled out a questionnaire measuring depressive symptoms and provided blood samples to assess gene expression.

Here’s what Fredrickson’s team found. First, hedonia and eudaimonia were connected; if you were hedonically well, you were more likely to also be eudaimonically well, and vice versa. Both modes of happiness were also associated with lower levels of depression. So far, this suggests that there either is no difference between hedonia and eudaimonia or that their effects are similar.

What turned heads was the finding from the blood samples. Participants scoring high on the hedonic scale were far more likely to have inflammatory gene expression and decreased expression of genes involved in antibody and antiviral response, whereas participants scoring high on the eudaimonic scale had the opposite pattern of expression. In other words, participants with greater eudaimonia were physiologically healthier.

As the researchers state, “Hedonic and eudaimonic well-being were originally distinguished to resolve basic and ancient philosophical questions regarding the best way for humans to live. The present data offer little grounds to prefer one mode of happiness over the other based on affective experience, but they identify a stark contrast at the level of molecular physiology.”

But before we assume that Angelina Jolie will live to be 140 and Paris Hilton will explode in a giant ball of pus, we should do what scientists like to do when something as radical as this is found: more research.

Aristotle stated that eudaimonia is found more among those who have “kept acquisition of external goods within moderate limits” and that “any excessive amount of such things must either cause its possessor some injury, or, at any rate, bring him no benefit.”11 Christopher Niemiec and his colleagues12 were interested in whether eudaimonic versus hedonic aspirations of individuals just beginning their careers had an influence on well-being. In a study of graduating college students, the researchers found first—perhaps unsurprisingly—that they were more likely to attain what they aspired to. Those placing importance on money, fame, and image (hedonic) were more likely to attain them, while those who aspired to greater personal growth, relationships, and community (eudaimonic) were more likely to attain these outcomes.

Those who attained hedonic aspirations, however, reported greater anxiety and physical symptoms of poor health, whereas those attaining eudaimonic aspirations reported greater life satisfaction, self-esteem, and positive feelings.

In my own thirty years of teaching, I’ve noticed a similar pattern: students with eudaimonic aspirations are generally happier in the long run, even in terms of career success. In the short run, they tend to be better students, being more engaged in the substance of their classes as opposed to simply working for a grade. They’re interested in mastering the course material, and this often translates into a successful and meaningful career.

That said, one might wonder whether students who endorsed eudaimonic aspirations weren’t simply better at answering questions in a way they thought would please the researchers. Could these students have greater well-being because their brains are better at telling people what they want to hear?

Studying people’s brains more directly can give us insights that questionnaires and self-reports sometimes miss. We send oxygen to the sections of our brains that are being used the most. Encounter a rattlesnake while hiking, for example, and more oxygenated blood immediately flows to a part of the brain that generates a fear response. Before you know it—literally—you jump back.

Hear the sound of an ice cream truck and more oxygenated blood is likely to immediately flow to your ventral striatum, a part deep in the brain that’s associated with rewards. But individuals vary in their brain’s response to different possible rewards, which can be measured by the amount of oxygenated blood flowing to the ventral striatum. Using this strategy, scientists can determine whether the sound of an ice cream truck is more rewarding to you or to me.

So do we vary in our neural responses to eudaimonic versus hedonic rewards, and if so, what difference does it make?

In a recent study,13 researchers examined activation in the ventral striatum of adolescents when engaged in eudaimonic versus hedonic decision making. The adolescents’ brains were scanned using functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) while making eudaimonic decisions to donate money to others or hedonic decisions to keep the money. Adolescents who had more blood flow to the ventral striatum during eudaimonic versus hedonic choices could then be identified. In addition, the researchers measured symptoms of depression in the beginning of the study and one year later.

Sure enough, some adolescents’ reward systems responded to the eudaimonic choices, whereas others’ responded to hedonic choices. The bigger question was whether this difference in reward response had an influence on depressive symptoms. The results were clear. After a year, adolescents with greater activation of their brain’s reward system while giving money had, on average, a decline in depressive symptoms, whereas those with greater activation in this system when keeping the money had an increase in depressive symptoms.

In fMRI, under the controlled situation created by the researchers, the adolescents didn’t have control over the activation of different parts of their brains—that is, the adolescents couldn’t manipulate their results to please the researchers. This further confirms that eudaimonic and hedonic forms of happiness are indeed different and that they produce very different effects.

PURPOSE IN LIFE

So what is the ultimate purpose of human activity? Is it just being nice? No. Eudaimonia requires self-discovery: Of the things you care most deeply about and that transcend your immediate desires. Of the people you most want to emulate. Of the legacy you want to leave. Of your purpose in life. Of the habitual actions leading to the fulfillment of this purpose. This process may be likened to leaving your old town and embarking on a journey. You jump into your boat and sail into a new, uncharted sea, toward a better harbor.

As Lawrence Krauss and I were getting off the plane in London, I asked him what he was working on. He replied that he was studying how the universe emerged from nothing. Oh. Lawrence Krauss is, indeed, taking a big philosophical question and giving it a job—in the realm of science. I had no further bone to pick with him. Going through customs he offered me a ticket to the London premier of The Unbelievers, the movie in which he costars with prominent atheist Richard Dawkins.

When the John Templeton Foundation14 (whose motto is “Investing in the Big Questions”) asked Krauss, “Does the universe have a purpose?” he replied, “Unlikely.” He then went on: “A universe without purpose should neither depress us nor suggest that our lives are purposeless. Through an awe-inspiring cosmic history we find ourselves on this remote planet in a remote corner of the universe, endowed with intelligence and self-awareness. We should not despair, but should humbly rejoice in making the most of these gifts, and celebrate our brief moment in the sun.”
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