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To my children, who helped me to understand that no one 
grows old by living, only by losing interest in living; and to 

my mother, who built the foundation.
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PREFACE

The tragedy of life is not that it ends so soon, but that we wait so long to begin it.

W. M. Lewis

Three things in human life are important: The fi rst is to be kind. The second is to be 
kind. And the third is to be kind.

Henry James

The true measure of a man is how he treats someone who can do him absolutely no good.

Samuel Johnson

Sometimes if you want to see a change for the better, you have to take things into your 
own hands.

Clint Eastwood

As a professor of management and leadership, it was some time 
before I acknowledged that much of the management research pub-
lished in academic business journals is overwritten, convoluted, and 
often extremely boring. Worse, when I ask business practitioners 
how helpful these research fi ndings are to them in their work, the 
response I receive is not encouraging. They view most of the studies 
as quite irrelevant. Learning from experience—making sense of what 
really happens in the business world (or in the world in general for 
that matter)—doesn’t seem to be a priority for many management 
scholars. Although (in theory) there should be continuity between 
theory and practice, in practice that doesn’t seem to be the case. 
Many management research contributions are merely fodder for 
management mandarins. The Zen master Ts’ai Ken T’an once noted, 
“Water which is too pure has no fi sh.” And that’s exactly the case with 
many research publications in business: far too often, pure manage-
ment theory doesn’t address the complexity of knotty, real-life busi-
ness problems. Whatever ingenuity these researchers demonstrate in 
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their experiments—whatever the potential usefulness to the business 
practitioner—seems to be taken out of the equation. Many of these 
research publications provide as much practical help for executives 
running their businesses as reading their daily horoscope. We could 
even argue that the horoscopes are more useful as they often contain 
a modicum of practical advice.

MAROONED IN AN IVORY TOWER

To management mandarins, publishing in one of the “A” journals 
has become a rite of passage, a signifi cant marker on the royal road 
to promotion and tenure. While it might be an accurate assessment 
of a management scholar’s talent for data manipulation, in this ritual 
very little thought is spared for long-suffering business practitioners. 
Although business schools, like medical or engineering schools, 
should do research at the forefront of knowledge, and help to create 
better organizations, they often fall short of that noble purpose. They 
are more concerned about how to impress their colleagues. Business 
school research, and the practical knowledge that helps practitioners 
to create more effective organizations, should be cross-fertilizing. 
Instead, too often, they’re ships that pass in the night. 

What should have been the pursuit of common sense in an 
applied school has been lost in the search for academic recognition. 
Common sense is conspicuously absent from the stream of research 
publications coming from most business schools. This adds to the 
isolation of executives. Instead of having access to a group of people 
who could be really helpful to them by working on their problems, 
they’re confronted by a group with an agenda quite different from 
theirs. 

What adds to this sad story is the gullibility of many executives. 
Because they’re desperate to solve the problems of an increasingly 
complex, global business world, and are alienated from the schol-
arship that might have supported them, executives are suckers for 
management witchdoctors. They are far too eager to take the bait 
of quick-fi x answers to the problems they encounter and as a result 
have to deal not only with their disillusionment with management 
research, but also the dangerous company of the witchdoctors 
themselves. 

Of course, the interesting question is why these people fall for 
witchdoctors so easily. It may have something to do with high levels 
of executive angst: What else explains why so many of these manage-
ment fads are given a serious hearing? Why else would otherwise 
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sensible executives be so eager to consult the witchdoctors? “Miracle” 
cures, like one-minute management, management by objectives, six 
sigma, business process re-engineering, total quality management, and 
benchmarking—notwithstanding their pseudointellectual base—have 
been (and are) very attractive to executives. They offer seemingly 
simple answers to extremely complex problems. Unfortunately, 
despite their much heralded promises of salvation, the usual scenario 
is quite different. Most of these great business solutions fall short of 
what they promise. Eventually, the scales drop from the executives’ 
eyes and they’re like the little child in the fable who points out that 
“The emperor has nothing on at all!” But before they discover that 
the emperor has no clothes, they will make decisions that affect the 
lives of thousands of people.

As a management professor, I’m very familiar with management 
mandarins who sit in ivory towers, and with the snake-oil salesmen, 
business gurus who peddle faulty wares. I have been asking myself 
what needs to be done for their work to be more relevant. Does it 
have to be this way? Is there a way to create greater rapprochement 
with business practitioners? Or is it hopeless to expect anything 
to change? I must confess that it also crosses my mind to wonder 
whether I’m the right person to criticize the current situation. After 
all, am I not said to be one of these so-called gurus myself? 

I come from a family of very pragmatic entrepreneurs, and the 
search for relevance has always been driven home to me. When I 
played with conceptual ideas during my studies, some of my family 
members would always ask me how my ideas were going to help 
them run their businesses better. To hold their attention, I had to 
come up with an acceptable answer. This is a partial explanation (or 
rationalization) of my concern for relevance. I’ve always wanted to 
be in a position that would enable me to give executives sensible 
advice.

This personal search for relevance hasn’t always been straight-
forward. Having been introduced in my studies of economics to 
homo economicus—that remarkable, imaginary, instant calculator of 
pleasures and pains—I began to search for a more realistic way of 
understanding how people really behave. My dissatisfaction with 
homo economicus led me to the study of management and organi-
zational behavior. But even here, the constructs of human beings 
seemed oversimplifi ed. Traditional studies in organizational behav-
ior were directed more toward structures and systems than people. 
Disappointed once again, I decided to enter the world of psycho-
analysis, psychiatry, and psychotherapy. Becoming a member of a 
helping profession—the word says it all—appealed to me as a way 
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to make better sense of people’s behavior. It was a very good choice: 
I quickly discovered that it was hard to escape practical issues on 
this route, which turned out to be a fantastic way to combine theory 
and practice. I was brought face-to-face with serious people issues. 
I learned an enormous amount about what makes people tick.

MORE THAN MEETS THE EYE

With hindsight, I have found it a great advantage to operate in the 
two worlds of management and psychotherapy. My familiarity with 
both has made me a sort of bridge between the two domains. I have 
not only obtained insight into more traditional organizational prob-
lems, but I have also learned how to use a different lens to decipher 
those problems. It has been a great way to understand better people 
in all their complexity; it has provided me with a three-dimensional 
view of the human being.

From the world of psychotherapy, psychiatry, and psychoanaly-
sis I’ve learned that often there is more to a problem than meets 
the eye. Frequently, the real crux of a problem turns out to be invi-
sible. Learning from my clients made me attentive to out-of-awareness 
behavior. I learned that much seemingly rational behavior is actu-
ally quite irrational. The clinical orientation to problem solving that 
I acquired—having learned to listen with the third ear—gave me an 
additional tool to make sense of what would otherwise have been 
incomprehensible actions. I realized that organizations cannot per-
form successfully if the quirks and irrational processes that are part 
and parcel of the organizational participants’ inner world are not 
taken into consideration. My clinical background helped me to spot 
the 600-pound gorillas that were running amok—the deep-seated 
underlying psychological confl icts that really caused organizational 
problems. It gave me a lot of insight into people’s foibles. Most 
importantly, it taught me to take espoused rationality with a grain 
of salt. As the anthropologist Ashley Montagu once said, “Human 
beings are the only creatures who are able to behave irrationally in 
the name of reason.”

In my search for relevance—realizing that unconscious dynamics 
can have a signifi cant impact on life in organizations—my desire was 
to help organizational leaders (and followers) recognize and plan for 
those dynamics. I wanted to provide them with greater insight into 
both manifest and latent behavior, contributing to greater realism in 
problem solving. I also wanted business practitioners to see through 
the false promises of snake-oil salesmen, and prevent them from being 
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seduced by their siren’s call. Many of the books and articles I have writ-
ten over the years are attempts to spread this particular point of view.

My other agenda, as far as my contributions to management are 
concerned, has been to advocate less mandarin-like behavior among 
my colleagues, and make management professors more attuned to 
the issues that preoccupy executives. It disturbs me when I discover 
that many of them have very little of relevance to say when placed 
in front of a management audience. I fi nd it embarrassing, given 
that this is the constituency to which they should be attuned. From 
what I’ve learned from my own experience, however, dealing with 
the real problems of real people is a great way to focus our minds. 
This approach makes us realize what life in organizations is all about. 
And stepping down from the ivory tower and really listening to what 
executives have to say is a good start to becoming more relevant to 
the business community.

At the business school where I teach, my goal is to span the Ivory 
Tower and the Main Street of business, to bring the rigors of academia 
to the practice of management. In whatever I teach, I try to help real 
executives to solve the real problems they’re struggling with. I act in 
this way because I want to make a difference. And as I have suggested 
before, I am not only referring to more immediate, surface problems. 
I want the people with whom I work to explore not only their exter-
nal reality but also their internal reality. And it is my impression that 
many management mandarins would like to do the same, if they 
could only break free from their self-imposed constraints. When it 
really comes down to it, all of us like to create meaning for others. 

My role as director of INSEAD’s Global Leadership Centre has pro-
vided me with a fantastic base to help executives deal with their most 
pressing and relevant issues. Supported by a cadre of well-trained 
coaches, leadership coaching has become part of the makeup of most 
programs at our school. Each year, many thousands of executives 
are exposed to leadership coaching in one way or another. Learning 
from each other—the leadership coach-client interchange—is a very 
fruitful process. From the consistently positive feedback that we have 
received, it’s clear that giving executives the chance to discuss what 
is really troubling them has been extremely helpful. Important as 
deeper knowledge about fi nance, marketing, technology manage-
ment, and other business matters may be, for many of them, these 
interchanges are a great opportunity to deal with their most pressing 
organizational confl icts. And it’s not only the participating execu-
tives who are touched by these interventions; they have a contagious 
effect on other faculty members who are becoming aware of the kind 
of issues they need to address.
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ANOTHER 600-POUND GORILLA

Having a more realistic outlook on organizational matters is one 
thing, but, as we all know, there is also life outside organizations. In 
my role as a psychoanalyst, psychotherapist, and leadership coach, 
I’m frequently privy to the kind of information I would never have 
received as a management professor. Many executives talk to me not 
only about the more typical organizational problems but also about 
other more general, existential issues. And—as I’ve also learned from 
my leadership coaches—it may be the latter that preoccupy them 
most. Executives explain to me why they are doing what they are 
doing. They talk to me about their fears, desires, concerns about 
money, search for happiness, disappointments, and even their fear 
of death. Often, they ask me if I can help them with their existential 
problems. And although these issues may seem far removed from 
what is considered part of the management domain—making me 
vulnerable to the accusation of being yet another mandarin—they 
are very much part of the executives’ reality. Given their persistent 
and repetitive nature, they warrant further exploration. They are def-
initely not ivory-tower topics.

When I’m presented with these problems, my real challenge is to 
help people to help themselves. There have been many occasions 
when I’ve been asked for advice because the people who asked me 
didn’t like the answers they had given themselves. I try to point out 
to them—not always successfully—that all the answers they need 
are to be found inside them; they only have to be quiet enough to 
hear them. But, as many of us have discovered the hard way, deep 
listening does not always come naturally. Before we can change our 
routines, or change direction, we’ve to stand still and pay close atten-
tion to what is really going on. This means asking ourselves diffi cult 
questions such as why we are running, where we are running to, 
and, most importantly, what has made us run in the fi rst place. What 
we may discover—if we’re courageous enough to take this less trav-
eled road—can be quite depressing, especially as the fear of becom-
ing depressed might be a major reason why we’re running so fast in 
the fi rst place. It takes courage to stand still and to fi nd out who we 
really are. 

I point out to the executives I deal with that there are times—if 
we want to see a change for the better—that we have to take things 
into our own hands. We cannot always use others as a crutch. But 
this advice isn’t always welcome. If they had the option, quite a few 
of my clients would prefer to remain in some kind of dependency 
situation. What they have to learn is that although everyone’s future 
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depends on many things, it depends mostly on ourselves, what we 
make of it. They need to accept that they’re responsible for the world 
they live in. They need to own their own lives. There are no miracle 
cures that will provide the solutions.

An additional challenge for me is to make these executives realize 
that life is not all about the symbols of power and position; it’s not 
all about money. How can I make them discover that how they spend 
their time is more important than how they spend their money? 
They’ve to realize that status is an elusive entity, popularity an acci-
dent, wealth very fi ckle, and that only character endures. I try to 
point out to them that material things are not the most important 
things in life. What is truly important has to do with meaningful 
relationships, making a difference, and creating meaning. The great 
use of life is to spend it on something that will outlast us. What 
example do they want to set for others? Mahatma Gandhi once said, 
“My life is my message.” In that respect, going through life is like 
looking in a mirror. What you see on the outside has to resonate 
with what you see inside. Harmony between your inner world and 
external reality is essential. 

INSIDE THE MINDS OF EXECUTIVES

Apart from my work as director at INSEAD’s Global Leadership 
Centre, I am personally involved in two workshops, “The Challenge 
of Leadership,” and “Consulting and Coaching for Change.” One 
of my ex-doctoral students has described these workshops as “iden-
tity laboratories.” They are of a more transformational nature, with 
many participants making major life decisions during and after them. 
In these workshops I help participants work through the particular 
issues they are struggling with in a journey of self-exploration. 

Although it is the nature of truth to struggle toward the light, 
engaging in such a journey is not always an easy process. There will 
be many roadblocks on the way. Usually, I have to deal with many 
defensive maneuvers as executives can be reluctant to see what is 
really going on. People do not always like what they see, either. The 
psychologist Carl Jung was very aware of the signifi cance of this 
reluctance. In his autobiography, Memories, Dreams, Refl ections, he 
wrote: “Whenever there is a reaching down into innermost experi-
ence, into the nucleus of personality, most people are overcome by 
fear and many run away … The risk of inner experience, the adven-
ture of the spirit, is in any case alien to most human beings. The pos-
sibility that such experience might have psychic reality is anathema 
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to them.” But I can be stubborn. I do not give up easily, notwith-
standing the many defensive reactions that crop up. To quote the 
playwright Henrik Ibsen, “It is no use lying to one’s self.”

As we take this journey together, I try to make executives under-
stand that the real voyage of discovery consists not in seeing new 
landscapes, but in having new eyes. Not only do they need to be 
brave enough to undertake this journey, it is also important that they 
start using themselves as an instrument of discovery. They have to be 
sensitive about the bipersonal fi eld they are living in—they need to 
be observant about the way others infl uence them. I explain to them 
that the future is not out there some place waiting for them. We help 
create our futures through the power of imagination and the act of 
discovery. Each of us is gifted in a unique and important way. It’s our 
privilege and adventure to discover our own special light.

When thinking about life’s challenges—the journey all of us 
are taking—it’s interesting to refl ect on the life of the painter Paul 
Gauguin, which was characterized by many transitions. After an 
adventurous early life, including a four-year stay in Peru, he settled 
into a comfortable bourgeois existence, obtaining a position with a 
fi rm of stockbrokers and marrying a Danish woman with whom he 
had fi ve children. During this period, Gauguin discovered that he 
had a talent for painting, but essentially remained a Sunday painter. 
However, his disillusionment with material wealth and the business 
world led him to a search for a society more unspoiled than his native 
France. He left his wife and children and went to the island of Tahiti 
where he began his second career as a painter. 

Gauguin’s early years in Tahiti were happy, but by 1897 he was 
syphilitic, suicidal, and severely depressed because of the death of his 
daughter. He was struggling with the meaning of existence. He spent 
his last years meditating on the human condition, as depicted in his 
most famous canvas, Where do we come from? Who are we? Where are we 
going? Gauguin viewed this painting as his testament. It was his attempt 
to sum up his feelings and philosophy and to think about what was to 
come next. He wrote, “I shall never do anything better, or even like it.” 
The canvas depicts a variety of fi gures, all of them Tahitian, sprawled 
across its wide frame, each engaged in a particular and signifi cant act, 
raising symbolic questions about the human condition. 

Gauguin evoked awareness of the journey of life. Not only did he 
question how to do it, he lived it. However, when I listen to execu-
tives, in my roles as a teacher, consultant, therapist, or leadership 
coach, I have noticed that people frequently try to live their lives 
backwards. They try to have more things, or more money, in order to 
do more of what they want to be happier. Although I realize that it’s 
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good to have an end to journey toward, it is important to remember 
that “the journey is all, the end nothing.” As most of us have discov-
ered, arriving at one goal is the point of departure toward another. 
It’s our day-to-day experiences that count. The purpose of life is to 
live it, not to plan to live it later. We need to love the moment. 

This reminds me of a Zen parable about a man who met a tiger—
and fl ed. The tiger chased him to the edge of a cliff, where he caught 
hold of a wild vine and swung himself over. The tiger sniffed at him 
from above. Terrifi ed, the man looked down to see that, far below, 
another tiger had appeared, waiting to eat him. Meanwhile, two 
mice, one white, one black, began to gnaw away at the vine he was 
hanging on. Out of the corner of his eye, the man saw a luscious 
strawberry near him. Grasping the vine with one hand, he plucked 
the strawberry with the other. How sweet it tasted!

The apostle Matthew tells us, “Do not worry about tomorrow, for 
tomorrow will worry about itself. Each day has enough trouble of its 
own.” Life exists only in the present moment. The past is gone, the 
future is not yet here, and if we are not in touch with ourselves in the 
present moment, we cannot be in touch with life. Life must be lived 
as it comes along. By living our lives one day at a time, we live all of 
the days of our lives. Life is not a race, but a journey to be savored 
each step of the way. We cannot go back and start a new beginning, 
but on any day we can make a fresh start toward a new ending. The 
doors we open and close each day will decide the kind of lives we 
will lead. To quote the writer George Orwell: “To see what’s in front 
of one’s nose requires a constant struggle.” Heaven or hell is not 
determined by the direction in which we travel, but by the person we 
have become when we arrive.

TAKING THE EXISTENTIAL ROUTE: THE ROAD MAP

In this book I try to do something different from the many books I 
have written on organizations and leadership. While I have always 
been driven by the notion of being relevant in whatever I am doing, 
in these chapters I aim for relevance of a more existential kind, going 
beyond the more humdrum issues that trouble executives. I address 
the kinds of questions executives put to me as a clinician. Although 
the people I meet are usually wary of people in the helping profes-
sions, because I speak their language—and have a good understand-
ing of the organizational issues they struggle with—it is easier for 
them to open up and tell me about some of the other issues they are 
struggling with. 
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I do realize that to give advice on organizational matters is one 
thing, to give advice on “living” another matter altogether. Some 
people may even view it as presumptuous on my part. Is it really pos-
sible to give advice on these matters, or can we only learn by doing? 
Is dealing with life’s major challenges purely an experiential thing? 
True enough, in taking this road, you need to live. You need to be 
there. You need to learn from your experiences.

I feel, however, that the time is right to deal with these issues, 
as I am no longer young enough to know everything. I’ve reached 
the age where I realize that the only true wisdom is the realization 
that you know very little. And although age doesn’t necessarily bring 
wisdom, I hope that I have been lucky enough to learn a few lessons 
on the way. Writing this book has been a great way to understand 
better the depth of my own ignorance. It is a real challenge to try to 
make sense of issues that resonate very much in yourself.

It is a truism to say that we learn much more from our failures 
than from our successes. It has often been said that wisdom cannot 
be taught. I’ve learned from the school of hard knocks that our char-
acter is formed more by our failures than our successes. Adversity 
has the effect of eliciting talents that, in more advantageous circum-
stances, would have remained dormant. In that respect, life is a suc-
cession of lessons that must be lived to be understood. To me the 
only thing worse than making a mistake, is making a mistake and 
not learning from it. If we look at it closely, wisdom might turn out 
to be nothing more than healed pain. 

I’ve learned that it takes courage to face one’s own shortcomings, 
and wisdom to do something about them. There is a Spanish saying 
that tells us, “It is not the same to talk of bulls as to be in the bullring.” 
In some ways, life is like an onion: we peel it off layer by layer, and we 
may weep at times while we do. We all seem to be seeking the meaning 
of life, whatever that may be for each of us. But perhaps more prag-
matic is to have our external experiences resonate with our inner real-
ity. The major task that each of us faces is to give birth to ourselves. 

The origins of the chapters in this book are stories told to me by 
executives that touched a chord with me. I’m not referring to stories 
about business problems. Such problems will be resolved, one way or 
another. I’m referring to the stories behind the stories—the themes 
contained in these stories. I want to tackle some of the metaissues 
many executives—or for that matter most people—struggle with. 
And, predictably, the stories behind the stories have to do with issues 
concerning the human condition. These are my musings from the 
underground, chapters based on the questions my executives were 
trying to fi nd solutions for. 
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The fi rst part of the book, on sexual desire, is the longest. It’s a 
very complex topic and even necessitated an excursion into evolu-
tionary psychology. But it’s a topic that has always fascinated me as 
I have struggled myself with the demands of biology and society. 
Over the years, I have realized that there isn’t much of a safety net 
against attraction. Like it or not, sexual desire will always be with 
us. Listening to the stories my executives told me, made me realize 
how diffi cult coping with desire can be. Desire is so often the catalyst 
that makes us do the kinds of things we would never otherwise have 
done. 

The second part deals with money. In my roles as management 
professor and consultant, psychoanalyst, psychotherapist, and lead-
ership coach, money pops up all the time. Having met a number of 
exceedingly rich people, I’ve been fascinated by what money did to 
them and how deeply it affected their lives. An encounter with one 
of my students, an investment banker, inspired this part. He followed 
me down a corridor, asking, “How much money will be enough?” I 
was struck by the irony of his question, knowing that he was by far 
the best-paid person in his organization. Clearly, for him, there was 
never going to be enough money. Some people confuse self-worth 
with net worth. 

The third part of the book is about happiness. It’s the oldest in 
this collection and based on one I wrote several years ago called The 
Happiness Equation. This essay grew out of the responses I received to a 
question I asked CEOs at the end of my leadership workshop: “Imagine 
you are asked to make a graduation speech at your school. What would 
you tell the students? What themes would you touch upon? What 
have been some of the more important issues in your life?” 

The theme that recurred constantly was how to be happy. Refl ecting 
on their ideas about happiness led me to write a short article that I 
eventually turned into a longer essay. At the time, I was in a rather 
depressive state of mind, but perhaps that’s the state to be in when 
writing about happiness. I was in good company. The philosopher 
Bertrand Russell was also in pretty bad shape when he wrote his essay 
on happiness. In fact, much of his best work was done when he was 
trying to escape the world around him.

The last part is on death. I started this part anticipating the death 
of my mother. At one point, I considered the process to be fi nished—
but then my mother died. Although I had been preparing myself 
for my mother’s death for many years, when it actually happened 
it hit me much harder than I ever expected. Her death led me to 
rewrite the part. It made me realize the absoluteness of the fact that 
you’ve only one mother; it underlined the power and intensity of the 
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mother-child relationship. Now that this part is complete, I  realize 
that writing it has been my personal way of helping me work through 
my grief.

Although death is the end, and logically should end the book, I 
felt that this was a rather dismal way of fi nishing this collection. The 
Afterword deals with authenticity, altruism, wisdom, and human-
kind’s search for meaning, and is informed by William Shakespeare’s 
edict, “This above all—to thine own self be true.” If people do not 
live their lives authentically, whatever they do will seem meaningless, 
and contribute to their feelings of anxiety, boredom, and despair. 

The Russian novelist Fyodor Dostoevsky once wrote a psycho-
logical study of the skeletons in the deepest, darkest closet of the 
human mind. “I am a sick man … I am a spiteful man, I am a most 
unpleasant man,” the irascible voice of the nameless narrator in his 
novel cries out. Notes from Underground is the passionate confessions 
of a suffering man, the ruthless self-examination of a tormented 
soul. The philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche was very impressed with 
Dostoevsky’s explorations of the mind, claiming that “Dostoevsky 
is one of the few psychologists from whom I have learned some-
thing.” Another philosopher, Jean-Paul Sartre, agreed and found in 
Dostoevsky’s “underground man” a forerunner and spokesperson for 
existential philosophy. For Sartre, the chief importance of the book 
and the character was their clear acknowledgement of man’s essen-
tially irrational nature. Notes from Underground is an outstanding 
example of Dostoyevsky’s psychological skills, depicting a character 
motivated by many contradictory impulses. More than anything 
else, he demonstrates that human actions are diffi cult to calculate. 
Humans are driven by complex and irrational emotions, and make 
choices based on them, capable of the noblest and the basest actions 
at the same time. 

Like Dostoyevsky, I like to show people as they are, with all their 
foibles and follies. I want to deal with real people and to refl ect on 
real issues. I don’t want to follow the mandarin route, even though 
some of the topics I discuss may necessitate excursions into more 
esoteric fi elds of research. In these chapters I want to show people 
that they are not alone in their confusion. I want to explain to them 
that their problems are shared by many others. To be precise, I want 
to be more helpful to the executives who come and ask me for help. 

I realize that there are limits to my role as a teacher. A Chinese 
saying goes, “Teachers open the door but you must enter by your-
self.” Learning can be diffi cult. I can help executives by showing the 
way, but—as I indicated earlier—in the fi nal reckoning, they have to 
help themselves. We all can help ourselves, but we have to discover 
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how to do it. However, we cannot change what we do not acknowl-
edge. In the words of Dr. Seuss: “You have brains in your head. You 
have feet in your shoes. You can steer yourself in any direction you 
choose.” It is up to us to make things happen.

Every act of conscious learning necessitates the willingness to 
suffer an injury to one’s self-esteem, which means being aware of our 
defensive reactions. Things are usually not how we want them to be. 
That is why young children, before they become aware of their own 
self-importance, learn so easily. As adults we have greater diffi culties. 
The poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge once said, “Advice is like snow; the 
softer it falls, the longer it dwells upon, and deeper it sinks into the 
mind.” My hope is that these musings will fall softly enough. 

Instead of cluttering these pages with references, as I would usu-
ally do in a more formal book, I’ve kept my text relatively simple—an 
approach that may scandalize my academic colleagues. I suspect that 
if I were to tackle these issues in a more traditional, scholarly way, 
I wouldn’t touch my readers in the manner I want, to help them 
increase their understanding of these important topics. So I’ve delib-
erately taken a more informal approach. I hope that readers will 
excuse me for putting the usual rigor aside. 

The ideas presented in these pages are my personal meditations on 
life and death, refl ections based, however, on very vivid personal stories 
told by executives. Not only am I infl uenced by their stories, in making 
sense out of these narratives, but I also cannot help but be affected 
by years of reading in the fi elds of psychoanalysis, social psychology, 
developmental psychology, family systems theory, cognitive theory, 
neuropsychiatry, evolutionary psychology, and psychotherapy. And 
although, as I said, my meditations haven’t emerged in a vacuum, I 
take full responsibility for any idiosyncrasies that are included. In writ-
ing this book I also realize that among these idiosyncrasies, I should 
list a Western-oriented bias. After all, I’m a product of the “developed” 
world that has colored my Weltanschauung. Thus some of my musings 
may not be as relevant in another cultural context. 

Looking through these chapters, I have asked myself why I was 
moved to write these at this point in my life. It might be because I’ve 
reached the age where you become more aware of the tragic tran-
sience of things. You know that you were born and you know that 
you are going to die. The question becomes how to make the most 
use of the time in-between that is yours. There is a time in life to let 
things happen, and a time to make things happen. I believe that we 
stay young by focusing on our dreams rather than on our regrets. 
These chapters are my personal attempt to look forward, and capture 
my own dreams.
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IN THE SHADOW OF MORTAL SIN

It’s so much better to desire than to have. The moment of desire is the most extraordi-
nary moment. The moment of desire, when you know something is going to happen, 
that’s the most exalting.

Anouk Aimée

Sex is hardly ever just about sex.

Shirley MacLaine

I know nothing about sex because I was always married.

Zsa Zsa Gabor

Vanitas Vanitatum! Which of us is happy in this world? Which of us has his desire? 
or, having it, is satisfi ed?

William Makepeace Thackeray

There is a well-known Zen story of two traveling monks who were 
trying to cross a river. When they were almost across, a young woman 
called out to them from the bank they had just left. She said she was 
afraid to get into the water because of the current. “Could one of you 
take me to the other side?” she asked. One of the monks hesitated, 
but the other returned, quickly placed her on his shoulders, took her 
across the river, and put her down on the other side. She thanked 
him and went on her way. 

As the monks continued their journey, one of them was troubled. 
Finally, unable to keep quiet, he broke out, “Brother, our Zen master 
has taught us to avoid any contact with women, but you picked that 
one up on your shoulders and carried her!” 

“Brother,” the second monk replied, “I set her down on the other 
side: it’s you who is still carrying her.” 

At the core of this story is the question of desire. What’s desire? 
Why do we desire? Why do we desire what we do? What are the 
consequences of desire? And how do we cope with desire? Simple 
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 questions to ask, but answering them is another matter altogether. 
Desire is like quicksand; it’s everywhere but hard to get a purchase 
on it. 

Turning to the American Heritage Dictionary in search of a 
 defi nition, we fi nd that desire means a request, a longing, or being the 
object of longing, a sexual appetite, or passion. The  dictionary also 
tells us that desire is a craving for something that brings  satisfaction 
or enjoyment, or an intense wish—generally repeated or  enduring—
for something that is beyond our reach but may be attainable at some 
future date. Thus desire also has a component of fantasy. We imagine 
having what we desire. Sometimes our fantasies about what we desire 
go so far that they replace reality. 

But why don’t we take a test to see if we can pin down what we 
mean by desire? What about your own desires (as in sexual desire)? If 
you’re asked to describe your wildest sexual desire, what would it be? 
Can you describe it clearly, or do you fi nd it hard to envision what 
it is like? Does thinking about scripting your desire make you feel 
uncomfortable? Do you fi nd the desire itself elusive? Are you trying 
to desire something you can’t imagine?

This little exercise makes us realize how diffi cult—if not 
 uncomfortable—it is to articulate our desires. The exercise poses 
another paradox: once we have obtained what we desire, we may 
no longer desire it; the desired object becomes less attractive. The 
unreal is more powerful than the real, because nothing is as perfect 
in fact as it’s in our imagination. Only intangible ideas, concepts, 
beliefs, and fantasies linger on. This explains why down the ages so 
many people have maintained that it’s better to desire than to have. 
Is it possible that the unique moment in time when we’re closest to 
 realizing our desire will actually be the most “exalting,” as Anouk 
Aimée (quoted at the start) maintains? Is this what the poet James 
Russell Long means when he says, “The thing we long for, that we 
are. For one transcendent moment?”

One of the greatest ironies about desire is that when we obtain 
what we desire, our sense of satisfaction is ephemeral. It seems that 
fantasizing about desire—incomplete though that is—is more attrac-
tive than reality. It may be preferable to stay at fantasy level. At least 
we have a measure of control over what happens in our own fantasy. 
Perhaps our best love affairs are the ones we’ve never had. In compar-
ison, reality can be a bit of a cold shower—not at all what we thought 
it would be. Recognizing potential disappointment may encourage 
us to remain in our fantasized state. 

Whatever frustrations come our way when dealing with desire, 
it is an ever-present force that keeps our lives in motion. It’s like 
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oxygen: we are not always aware of its presence, we may take it for 
granted, but it’s always there. However we experience desire, the 
pleasure seems to lie in the act of desiring itself, the passing moment. 
As Robert Louis Stephenson observed, “It is better to travel hopefully 
than to arrive.” The playwright George Bernard Shaw was of a similar 
opinion. He noted, “There are two tragedies in life. One is not to get 
your heart’s desire. The other is to get it.” 

Desire is the essence of humankind. To be alive means to be able to 
desire. It’s an emotional, not a rational force, and hard to control—it 
has a life of its own. We can’t decide when we’re going to desire and 
we don’t choose desire; desire chooses us. As a well-known practitio-
ner of sexual desire, Casanova, once said, trying to explain his love 
of bed-hopping: “Hélas! We love without guidance of reason, and 
reason isn’t anymore involved after we have ceased to love.” 

Surprisingly, it’s only in recent decades that we’ve had a better under-
standing of what desire is all about. Recent work by  neuroscientists 
and developmental, cognitive, psychodynamic, and evolutionary 
psychologists has been instrumental in decoding some of the bio-
logical and developmental mechanisms that determine desire. 

But here I have to add a caveat. Desire can be discussed from many 
different angles. In this chapter I’m going to concentrate on one of 
humankind’s most important desires: sexual desire—the essential 
spark that ignites the human sexual apparatus. I argue that all human 
activity—including many management decisions—is prompted by 
this desire. In our very unpredictable world, there is going to be one 
constant, and that is sexual desire. It’s our sexual motivational need 
system that links non-being to being. It is sexual desire that makes 
the world go round. Furthermore, although there is now an exten-
sive literature on homoerotic sexual desire, in this chapter I deal with 
heterosexuality. Homoerotic desire deserves more than the sort of 
cursory treatment that I would have to give it if this book is not to 
be too long.

THE LEGACY OF ADAM AND EVE 

To understand humankind’s attitudes toward sexual desire, we need 
to look at how its origins have been explained. We might as well start 
with the story of Adam and Eve as told in Genesis, the fi rst book of 
the Old Testament in the Bible. Is this a prototypical sexist tale, sug-
gesting that if you make a woman out of a man, you are bound to get 
into trouble? Why were Adam and Eve evicted from the Garden of 
Eden? What was their transgression? Were they ejected because the 
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serpent tempted them to eat a forbidden fruit? Was it really all about 
an apple? 

The “facts” of this well-known story are quite nonsensical, so 
there must be more to it than meets the eye. What does the apple 
really stand for? We don’t have to be rocket scientists to work this 
out. Given the nature of the punishment, the forbidden fruit must 
symbolize a pivotal human activity. One reasonable explanation of 
this story is that it is all about sexual desire. Adam and Eve’s fall from 
Paradise can be interpreted as a simple tale about two people who lust 
after each other but are not allowed to consummate their  passion. 
No wonder they transgress. But there’s more to it than that. It’s also a 
cautionary tale, containing the warning that all sexual desire comes 
with a price. Loss of innocence—sexual exposure—accompanies 
expulsion from the Garden of Eden. 

Ironically, in contrast to this harsh moral tale from Genesis, the 
ancient Greeks and Romans worshipped the pleasures of the fl esh. 
They were anything but repressed in viewing the body as a vehicle for 
pursuing and indulging sexuality. The Greeks and the Romans had 
nothing of that guilt-ridden self-consciousness about sexuality that 
has characterized the Judeo-Christian tradition. The explicit erotic 
art and literature of the period is a real giveaway. It was a period in 
history when Western society had erected very few barriers against 
sexual desire. And Western culture wasn’t alone in its liberal attitude 
toward sexual desire. The same is true about many other cultures, as 
the Hindu erotic sculptures at the Khajuraho temple, and Chinese 
and Japanese erotic art and literature demonstrate. 

But in Western society this era of sexual freedom did not last. After 
the relatively free and easy period of classical antiquity, dark days 
fell on Europe when Christianity became the dominant religious 
and social force. Christianity conveyed an antihedonistic message, 
equating sexual desire with sin. For many centuries, the Zeitgeist 
was dominated by the notion that sexual desire was responsible 
for  dragging people into hell. The leitmotiv of the church fathers—
 quoting the gospel of St. Luke—was that “we are all sinners living 
in a vale of tears.” Humankind’s preoccupation with the pleasures 
of the fl esh was superseded by concerns for the afterlife. As we will 
see, it was only after the end of the nineteenth century that  sexuality 
resumed a prominent, more explicit, less guilt-ridden role in the 
social landscape.  

During the Middle Ages sexual desire was seen as evidence of sin. 
The temptations of the fl esh were something to be avoided. Guided 
by the story of Adam and Eve’s fall, the early church fathers viewed 
human beings as weak and susceptible to sexual temptation. Moreover, 
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they considered all sins to be addictive, and the terminal point of 
this addiction would be eternal damnation. Women in particular 
were symbols of extreme temptation. The church fathers believed 
that given a choice between pain and pleasure, women would choose 
the hedonistic road, leading to hell. After all, according to their rea-
soning, it was Eve who seduced Adam. Her sexual charms distracted 
him from rational thought, with disastrous consequences. 

From a clinical point of view, the church fathers’ emphasis on the 
seductive powers of women symbolizes an archaic, masculine fear of 
women in general, and the female sexual organ in particular. Deep 
down, the vagina becomes a symbolic representation of the ambiva-
lence men have about the intrusive and withholding mother, the 
great mother of mythology—the mother who can protect but also 
can destroy, the woman as Medusa. 

Not only were women dangerous creatures, but men would also 
have confusing associations about the major differentiator, the vagina, 
the focus of many masculine fantasies (a process that starts with 
comparisons made during children’s play). This explains why stories 
of devouring, castrating women are so ubiquitous in mythology and 
folk tales. Refl ecting on the content of these stories, it appears—at 
least to the male mind—that looking at, touching, or entering the 
female orifi ce is fraught with hidden fears. In the male unconscious, 
sex can become equated with dying, every orgasm turning into a 
“little death.” Thus to the male imagination, the mysterious hidden 
womb becomes a symbol not only of fertility but also of blood and 
danger. The vagina becomes an organ of wonder and intimidation, a 
special part of the body that attracts and repels—many female rites 
and rituals among primitive tribes support this. No wonder that for 
the Christian ascetics, the mouth of Hell and the vagina evoked simi-
lar symbolism. It was a source of great anxiety. Sexual desire became 
fraught with apprehension. 

An obvious strategy to control the expression of sexuality was to 
denigrate our sensual nature. Sex was dark, dangerous, and fi lthy. 
Women’s genitals were not only gateways to sexual pleasure but 
potentially the executioners of men. To enter the vagina would imply 
establishing contact with an incomprehensible, pleasurable but also 
dreaded reality. It explains the enduring myth, present in numerous 
cultures, of the vagina dentata, the vagina with teeth. This myth sym-
bolizes primitive masculine fears about castration anxiety, whereby 
the man—during sexual union—would not only be concerned about 
being weak or impotent, but would also fear the loss of the penis. 
And men not only have to deal with castration anxiety: added to this 
imagery of fear of annihilation by incorporation are unconscious 
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fantasies of “returning to the womb.” Men often fear dependency 
upon women, as if tenderness and closeness would once again render 
them helpless infants under the domination of their mothers. This 
“symbiosis anxiety” causes some men to separate love from sexuality 
and to view intimacy as a trap.

Obviously, the early church fathers were no psychoanalysts or 
psychiatrists. Depth interpretations—the understanding of symbolic 
language—were not their forte. Intuitively, however, they were astute 
in recognizing this lingering male fear of the vagina dentata. Pointing 
out Eve as the culprit, they reasoned that it was man’s great error to 
let his sexual urges escape the power of his will. To them, the tale 
of Adam and Eve was an illustration of the disastrous  consequences 
of allowing the genitals to respond to fl eshly desires rather than 
 intellectual control. This admonitory tale—which they took quite 
literally—persuaded them to handle sexual desire with great  caution. 
Given the weakness of the fl esh—the body was viewed as a prison 
of the mind and soul—a superhuman effort was required to defl ect 
people’s attention from sensuality. It was their duty to remind their 
fl ock that there was a better life to be found in the hereafter, not 
in the present. Paradise was the great alternative. Humankind’s 
 hedonistic tendencies were unacceptable. It was their duty to make 
clear to believers that sexual desire brought only misery, just as it had 
brought Adam’s fall from grace. 

Of course, we may wonder whether the church fathers ever thought 
about what a world absolutely free from what they considered sin 
would look like. Wouldn’t it have created a terrifying vacuum? What 
would they have to talk about? If everyone led holy lives, there would 
be very little for churchmen to do. Certainly it would diminish their 
role in playing Cassandra. Without sin, the church wouldn’t have 
much work!

SEX WITHOUT THE FUN

St. Augustine of Hippo, the fourth-century North African bishop and 
scholar, was more of a rationalist and argued that sexual desire might 
be acceptable, but within strict limits. It wasn’t easy for him to come 
to this conclusion, as he himself had to deal with his lust for his 
mistress and his devotion to his son. In his Confessions, a classic book 
on Christian mysticism describing his conversion to Christianity, he 
wrote how he prayed regularly to God, saying, “Give me chastity and 
continence, but do not give it yet.” Eventually, however, he  succeeded 
in reaching this enlightened state, at which point he declared that 



IN THE SHADOW OF MORTAL SIN

9

the sole purpose of the unholy activity of sex was procreation. 
St. Augustine advised that when a man and a woman were ready to 
have a child, the man, by exerting his will over his body, should 
summon a functional but lustless erection in order to have sex. 
St. Augustine regretted the necessity of the act, however, and made 
it clear that the participants should not enjoy themselves. A married 
couple needed to “descend with a certain sadness” to participate in 
sexual  intercourse. Augustine presented the use of the genitalia for 
any other purpose than procreation as unnatural, describing sex for 
pleasure as an intrinsically evil act. Of course, the preferred state of 
humankind was chastity.

St. Augustine was enough of a realist (having fathered a child of his 
own) to realize that the male body could mock the will in the form of 
spontaneous erections, wet dreams, impotence, premature ejacula-
tions, or other forms of loss of control during orgasm. Unfortunately, 
he was not enough of a realist to realize that of all the sexual aberra-
tions, chastity may be the strangest.

We laugh at St. Augustine’s admonitions nowadays, but we have 
to look at sexuality in its social context. Not only did people have to 
contend with the damming words of the church fathers, there were 
also a number of other factors that needed to be taken into consider-
ation about sex. In the fi rst place, for many people (with the possible 
exception of the libertine aristocracy and the erotic underworld rep-
resented by people such as Casanova) family life was characterized 
by real lack of privacy. With whole families sharing rooms and beds, 
the probability of there being onlookers during sexual intercourse 
would not contribute much to erotic self-fulfi llment. In addition, 
one of the factors that infl uenced sexual practices for many centuries 
(in contrast to social habits during the Greek and Roman period) 
was the fact that people didn’t wash. They generally believed that 
contact with water was dangerous, and would give them a cold or 
open their pores, making them vulnerable to infection. Most people 
stank. Sexual desire was also seriously compromised by the scabies, 
lice, and fl ies that plagued everyone, causing chronic itching. And if 
that wasn’t suffi ciently off-putting, sex was accompanied by the very 
real fear of the high death rate associated with pregnancy. We have to 
remember that, in those days, between 10 and 15 percent of women 
died in childbirth. Like the awareness of AIDS today, this prospect 
cast a dark shadow over every act of sexual intercourse.

St. Augustine set the tone of attitudes toward sexual desire for many 
centuries to come. His long shadow fell over many of his  scholarly 
successors. Infl uenced by him, the church fathers kept preaching 
that original sin, starting with Adam and Eve, was passed on from 
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parent to child, generation after generation, through the sexual act. 
Their message was that in Adam’s fall, we all sinned. The  prevailing 
literature, following St. Augustine’s writings, was full of illustra-
tions of people who wrestled with sexual desire and lost. Saints were 
 presented as edifying examples of people who triumphed over lust, 
the intemperate craving for the pleasures of the fl esh. 

For example, Pope Gregory the Great, who ruled in the sixth 
 century, listed lust as one of the seven deadly sins. Echoing Augustine, 
Gregory stated that “Legitimate carnal union ought to take place 
for the sake of creating children, not for satisfying vices.” Lust was 
viewed as a deadly sin as it made people look at others as means to 
an end for the selfi sh pursuit of their own pleasures. It derailed their 
minds from God. The selfi sh pursuit of lust—ignoring the real duties 
humankind had on earth—would prevent entry into Paradise. Like 
his predecessors, Gregory worried that lust would get out of hand; 
he found it helpful to introduce this classifi cation of sins as a way 
to educate and protect the disciples of the church from this uncon-
trollable, basic human pursuit. His list of the seven deadly sins and 
their punishments became a useful set of cautions to ensure that 
people’s lives were governed by rules derived from divine author-
ity. These seven sins were termed “deadly” because people believed 
that they could do terrible damage to the soul. Generation after gen-
eration was indoctrinated into the church’s negative attitude toward 
sex, a continuing process that may have contributed to humankind’s 
ambivalence about sexual desire as well as to sexual disorders.

Seven hundred years after Pope Gregory’s classifying scheme (the 
ghost of St. Augustine still in pride of place), Dante Alighieri elabo-
rated on this notion of sin in his masterpiece The Divine Comedy. In 
one of his three epic poems, Purgatorio, Dante also ranked each of the 
seven sins, placing the higher levels closer to Paradise and the lower 
levels closer to Hell. In the case of lust, he explored the relationship 
between the constructive force of attraction toward the beauty of a 
whole person and the destructive force of intrusive sexual desire. In 
painting his view of sin, Dante was more nuanced, however, than the 
sterner church fathers. To him, there was a fi ne line between love and 
lust—the lustful in hell were the people who subordinated reason 
to misguided desire. In this category he put lechers, adulterers, and 
similar offenders who failed to control their most basic impulses.

It is clear from The Divine Comedy that Dante was not quite sure 
where to place lust. On the one hand, lust’s location in Hell— farthest 
from Satan—marks it as the least serious of the sins; on the other 
hand, lust is the fi rst sin in Dante’s list, recalling the common 
 association of sex with original sin, that is, with the expulsion of 
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Adam and Eve from the garden of Eden. Figuratively, however, Dante 
arrives at a creative solution to punish the lack of self-control of the 
lustful. These unfortunate souls are eternally battered by powerful 
winds, unable to control their direction. In Purgatory, the penitents 
who had been prone to lust have to walk through fl ames to purge 
themselves of their lustful or sexual thoughts. 

This negative portrayal of desire continued after Dante. His epic 
poem is one more reminder, however, of how highly regimented life 
was during the late Middle Ages and early Renaissance. At its  epicenter 
was the unchallenged power of the Catholic Church, and the  sanctity 
of marriage was central to its doctrine. Condemning desire as lust 
and the enjoyment of other physical pleasure as  gluttony was part of 
Christianity’s general effort to promote the afterlife over this life. The 
purpose of fasting and celibacy was to gain victory over the fl esh. The 
pleasures of this world should be forgone, for the sake of pleasures in 
the next world.

Unfortunately, the church fathers viewed the sexual function in 
isolation from the psychological processes at work. They refused 
to acknowledge that human beings are more than the sum of their 
physical parts. What they didn’t want to see was that desire can be an 
invigorating, life-affi rming force, and, what’s more, fun. Of course, 
the early church fathers weren’t familiar with evolutionary, develop-
mental, psychodynamic psychology or family systems theory. They 
were determined not to acknowledge the importance of human 
 sexuality in humankind’s biological makeup. They didn’t see the link 
between sexuality, gender, personality, and human development. 
They also failed to make a distinction between sex and making love. 
And although the church fathers were willing to accept sex within 
marriage as a minor sin, that was the limit of their tolerance and as 
far as they were willing to go. To them, Eden’s forbidden fruit was 
sin, which they equated with sex, thus maintaining Adam and Eve’s 
expulsion from the Garden of Eden as a dreadful example of the con-
sequences of indulging desire. 

With their limited and negative attitude toward physiology, the 
church fathers stood no chance of considering that it might be better 
to work with our biology rather than against it. Quite the reverse: 
from their powerful position, they kept the upper hand,  rejecting 
our physiological heritage. The church remained the major  infl uence 
on people’s attitude toward desire for many centuries to come, 
and  religious theology was quoted authoritatively on the subject 
of  sexuality. Eventually, however, early sex study pioneers such 
as Richard von Krafft-Ebing, Havelock Ellis, or Alfred Kinsey, and 
 psychoanalysts such as Sigmund Freud, Theodor Reik, and Erich 
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Fromm, helped to change popular opinion of what sex was all 
about. These people  suggested that there is more to sexuality than 
mere  physical, genital activity. They recognized the psychological 
 dynamics. Most importantly, they helped people see that sexuality 
should be viewed as a normal part of the human experience. In fact, 
Alfred Kinsey  maintained, “The only unnatural sex act is that which 
you cannot perform.” And to quote Sigmund Freud, “Analyze any 
human  emotion, no matter how far it may be removed from the 
sphere of sex, and you are sure to discover somewhere the primal 
impulse, to which life owes its perpetuation.” 

It is diffi cult for us to realize now, but at that time (and many of 
these people, including Kinsey and Fromm, didn’t publish until after 
World War II) it was an uphill struggle to change the cultural mindset 
about sexual desire. There was an enormous amount of resistance to 
these pioneers’ ideas. But they persevered and stood up to the critics 
who labeled their contributions shameful and insisted their studies 
should be stopped. Notwithstanding their heroic efforts, the old reli-
gious persuasion persisted that God created the human torso, head, 
arms, and legs, while the devil added the genitals to the mix. The his-
tory of sexual desire has been a struggle between the way our genes 
have wired our brains, and the social behavior enforced by society. 
It’s a story about the hurdles society puts up to prevent sexual desire 
being actualized.

GENE-DRIVEN SURVIVAL MACHINES?

Fortunately, in contemporary society sex is no longer regarded as 
a sacred act to be enjoyed only within the confi nes of marriage, 
for the purpose of procreation. From the middle of the nineteenth 
 century onward, attitudes toward sexual desire underwent a major 
 transformation and became much more liberal. The pendulum 
began to swing the other way and Pope Gregory’s fearful list became 
increasingly irrelevant. The historical barriers—social, cultural, and 
medical—to the free expression of sexual desire were fading, encour-
aging increased experimentation with sexual desire. 

This change in attitude was facilitated by the fact that people were 
moving from the countryside to the city in increasing numbers. They 
were no longer subjected to the stifl ing controls on their privacy 
that were part and parcel of village life. This population  movement 
was accompanied by improved sanitary habits, better health care, 
and more convenient and reliable methods of contraception. In 
 addition, both Protestant and Catholic churches had developed a 
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more  tolerant attitude toward sex as also a form of pleasure. The 
ghost of St. Augustine was gradually exorcised. Sensuality was no 
longer viewed as an abomination before God, but as just another part 
of the human condition, inspired by God. 

However, sexuality truly came into its own in the early 1960s, 
when birth control pills were legalized, which gave women greater 
control over their bodies. No longer hampered by the fear of preg-
nancy, women were much more able to act out their sexual desires. 
Additionally, with the progress of biotechnology, people no longer 
needed to have sex to assure species survival. Sex could be simply 
a social and cultural act. Now, in the twenty-fi rst century, sex 
has almost nothing to do with biological necessity. In our world, 
 hedonistic behavior is on the rise. We’re living in a society more 
geared to the gratifi cation of sexual desire than ever before. From 
Hugh Hefner’s Playboy Magazine, founded in 1953, to TV’s Sex and the 
City, sex is portrayed as an almost athletic event with record breakers, 
rules, judges, and spectators. The body has been turned into a sexual 
playground. Erogenous zones that have lain dormant for centuries 
are being rediscovered. Sex has moved away from the missionary 
position; total body sex, involving a variety of bodily functions, is 
now de rigueur. 

The sex script between men and women has also changed. New 
scripts have been added in the form of sperm banks, telephone 
sex, sex clubs, and video dating services. Articles in magazines like 
Cosmopolitan or Men’s Fitness, with titles such as “What Makes a 
Woman Beddable?” or “Hot, Fast Sex: The Quick and the Bed,” refl ect 
the Zeitgeist. The number and variety of sexual encounters that a 
 typical Western man or woman has would rival Casanova. Love affairs 
look somewhat old-fashioned in an age of one-night-stands and 
orgies. But now sex has become much easier than it was in the past; 
has it also become less important? The price we pay for easy sex may 
be a corresponding loss of our capacity for deep love. The  emotions 
associated with sex—such as affection, intimacy,  concern, care, and 
love—play a lesser role in the desire equation, and we are left instead 
with a cynical society plagued by AIDS, high teen  pregnancy rates, 
and extremely high divorce rates.

St. Augustine and Pope Gregory weren’t evolutionary psycholo-
gists. Their knowledge of evolution was limited to the story of Adam 
and Eve. They saw lust as the desire for sexual pleasure run amok. 
They were not aware of the fact that the human sex drive, unlike our 
other drives, is quite unique. They didn’t recognize that, for humans 
as for other animals, desire is all about the survival of the species. 
Human evolution determines much of our behavior, especially when 
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it has to do with our reproductive needs. Much of what we describe 
as sexual desire is hardwired in our brain. From an evolutionary point 
of view, sexual abstinence is very bad for species survival. The early 
church fathers picked a fi ght that they couldn’t hope to win.

People today are stuck with the same sexual desires that drove our 
primitive ancestors. Evolution rewards life forms that survive, repro-
duce, and help their descendents get ahead. We’re all the descendants 
of individuals who were driven and motivated to act on their sexual 
impulses, despite the church’s threats about hellfi re and damnation. 
As George Bernard Shaw said, “Why should we take advice on sex 
from the Pope? If he knows anything about it, he shouldn’t!” 

Our genetic imprint obliges us to be sexual survival machines, and 
so we do many things in the name of lust. Our impulse to reproduce 
has by necessity put a stamp on how we think, feel, and behave. Not 
only are we driven by what the zoologist Richard Dawkins calls the 
“selfi sh gene,” most of the time we are not even aware of how our 
sexual desires work subliminally to infl uence our behavior. One thing 
is clear, however; throughout time, people who express their sexual 
desires most actively (in whatever ways they like) reproduce faster 
than the more controlled members of our species. Sexual adventur-
ism has always been an intrinsic part of human nature and despite 
the dire warnings of the church fathers, this human tendency has 
never really been controlled by social mores. 
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THE CONTRADICTIONS OF DESIRE

Desire is the very essence of man.

Baruch Spinoza

The desire of the man is for the woman, but the desire of the woman is for the desire 
of the man.

Madame de Stael

We always long for the forbidden things, and desire what is denied us.

François de Rabelais

The starting point of all achievement is desire.

Napoleon Hill

The storyteller Aesop once said: “There are many operational defi ni-
tions of desire. It is with our passions, as it is with fi re and water; they 
are good servants but bad masters.” Aesop was not alone in having 
diffi culty making sense of desire. He expresses what many people 
experience when trying to answer the questions I asked in the previ-
ous chapter. The response of one of my clients was: “To me, sexual 
desire translates as a search for forbidden fruits. I always seem to long 
for the forbidden things, and desire what is denied to me. It’s like my 
animal nature is ruling my reason. But it’s a very important aspect 
to me of what life is all about.” Another wrote: “To me, sexual desire 
is like poetry. It means having all those strange, irresistible fantasies 
inside me. There lives a compelling force in me that insists it is lis-
tened to. It may be the reason I get up in the morning. Looking back 
on my life, the things I have done, desire has very much made me 
the person I am.” One executive had a darker outlook: “Whenever 
I have to deal with desire, I foresee a tragedy in the making. There 
have been times when I lost control. To be honest, all the mistakes I 
have made in my life have been an outcome of desire. For example, 
I have been married several times. Was it worth it? Now I wonder. 

M. K. Vries, Sex, Money, Happiness, and Death
© Manfred Kets de Vries 2009
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Unfortunately, too often I discovered that the price of getting what 
I want is getting what I once wanted.” Listening to him, I thought 
about Robin Williams’s quip, “God gave us a penis and a brain, but 
only enough blood to run one at a time.”

However it is packaged, the evolutionary origins of desire are there 
for all to see. This doesn’t mean, however, that we should ignore its 
psychological components. Human action is inevitably a product of 
both. The genetic matrix unfolds within a particular environmental 
and cultural context. Historical, developmental, cultural, and situ-
ational factors have a strong infl uence on the form desire will take. 
We’re not only driven by instinctual processes. The mind is also an 
erogenous zone. In principle, all behavior patterns can be altered 
by environmental forces. Given the human species’ lengthy gesta-
tion period, every form of human action is by necessity a product of 
nature and nurture.

The French-Swiss writer, Madame de Stael, quoted at the start of 
this chapter, hit the nail on the head. Since human history began, 
men have wanted to have sex with attractive women, while women 
have needed to ensure that that they would have a suffi cient degree 
of commitment from their partner. Their problem has been how to 
assess the strength of this commitment. Monogamy is rare in the 
animal kingdom for a very simple reason. It’s not to the male genetic 
advantage to remain with one female when he can have sex with 
several and perpetuate his genes to the maximum. To quote the 
anthropologist Margaret Mead, “Motherhood is a biological fact, 
while fatherhood is a social invention.”

But women have always had a different agenda because for them, 
especially in primitive times, there was a tremendous risk attached to 
having sex. The burden and vulnerability associated with pregnancy, 
a nine-month gestation, and lactation would have been enormous. 
Given the adaptive problems of survival and reproduction, our female 
ancestors needed to be extremely careful in selecting their mate, 
ensuring their commitment to helping them raise their children.

In this context, it’s worth noting an interesting correlation between 
the length of human infancy—about four years—and the length of 
many marriages, about the same. Worldwide, the divorce rate peaks 
at four years, conforming to the traditional period between successive 
human births. Perhaps human pair bonds were originally designed to 
last long enough to raise a single, dependent child through infancy, 
unless a second child was conceived. And perhaps the seven-year 
itch should actually be the four-year itch, as its duration has an evo-
lutionary explanation. In general, it seems that the more children 
a woman bears her partner, the more likely the couple are to stay 
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together. Of course, when making these observations, we shouldn’t 
forget the strong economic component of divorce rates. Divorce is 
less likely when the partners are economically dependent on one 
another. 

Taking a nature versus nurture perspective, we can see that DNA 
becomes shaped by environmental context. But while the human 
brain can be analyzed in terms of its neural activity, people are much 
more than their physiological makeup. They are subject to numer-
ous and various cultural infl uences, which contribute to a multitude 
of attitudes toward desire. Every individual’s sex drive is a complex 
cocktail, starting with bodily reactions that stimulate symbolic asso-
ciations in the mind. Some of the ways sexual desire is expressed will 
be in line with social mores; other forms of expression will be looked 
at askance. 

By now, we should have realized that there’s more to desire than 
just sex. In that respect, the human species is different from the rest 
of the animal kingdom. It’s the price we have to pay for being both 
hardwired and softwired. This explains the other factors in the sexual 
desire equation. If, like animals, we view others as mere sexual con-
tainers, engaging in mindless, recreational sex, we deny other peo-
ple’s psychological individuality and see them merely in terms of 
their physiological function. This may give us a temporary high but 
will also have a dehumanizing impact on both parties. Sexual desire 
in humans is a complex phenomenon because it links together three 
emotional systems: sexual feelings, attachment behavior, and love.

That we’re not mindless gene-survival machines, but individuals 
subjected to highly complex feelings, underlines a basic human fea-
ture that goes beyond our sexual drive: our need to be loved, cared 
for, and valued as a person. Sexual desire can metamorphose into 
feelings of intimacy, care, concern, and commitment, a recipe for 
a more lasting attachment. When these three emotional systems 
work together, satisfying, long lasting relationships will emerge. 
Moreover, this combination of feelings of sexual attraction, attach-
ment, and love has evolutionary advantages in that it increases the 
likelihood that the couple’s offspring will survive and thrive. Unlike 
other animal species, human beings are a walking paradox: we’ve 
to deal with searching for that obscure object of desire, while being 
programmed for sex.

It is far from easy to fi nd people in whom all three of these feelings 
come together consistently. It is more usual for there to be a short 
circuit between the three that makes them work against each other, 
triggering competing wishes and interests—so that it is possible to be 
emotionally drawn to one person, in love with another, and sexually 
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aroused by someone else. Human relationships are very complex: we 
need to fi gure out what sexual desire, attachment behavior, and love 
really stand for.

SEXUALITY: THE SNAKE UNDER THE CARPET

In the National Gallery in London is Sandro Botticelli’s Renaissance 
masterpiece Venus and Mars. Botticelli’s painting is an allegory of the 
relationship between the sexes. Venus is Love and Harmony, Mars 
is War and Discord. In the painting, Venus, awake and alert, looks 
attentively at the sleeping Mars after a romantic and sexual inter-
lude. Mars is sleeping the postcoital “little death,” and the goddess 
of love reigns supreme after having subdued the god of war. Mars, 
unarmed, sleeps deeply, depleted of his strength, subjugated by the 
power of love. In the meantime, equally symbolically, mischievous 
satyrs play his discarded weapons. 

This famous painting illustrates “the snake under the carpet”—the 
confl icting signals about sexual desire given by men and women. 
Mars, after having satisfi ed his physical needs, wants only to sleep 
while Venus looks for more—a conversation, perhaps? Botticelli has 
painted a wasps’ nest at Mars’s head, possibly symbolizing the poten-
tial for serious and painful confl ict in the relationship. Although the 
painting can be interpreted as the triumph of “cosmic love” (symbol-
ized by Venus) over violence (Mars), it also raises the question of how 
long this triumph—and relationship—will last. 

Interestingly enough, even though we all think about sex a lot, we are 
also very reticent about it. Even the most intimate of friends may fi nd 
it diffi cult to discuss it, beyond mere generalities. It must be empha-
sized that sexual desire is quite different from sexual behavior. Sexual 
desire is a psychological experience that isn’t necessarily refl ected in 
action, although it can be associated with physical responses, as geni-
tal arousal may occur without conscious awareness.

The French writer Victor Hugo once wrote, “From the oyster to the 
eagle, from the swine to the tiger, all animals are to be found in men 
and each of them exists in some man, sometimes several at the time. 
Animals are nothing but the portrayal of our virtues and vices made 
manifest to our eyes, the visible refl ections of our souls. God displays 
them to us to give us food for thought.” This is a highly questionable 
statement: evolutionary and developmental psychologists would 
point out that there are some very real differences. However, from a 
research point of view, much of what has been written about human 
sexual desire has been derived from reports of pathological human 
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behavior and the study of animals. The mating behavior of primates 
and other animals has been a rich source of inspiration. Although 
some biologically oriented researchers believe that behavior is too 
important to be left to psychologists, this begs the question how real-
istic it is to extrapolate animal observations to humans. It’s presump-
tuous to apply what we know about animal sexuality to the human 
experience. Sexual behavior in humans, given their lengthy matura-
tion period, is far more complex than in other animals. From a neu-
rological point of view, a strong indicator of this is the more highly 
developed cerebral cortex in humans (the part of the brain that plays 
a central role in many complex brain functions including memory, 
attention, perceptual awareness, thinking, language and conscious-
ness). This suggests that sexual interaction has implications for 
human relationships. In addition, there’s no evidence that animals 
can arouse themselves through sexual fantasy. Homo sapiens do not 
need another individual to be present to be sexually stimulated. As 
the fi lm star Sophia Loren once said, “Sex appeal is 50 per cent what 
you’ve got and 50 per cent what people think you’ve got.”

When we bandy about the term “sexual desire,” we assume we’re 
all talking about the same thing. However, there are many different 
operational defi nitions of desire. From a fairly detached, neurologi-
cal point of view, sexual desire can be seen as the outcome of neuro-
endocrine mechanisms that are experienced as spontaneous sexual 
interests. For me, sexual desire is about strong chemistry between 
two people, the lustful, sexually passionate feelings they have for 
each other. Sexual desire is typically manifested by sexual thoughts, 
feelings, fantasies or dreams, increased erotic attraction to others in 
proximity, seeking out sexual activity (alone or with a partner), and 
increased genital sensitivity. 

The sexologist Virginia Johnson introduced the idea of the 
“human sexual response cycle,” the sequence of physical and emo-
tional changes that occur as a person becomes sexually aroused and 
participates in sexually stimulating activities, including intercourse 
and masturbation. She described a number of physiological reac-
tion phases which she defi ned as excitement, plateau, orgasm, and 
resolution. 

Sexual desire was missing from this classifi cation, so another sex 
researcher, Helen Singer Kaplan, expanded the cycle by adding a 
sexual desire phase up front. From what we know about attachment 
behavior and love, however, the female sexual response may not 
follow this linear model of discrete phases of sexual responsiveness. 
Instead, a more circular, intimacy-based sexual response cycle may be 
more realistic, with overlapping phases of variable order.
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We can wonder, however, whether the experience of desire is less 
a forerunner to sex than an afterthought. Sexual arousal isn’t neces-
sarily a conscious process, but much more subliminal. The cognitive 
overlay that the brain gives to the sensation of desire may already 
be aroused by other physical or subliminal stimuli. Various studies 
have shown that the body’s entire motor system is activated almost 
instantly by exposure to sexual images. As a matter of fact, the body 
may be primed for sex before the mind has had a moment to create 
lustful images.

Although some sexologists take a very mechanical view of sexual 
desire as an innate motivational need (a drive that serves the biologi-
cal function of species survival), most people subscribe to the view 
that these neurological and biological mechanisms are infl uenced by 
psychological factors. The appetite for sex is a complex psychobio-
logical process whereby the sexual drive can be diminished by factors 
such as mental or physical illness, age, and grief. Hormones, the men-
strual cycle, pregnancy, the menopause, and drugs also play a role in 
its activation and decline. In addition, the more cognitive part of the 
sexual desire equation will be infl uenced by the desire to feel loved, to 
feel masculine or feminine, or the wish to please the partner.

Furthermore, as the admonitions of the early church fathers dem-
onstrated, human sexuality differs from animal sexuality in that it 
can be constrained by taboos. From early life, we’re bombarded with 
injunctions about the dos and don’ts of sexuality. Although these 
taboos can be inhibiting, the sexual drive is ingenious. Fantasy plays 
a very important part in human functioning, so there can be a posi-
tive side to injunctions against sex: desire may be activated by the 
excitement raised by transgressing taboos. Part of the sizzle of sex 
comes from its danger. As the fi lmmaker Mel Brooks said, “I’ve been 
taught ever since I was a kid that sex is fi lthy and forbidden, and 
that’s the way I think it should be. The fi lthier and more forbidden 
it is, the more exciting it is.” Entering forbidden territory has always 
had its attractions. The amount of readily available pornographic lit-
erature of nuns and priests having sex is indicative of what may turn 
people on—desire triumphing over taboo. In fact, and all too often, 
sexual desire is about humankind in confl ict with itself.

The role of novelty: the “Coolidge Effect”

One important factor of sexual desire is novelty. Many studies have 
pointed out the important part that the “Coolidge Effect” plays in 
human sexual behavior. There’s a famous but probably apocryphal 
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story about US President Calvin Coolidge and his wife, who were 
visiting a poultry farm. During the visit, they were taken on separate 
tours. Mrs. Coolidge, passing the pens and seeing a single rooster 
busily mating with one of the chickens, asked the supervisor whether 
one lone rooster was suffi cient to service the large number of hens in 
the pen. “Yes,” the man said, “that rooster really earns his keep. He 
works very hard.” Mrs. Coolidge asked, “Really? He does this every 
day?” “Oh, yes,” the man responded. “As a matter of fact, he does 
it dozens of times a day.” “That’s very interesting,” Mrs. Coolidge 
replied. “Can you tell that to the President?”

Some time later the President, passing the same chicken pen, was 
told about the rooster—and about his wife’s remark. “Same hen every 
time?” he asked. “Oh, no, a different one each time,” the supervisor 
replied. “Tell that,” Coolidge said with a smile, “to Mrs. Coolidge.”

While sexual desire motivates much of our behavior early on in 
a relationship, most studies show that such intense levels of sexual 
desire are diffi cult to maintain with the same person over the course 
of time. For most of us, love at fi rst sight is easy to understand; it’s 
when two people have been looking at each other for a lifetime that 
it is more of a miracle. 

Usually, at the beginning of a relationship everything is new and 
exciting. It’s a time of exploration of each other’s bodies, a time of 
passion, when our sex drive works overtime. But the exciting period 
of conquest is soon over and after a while routine sets in. Ironically, 
the knowledge that we can have sex anytime means that we’ve it 
less. As a comedian once said, “Your marriage is in trouble if your 
wife says, ‘You’re only interested in one thing,’ and you can’t remem-
ber what it is.”

ATTACHMENT BEHAVIOR

The comedian Steve Martin had this fi gured out. He said, “Don’t have 
sex, man. It leads to kissing and pretty soon you have to start talking 
to them.” This would make a good caption to Botticelli’s Venus and 
Mars. Sex alone is not enough: more is needed for a man to satisfy a 
woman.

Sexuality, as I’ve indicated, is much more complex for humans 
than other animals. Attachment theory has thrown useful light on 
the psychological dynamics between the sexes by redefi ning the posi-
tion of sexual behavior in the context of desire. Although sex appears 
to be the essence of a relationship for many, this isn’t truly the case 
beyond the initial period of sexual infatuation. For many couples, 
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sex is often only a small part of adult intimacy. Sex and attachment, 
however, make interesting bedfellows. Many people use sex as a way 
to create or substitute for the sense of connection they need. As the 
movie star Mae West once said, “Sex is emotion in motion.” In my 
work I have seen many clients who have abundant sexual lives, but 
long for involved, lasting relationships and greater levels of intimacy 
and commitment. Many people engage in sex just to satisfy the need 
to be held. As one woman once confi ded in me: “I now realize that I 
use my vagina for a handshake!” Often, the sex act can be interpreted 
as a conversation carried out by other means—which brings us to the 
question of attachment.

There is a Hindu proverb that says, “Like the body that is made 
up of different limbs and organs, all moral creatures must depend 
on each other to exist.” The notion of the self-contained person is 
an illusion. Total self-suffi ciency is an oversimplifi ed fantasy—or to 
be more precise, plainly not true. An absence of social contact con-
tributes to physical and psychological breakdown. Under conditions 
of total isolation, we simply deteriorate. Given our evolutionary and 
psychological origins, the symbol of a lone, self-suffi cient cowboy 
riding into the sunset is more than a counter-dependent fantasy: it 
is an aberration. Our basic attachment needs ensure that we become 
who we are as individuals because of our connection to other people. 
We are social animals. Our attachment needs make dependence on 
another person an integral part of being human. Relatedness is a core 
aspect of who we are. 

The British psychoanalyst John Bowlby developed a theory of 
attachment behavior from studying the intense distress experienced 
by infants who had been separated from their parents. According to 
Bowlby, our primary motivation in life is to feel connected to other 
people. This connectivity is the only security we will ever experience. 
Bowlby suggested that attachment behavior is an adaptive response 
(related to an infant’s helplessness) to the separation from the primary 
caretaker, the person who provides support, protection, and care. 

Bowlby observed that infants would go to extraordinary lengths 
either to prevent separation from their parents or to reestablish prox-
imity to a missing parent. He discovered that if the attachment fi gure 
was easily accessible, the child would feel secure and be more likely 
to explore his or her environment, play with others, and be sociable. 
However, when the attachment fi gure was less dependable, the child 
would experience anxiety and would go at great lengths to main-
tain a desirable level of physical or psychological proximity with the 
attachment fi gure. When a child failed to establish such a connec-
tion, it would experience feelings of despair and depression. 
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Bowlby’s observations demonstrated that maintaining closeness is 
necessary for species survival; the need for physical closeness between 
a mother (caregiver) and child has an evolutionary goal. In a danger-
ous, unpredictable world, a responsive caregiver ensures the infant’s 
survival. This means that a child’s mental and behavioral script about 
relationships will become a function of his or her early caregiving 
experiences. Although Bowlby focused primarily on understanding 
the nature of the infant-caregiver relationship, he believed that there 
was continuity and similarity in attachment patterns from infants to 
adults. 

Mary Ainsworth, an American developmental psychologist, 
extrapolated Bowlby’s attachment theory introducing the concept of 
the “strange situation.” Children aged between twelve and eighteen 
months were observed responding to a situation in which they were 
briefl y left alone and then reunited with their mother. Depending on 
the degree of attachment security, Ainsworth identifi ed three basic 
attachment styles. She observed that most of the children appeared 
to be securely attached to the caregiver. Although they showed signs 
of distress when left with a stranger, they would seek out their mother 
when she returned, would hold on to her for a short time, and then 
would go back to exploring and playing. These infants had developed 
attachment security because they had mothers who were sensitive 
and responsive to their needs. Forty percent of children she exam-
ined were comparatively insecurely attached. These children expe-
rienced a considerable amount of anxiety when separated. In these 
instances, Ainsworth noted an interesting pattern: when the mother 
returned, the children would approach then reject her. Ainsworth’s 
explanation for the ambivalent attitude of these children was that 
their mothers dealt with them inconsistently and unpredictably. The 
mothers were variably unavailable and very affectionate. The out-
come of this inconsistent relationship was that these infants were 
so preoccupied with their caregiver’s availability that they never felt 
secure enough to explore their world. Ainsworth also observed a third 
group of children who were characterized by an avoidant attach-
ment style. They didn’t seem distressed during separation, and didn’t 
acknowledge their mother during reunion. These infants, however, 
were able to keep their distress well-hidden. Although they seemed 
to negate any attachment to the caregiver, internally they were in a 
state of physiological arousal. Ainsworth noted that these children 
were usually reared by caregivers who rebuffed all attempts at close 
physical contact.

Over time the expectations associated with these three attachment 
patterns turn into self-fulfi lling prophecies. As adults, we relate to 
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others following our own internalized relationship script. This affects 
the way we process information, how we see the world, and our expec-
tations and experience of social contact. We carry our attachment 
style with us into adult life, a predisposition to how we will behave in 
later love relationships, infl uencing partner choice. An adult’s com-
parative security or insecurity in adult relationships is a partial refl ec-
tion of his or her attachment experiences in early childhood. 

There are, of course, important differences between childhood and 
adult attachment. First, childhood attachments aren’t symmetrical; 
the relationship is usually complimentary rather than reciprocal 
because a child is more dependent on the parent than the other way 
around. Second, there is almost always a sexual component involved 
in adult attachments.

Extrapolating from these childhood attachment patterns, we can 
see how some adults, secure in their relationships, are confi dent 
about the continued presence and support of their partner. They are 
prepared to depend on others and for others to depend on them. In 
contrast, others are insecure and anxious in relationships, worrying 
that others may not love them completely, and easily frustrated or 
angered when their attachment needs are not met. Other people may 
resort to avoidance, not seeming to care much about close relation-
ships and preferring not to be too dependent upon other people or 
for others to depend on them. 

Although the maternal-child interface is the basic model of rela-
tionship patterns, from a developmental point of view this two-way 
relationship is followed by the classical triangle of childhood: mother, 
father, and child. The way this triangle is played out in the family—
how the child relates to one or the other parent—also infl uences how 
the adult will deal with romantic attachments. This triangle also sets 
the stage for possibly pathological relationship structures, where 
partners seem compelled to repeat specifi c dysfunctional ways of 
dealing with each other. This developmental triangle can become a 
fertile source of future love confl icts. George Bernard Shaw once said, 
“If you cannot get rid of the family skeleton, you may as well make it 
dance.” In each family a story is played out, and each family’s story 
embodies its hope and despair.

WHAT’S LOVE GOT TO DO WITH IT?

What does love has to do with desire? The terms desire, sex, and love 
are easily confused as people tend to use these concepts interchange-
ably. Many people equate sex with love. But as I suggested earlier, 
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although sex pulls people together, physical attraction alone cannot 
bond two people for a very long time. Although sex involves physical 
intimacy, it doesn’t have the emotional depth that we associate with 
love. Love is the “marriage” of the sexual and attachment elements 
of desire.

A great many people have had a great deal to say about love. The 
poet Robert Frost, describing the compelling, driven aspect of love, 
wrote, “Love is an irresistible desire to be irresistibly desired.” People 
often associate love with mental confusion or illness. When we are 
in love, our delusions as well as our love make sense to us. To quote 
the mathematician-philosopher Blaise Pascal, “The heart has its rea-
sons, which reason does not know.” Or in the words of another phi-
losopher, Francis Bacon, “It is impossible to love and be wise.” Love 
makes us do crazy things we would never otherwise do. It can even 
make us unrecognizable to ourselves. It “sweeps us off our feet”; it 
“leaves us blind, and dazed”; it makes us “act foolishly.” Love ejects 
us forcefully from our comfort zone and, as the Roman poet Ovid 
warned, “is not an assignment for cowards.” The journalist and social 
critic Henry Louis Mencken took a more cynical view of love, which 
he described as “the triumph of imagination over intelligence.” The 
fi lmmaker Woody Allen has been preoccupied with love’s relation-
ship to sex: “Love is the answer, but while you are waiting for the 
answer, sex raises some pretty good questions.” His fi lms play on 
our tendency to fall madly in bed with someone, while we work out 
how ready we are to fall madly in love. This isn’t what the early 
church fathers meant when they talked about love. They were more 
interested in the love of the hereafter than love in the here-and-now, 
which they discouraged. They were clearly unable to differentiate 
between a lustful and a lovesick person, a predictable outcome of 
their preoccupation with celibacy. 

A lustful person experiences intense sexual desire that can be sat-
isfi ed indiscriminately with any number of people, while a lovesick 
person experiences intense sexual desire towards one specifi c indi-
vidual. While people may be unsure whether they’re in love, they 
generally know whether or not they’re having sex. Some people 
argue that sex is such a powerful, aggressive drive that we try to har-
ness it by calling it love. Cynics say that calling sex “love” is a great 
way of repackaging our basic biological needs. It’s an attractive way 
of papering over the wham-bam-thank-you-ma’am approach to rela-
tionships, enacted too often by too many men, and an effective way 
to keep partners together for a while. 

When we’re in love, sex is one (very intimate) way of commu-
nicating with the other, of expressing our feelings. Sex is a body 
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language in which we can express gentleness and affection, anger 
and resentment, superiority and dependence far more succinctly 
than we can verbally, where expressions are unavoidably abstract 
and often clumsy. While in love, sex is more than an expedient act 
of pleasure; it is a way of building a connection. 

All these observations suggest that human sexual intimacy is 
rarely merely physical. Although a sexual relationship may help 
us discover the other in a physical way, in unveiling our bodies, 
we also unveil aspects of our character. Some women have sex for 
non-sexual reasons: they will do whatever the man wants because 
they want to obtain some kind of hold over him; they want to pos-
sess him. These women may not realize, however, that emotional 
attachment makes them vulnerable. Sex doesn’t necessarily create 
an automatic, emotional attachment response in men. Although 
some women may think that sex is the surest way to attach to 
another person, they are in for a rude awakening. To quote the 
actress Sharon Stone, “Women might be able to fake orgasms. But 
men can fake whole relationships.” Or as Woody Allen, something 
of a specialist on the subject, put it, “Sex without love is an empty 
experience, but as empty experiences go, it’s a pretty good empty 
experience.”

The need for mutual discovery often makes it diffi cult to separate 
sex from love. The French writer François de la Rochefoucauld said: 
“It is very hard to give a just defi nition of love. The most we can 
say of it is this: that in the soul, it is a desire to rule; in the spirit, it 
is a sympathy; and in the body, it is but a hidden and subtle desire 
to possess—after many mysteries—what one loves.” Its physiological 
aspects apart, sexual passion, for both sexes, is largely an emotion of 
power, domination, or appropriation. It is a state of mind where the 
word “mine” features prominently. 

Love entails feelings of closeness, genuine appreciation, and con-
cern. But as I suggested earlier, attachment behavior helps us under-
stand what passionate love is really all about—fi nding someone who 
connects with us and alleviates our attachment fears. We fall in love 
when an attachment bond is formed. We stay in love by maintain-
ing that bond. We use our repertoire of emotions to signal the need 
for distance and the need for comfort through contact. Of course, 
the experience of love is not the same for everyone. For some, love 
is delusional and needy; for others, it’s emotional game playing; and 
for yet others it derives from the desire to take care of another person. 
A cynic, like the writer Somerset Maugham, might take a purely func-
tional view of it: “Love is only a dirty trick played on us to achieve 
continuation of the species.”
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ROMANTIC LOVE

We make various distinctions when we talk about love. They include 
self-love, parental love, familial love, fi lial love, conjugal love, reli-
gious love, love of animals, love of humanity—and romantic love. 
Romantic love is celebrated in many cultures. Art and literature have 
been full of examples of romantic love from the earliest times. In 
the Old Testament—an anomaly in that formidable text—the “Song 
of Solomon,” or the “Song of Songs,” is a dialogue between a bride-
groom and a bride, expressing reciprocal romantic and sexual attrac-
tion. Then there are Ovid’s love poems, Amores, The Recognition of 
Shakuntala by the Sanskrit poet Kalidasa, The Rubaiyat of the Sufi  poet 
Omar Khayyam, and the famous letters of Heloïse and Abélard, one 
of the best-known records of early romantic love. And these illustra-
tions of romantic love are only the tip of the iceberg.

What differentiates romantic love from desire is that there’s often, 
at least initially, more emphasis on the emotions than on physical 
pleasure. Another way of looking at romantic love is to view it as an 
artistic form of sex in disguise, in which the suppression, sublima-
tion, or even transcendence of the sexual drive plays a major role. 

Romantic love is a very special state of mind. In the Western 
world it really came into its own in the twelfth century, refl ected by 
the literature, letters, and poetry of Provençal troubadours. Before 
that time, the idea of romantic love—a spontaneous attraction 
between two people, acting as equal parties in a relationship—was 
given pretty short shrift. Most relationships were more business-
like. Marriage was the work of the church or family, who arranged 
matches. Love played a minor role in the process. Women had little 
say in the matter. Generally, marriages were arranged by men to 
ensure wealth, status, power, and property. But by the twelfth cen-
tury, this way of looking at relationships was changing and more 
was made of the idea of falling in love. By the Renaissance, it was 
an established element of human relationships, part of a greater 
awareness of the complexities of love as elaborated, for example, by 
Shakespeare in Romeo and Juliet.

The concepts of platonic love—a chaste, passionate form of love, 
including deep friendship—and romantic love are closely related. 
Romantic love may even morph into platonic love by abjuring sexu-
ality altogether. Much romantic literature (particularly in the nine-
teenth century) is a kind of elegy of platonic love. The protagonists 
talk a great deal about their fantasies, while physical desire is put 
on the backburner or buried completely. Frequently, love becomes 
a torment of the soul rather than physical passion. Is this the ghost 
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of St. Augustine stirring? He wrote, “Since love grows within you, so 
beauty grows. For love is the beauty of the soul.”

Reading these diaries, letters, and novels, there’s a remarkable ele-
ment of idealism present; the protagonists in these courtship dances 
put each other on quite unrealistic pedestals. And along with this 
infatuation is a kind of willful blindness. This makes romantic love 
a sort of religion with two acolytes, a temporary state of mind and 
being whereby the distinctions between the self and the other seem 
to have melted away. In the process, the merger between the couple 
in love can become so intense that it’s diffi cult to distinguish between 
them. 

A clinical perspective on this kind of intense and intimate roman-
tic love is that it is the relived experience of the early maternal-child 
dyad, rediscovered and reenacted in the adult lover dyad, the revival 
of a very archaic relationship. This is often borne out by the way lovers 
talk to and touch each other: “love bird,” “sweetheart,” “honey,” 
“baby,” “pumpkin,” “cupcake,”—we have heard it all. These terms 
conjure up memories of the way our mothers treated us as infants. 
Symbolically, the couple seems to be enacting a mystical union—the 
long lost, but longed for mother-child relationship of our earliest 
years. So is romantic love really “the triumph of imagination over 
intelligence?” George Bernard Shaw might have thought so: “Love is 
a gross exaggeration of the difference between one person and every-
body else.”

But romantic love is more than spiritual rediscovery and reunion 
and we shouldn’t be fooled about its asexual dimension. It might 
appear asexual, but the physical aspects remain only submerged. 
Sexual inhibition and the pursuit of the hard-to-get fuel the fi re of 
romantic love. Quite apart from the reactivation of maternal-child 
attachment patterns, romantic love can only blossom when the indi-
viduals in question are also deeply physically aroused. 

The fusion of sexual and attachment needs

The short-term, fl eeting nature of romantic love is a fusion of affec-
tion and sexual desire, a compromise formation that survives as long 
as sexual desire has a limited outlet. It is like a prelude to a marriage 
campaign, with sexual consummation the ultimate aim. However, 
once sex happens, romantic love disappears. Après-sex reality shoves 
its way pretty rudely into la-la land. Children, the mortgage, wash-
ing, shopping, cooking: eventually, someone has to take out the 
garbage. 
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Romantic love cannot survive the realities of a real relationship, 
and when this happens the realization dawns that the pedestals on 
which the partners have placed each other are unstable. The music 
stops; the magic disappears; and each party sees the weaknesses or 
hidden fl aws in the once romantic ideal. 

But even though romantic love sets us up for disillusionment, it 
is very powerful. When we look back at our life, we discover that 
the moments when we really lived were the moments when we felt 
loved or were in love. We never forget where we met, the fi rst time 
we kissed, the fi rst time we touched. These memories are so strong 
they’re almost visible.

Romantic love can be transforming—not just of the world but 
of the self. Being in love is a very good way of learning more about 
ourselves. In a sense, the language of love is the language of vulner-
ability. Being in love reawakens old attachment patterns, a learning 
process in itself. When the heat of passionate romantic love has faded 
into the background, it can transform into a more enduring form of 
love—affectionate companionship, mutual care, and intimacy. The 
ability to create secure attachments like this promotes our emotional 
health and buffers us against life’s many stresses. 

If we are lucky, sexual passion and romantic love will remain 
regular features in our lives, but we need to work at renewing them, 
make an effort to rediscover the other, and not take the other for 
granted. Continuing maintenance will help us repair the confl icts 
and misunderstandings that arise in any relationship. If there is 
love to draw on, it becomes the most powerful arena for healing 
and for growth. With love as a secure base, both men and women 
can go out and explore, discover new horizons. In many ways, love 
doesn’t just make the world go round; it’s what makes the ride 
worthwhile. 
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MARS MEETS VENUS

The great question that has never been answered and which I have not yet been able to 
answer is “What does a woman want?”

Sigmund Freud

You’re not just sleeping with one person, you’re sleeping with everyone they ever slept 
with.

Theresa Grenshaw

It’s not true that I had nothing on. I had the radio on.

Marilyn Monroe

Desire is fundamental to living a genuinely fulfi lling life. It is a key 
building block in making us who we are. While many of us may not 
see a direct relationship between personal identity and sexuality, the 
absence of desire would signifi cantly alter our sense of who and what 
we are. We’re very much sexual beings.

But what infl uences partner choice? What attracts one partner to 
the other? What exactly is desirability? 

EVOLUTIONARY PSYCHOLOGY AND PARTNER CHOICE

Often, selecting a partner is an act of faith. Some of my executives 
describe it as the bravest, most risky, and unrealistic thing they have 
ever done in their life. While the decision is often made on limited 
information, they still leap in. There’s always a solid dose of wish-
ful thinking in the creation of a partnership. When we’re in love, 
everything seems to be possible. We can climb mountains; we can 
fl y; we can do anything. This is the illusionary effect of love. Other 
people may be puzzled by what is going on, but the lovers involved 
appear to see what others don’t (or fail to see what they do). They 
have entered their own world. A couple in love, presents us with a 
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paradox: we see two people full of imagination but also two people 
who can be completely blind. 

“Love is blind” is a partial explanation of the puzzling question of 
what attracts partners to each other. Why is there such a thing as love 
at fi rst sight? We look at some people sometimes and wonder what 
on earth they see in each other. It’s often an unanswerable question. 
But then it has been said that one man’s folly is another man’s wife.

The “Konrad Lorenz effect” is one interesting way of explaining 
partner choice. Lorenz was an ethologist who did a lot of research 
into the power of early imprinting. In his work with birds, Lorenz 
described how newly hatched chicks became rapidly and strongly 
attached to parents or parental surrogates. He described how newly 
hatched goslings would imprint on him—because he was their fi rst 
contact—instead of the mother goose. He demonstrated this by 
showing that they followed him around wherever he went. Can we 
speculate that a similar pattern exists in humankind? If it’s so, it may 
answer the vexing question why “love is blind.” It could explain the 
“chemistry,” or “coup de foudre” (lightning bolt) of falling in love, 
implying a sudden subliminal recognition of faces or features that 
remind us of close family members—most importantly our parents.

Beyond the “Konrad Lorenz effect,” there are many other fac-
tors that can infl uence partner choice. The reproductive cycle of the 
human species is relatively slow—involving a long gestational period 
and a signifi cant amount of post-natal parental care. (Effectively, 
human beings, given the size of their brain and the size of the birth 
canal, are born far too early.) Consequently, men and women have 
to be selective when choosing their mates. Males want females who 
look the most likely to perpetuate their genes and females want 
males who will be around to help them take care of their offspring. 
Evolutionary psychologists point out the importance of the genetic, 
physical, and even emotional fi tness of both partners. 

As I suggested earlier, men and women are programmed differ-
ently for sex. It has been said that women need a reason for sex while 
men just need a place. Men often see sex as an end in itself, just 
because it feels good. This may also be the case for women, of course, 
but generally they have a broader agenda for sex, including intimacy 
and closeness. To the evolutionary theorist the reason for this is self-
 evident. While it’s advantageous for men to be easily turned on by the 
mere sight of a nude woman—this serves gene proliferation—quick 
arousal is disadvantageous for women because it interferes with their 
strategy of careful mate selection. 

As I stated earlier, pregnancy makes women highly vulnerable. 
They need reliable partners to help them through the whole process 
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of bearing,  delivering, and nurturing a child. For millennia of neces-
sity, women have always looked for men with staying power and 
the ability to commit themselves to a long-term relationship. As the 
movie star Mae West said, “Men are easy to get but hard to keep.”

So what are our selection criteria? Unsurprisingly, both men and 
women go for appearance. Physical attractiveness is important. It 
suggests good health, the physical and mental ability to be good 
reproductive stock. Both are equally infl uenced by body build. Men 
look for the “hour glass” fi gure in women, a low waist-to-hip ratio, 
which suggests greater childbearing capacity. Women are attracted 
to a tapering “V” fi gure in men, indicating athletic prowess— athletic 
men make better hunters. This may explain why men—like a pea-
cock sporting its tail—display their bravado (future potential as a 
hunter) on the battleground or sports fi eld. Women prefer tall men, 
while men prefer women shorter than themselves. Both sexes prefer 
people of normal or slightly lower weight. Generally, extremes in 
body shape are viewed as unattractive. 

Because men put such a premium on physical appearance, women 
go to great lengths to enhance their attractiveness, an instinctual 
impulse on which hugely successful clothing, cosmetic, diet, and 
plastic surgery industries have been built. They resort to a wide range 
of tactics to improve their desirability, knowing that it will improve 
their chances of fi nding a partner. Women have recognized this 
necessity through the ages, and worked hard at it. 

Enhancing physical attractiveness is only one weapon in the female 
armory. Women have learned that pretended helplessness creates a 
protective response in the opposite sex. Mae West—a woman who 
was anything but helpless—once quipped that “Brains are an asset, 
if you hide them.” In the mating game, it can be advantageous to 
project a non-threatening level of intelligence. The singer and actress 
Dolly Parton agrees: “I’m not offended by all the dumb blonde jokes 
because I know I’m not dumb, and I also know that I’m not blonde.” 
The dumb blonde may be an overworked stereotype, but it is also a 
tried and tested signal of sexual accessibility. The comedian Groucho 
Marx might have leered, “Women should be obscene and not heard,” 
but he touched on a truth. Too many women still worry about the 
adage, “I think therefore I’m single.”

Physical appearance is only one aspect of the mating game. To 
women, a man’s social position, material possessions, and ability 
to provide (demonstrable ambition and industriousness) are also 
important factors in partner selection. Women have always been 
on the lookout for men with good fi nancial prospects. In our evo-
lutionary past, women benefi ted tremendously by being connected 
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to men who were good providers. Women strive to raise the odds 
of securing social, material, and economic resources for themselves 
and their children. And a perception that this pattern is still valid 
today is well and truly alive among men. According to the satirist 
Patrick O’Rourke, “There are a number of mechanical devices which 
increase sexual arousal, particularly in women. Chief among these is 
the Mercedes-Benz 380SL convertible.” These materialistic concerns 
also explain why women generally select men older than themselves: 
income tends to increase with age. In contrast, men prefer women 
younger than themselves not only for reproductive reasons but also 
to show them off to other men as status symbols. 

Nevertheless, the ability to be a good provider has to be coupled 
with other positive attributes such as dependability, emotional stabil-
ity, a romantic attitude, empathy, and kindness. Kindness is an espe-
cially important factor to women because it suggests a willingness 
to place a partner’s needs before their own and more importantly 
it implies kindness to children. Men who demonstrate kindness to 
children are less aggressive, a very attractive attribute given the fre-
quency of wife beating.

Fidelity is a major factor in successful relationships. For women, 
fi delity indicates the exclusive commitment of sexual resources to 
one single partner. From an evolutionary psychology perspective, 
this means commitment to one single partner’s genes. This perspec-
tive explains why men abhor promiscuity in their wives—they want 
to be certain of their paternity. It also explains the intensity of male 
jealousy, which can even lead to homicide. Again, the adaptive func-
tion of sexual jealousy—dysfunctional as it may seem—is to prevent 
infi delity and assure paternity: jealous males are more likely to pass 
on their genes. On their part, jealous females, who successfully drive 
away other females, will have greater protection and more resources 
available to them. 

A CHARACTER IN SEARCH OF BEING A CHARACTER

The reasoning of evolutionary psychologists about partner choice 
would be sterile without psychological imagination. What do psy-
chologists, psychotherapists, and psychoanalysts have to say about 
partner choice? What explanations do they give for why people select 
each other? Can we discern specifi c patterns in partner choice? 

Psychological studies tell us that we tend to look for people we 
perceive as similar to ourselves, or to our ideal selves. The expecta-
tion is that the other will provide something we think is lacking in 
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us and that we will provide something in return. To complicate mat-
ters, we may have an unconscious recognition of disowned, denied, 
or projected parts of the self in the other. Of course, many of these 
beliefs are imaginary. We would be unable to “love” if we knew the 
other person completely. A bit of mystery is necessary for love to 
work. It makes the other such a good recipient of our projective 
identifi cations. 

Projective identifi cation is an interpersonal process whereby a part 
of the self is projected onto someone else. The individual deals with 
emotional confl ict or internal or external stressors by falsely attribut-
ing his or her own unacceptable feelings, impulses, or thoughts to 
another. But unlike a case of simple projection, in projective iden-
tifi cation, the person who does the projecting actively pressures the 
recipient to think, feel, and act in accordance with his or her pro-
jections. That is, one of the partners actually induces in the other 
partner the very feelings that were originally mistakenly believed to 
be there, making it diffi cult to clarify who did what to whom fi rst. 
The recipient of the projection then processes or transforms the pro-
jection so that it can be re-internalized (re-experienced and under-
stood) by the person who does the projecting. This process creates 
a situation where the boundaries or defi nitions of the self and other 
become blurred. Projective identifi cation is a way of creating physi-
cal closeness to the person to whom these delusionary ideas are pro-
jected. Through this kind of interpersonal dance, couples may use 
each other to “repair” the perceived injuries of childhood. 

To illustrate this point, I had a client who told me that during her 
childhood she had been subjected to the whims of an abusive, alco-
holic father. She remembered her father beating her mother during 
his alcoholic rages, and her feelings of total helplessness, at a loss of 
what to do. She couldn’t wait to leave the house when she was older. 
Ironically, as an adult, she seemed to have fallen into the same trap 
as her mother, marrying an abusive man. I inferred from her story 
that she had selected a partner very similar to her father and that 
behavior she didn’t like about her father (and herself) was projected 
onto him. Her partner recognized these characteristics in himself—in 
a subliminal way—and acted accordingly, worsening an already very 
stressful situation. Without realizing it consciously, in her partner 
choice, she had opted for similarity given her desire to undo a pain-
ful childhood situation. In light of the psychological dynamics that 
were taking place, this woman’s selection of a husband could be seen 
as an attempt (a failed one) at a cure for the hurts of childhood. 

The old joke goes that marriage is a situation where a man and 
woman become as one; the trouble starts when they try to decide 
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which one. There are two kinds of unconscious contract between 
partners, one neurotic and the other developmental. In the case of 
the fi rst, there is an unconsciously shared collusion—as in the previ-
ous example—to retain certain splits and projections to deal with 
shared anxieties. One of the partners deals with emotional confl ict 
or internal or external stressors by transmitting these unacceptable 
feelings, impulses, or thoughts to the other, who receives them but 
doesn’t really try to deal with them. Instead, they accept it as part of 
their reality. Both parties remain stuck in a neurotic collusion.

Any two people who are closely tied to each other are in danger 
of cross-pollinating their ideas and perceptions—not always con-
structively—and the interaction can rapidly turn into folie à deux, 
where the delusional ideas expressed by one partner are absorbed 
and repeated by the other, who desperately wants to believe in the 
person in whom they have invested so much and on whom they 
depend. “Of course you are right, dear; whatever you say, dear,” is 
the common response of the supportive spouse. The other then takes 
this as confi rmation of their delusional beliefs, and clings on to them 
even more strongly. 

We sometimes discover that the dynamics of a couple’s relation-
ship are based on the dynamics of their parents’ marriage. Contrary 
to their conscious wishes, the partners seem to have entered a neu-
rotic mesh, trapped into the same type of relationship, engaging in 
some form of repetition compulsion. 

Under the developmental contract, there’ll be a degree of under-
standing about the repudiated aspects of the self, with the will to arrive 
at better integration. The relationship with the partner becomes an 
opportunity for personal growth. The partners don’t want to repeat 
previous mistakes; partner choice is determined by the wish to make 
a new beginning.

Being “as-if”

The psychoanalyst Helen Deutsch fi rst suggested the construct of the 
“as-if” personality, demonstrated by individuals who leave others 
with an impression of inauthenticity, unable to discern what they 
really stand for. But in spite of their apparent superfi ciality, as-if per-
sonalities seem to enjoy normal relations with those around them. 
On the surface, they appear perfectly well adjusted. What makes 
these people different, however, is the possession of a false self; they 
have very little emotional depth. Deep down, one might say, they’re 
shallow. Whenever I listen to these people, I’m given the impression 
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of characters in a movie who feel they have very little or no control 
over the plot they are acting out. They see themselves as puppets, 
manipulated by invisible strings. At times, they refer to themselves 
as feeling fraudulent—con artists, soon to be exposed. 

I’ve encountered many more women than men with as-if person-
alities. The women tend to be besotted with fl avor-of-the-week part-
ners. For example, if they have a relationship with a painter, they will 
talk only about art. When they move on to a businessman, they show 
a great interest in the stock market. When they drop the business-
man for the surgeon they develop a sudden interest in everything 
to do with the medical profession. This pattern can go on and on. 
Here’s how one of my clients described her life: “To be really honest, 
I’m not living according to what I like to do. My own needs seem to 
be completely secondary. How I work, how I think, how I dress, even 
my hobbies always seem to be dominated by the men in my life. I 
guess I’ve a talent for picking up their signals. It makes them feel 
good. I know what pleases them. I give them what they want. But 
there are times when I feel suffocated, totally trapped.”

This woman, at least, was not operating completely on automatic 
pilot. She had some sense of what was happening to her. She real-
ized that her role-playing would undermine a durable relationship 
between equal partners and she wanted to do something about it, 
change her way of behaving. But if she was an exception in want-
ing to change, she was no exception as an as-if personality. She was 
caught in a soap opera with herself as principal actress, too depen-
dent on the men in her life, opting out of decision-making and 
involved in completely unbalanced relationships. She was limited 
to a life of role-playing. Although she did not genuinely share her 
partners’ interests, she was good at concealing her true feelings in 
order to please them. 

Apart from the personality strands that contribute to as-if  behavior, 
female inequality also accounts for the muddle many women fi nd 
themselves in. Economic dependency on men is one explanation 
for the tendency for women to exhibit a false self in relationships. 
But when caught up in this pas de deux, they begin to confuse their 
identity with that of their partner. Consciously or unconsciously, 
these women hope that tying their identity to that of their partners 
will compensate for their sense of powerlessness, self-alienation, and 
inner division. The fantasy is that by behaving in this way, they will 
attain power and signifi cance. To make this come true, they project 
idealized fantasies about the self on to the other, making the other 
into some kind of hero. In some instances, dependency goes so far 
that these people are unable to tell their partners where or what they 
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would like to eat, decide how to dress, or what to do. With no stable 
sense of self, they substitute empty lifestyles for real life and shy 
away from putting their energy into personal growth and self-fulfi ll-
ment. The original source of this behavior, deep down, is the fi rst 
mother-child dyad—in this instance, a fl awed relationship that did 
not  facilitate true individuation.

Too many women have based their identity on being an inspiration 
for “great” men. To the cost of their own identity, they ciphered them-
selves out, seeing everything through their men’s eyes,  reaffi rming 
their men’s point of view, rather than expressing any opinions of 
their own. By behaving in this manner, they became grown-up chil-
dren clinging to their men, hoping that their partners would manage 
for both of them. They regressed to an infantile child-parent depen-
dency relationship. Sex was part of this primitive scenario, reviving 
the archaic memory of fusion with the other and for some, erasing 
the fragile borders of the self even more. Sex destabilized the bound-
aries that separated one individual from the other. 

“SOME DAY MY PRINCE WILL COME”

At the end of Walt Disney’s movie Snow White, the handsome prince, 
riding the requisite white horse, wakens our accursed heroine with 
a magic kiss and takes her away from it all—including her wicked 
stepmother and a life of drudgery, lost in a forest looking after several 
strange little men. The suggestion is that they will live happily ever 
after. But will they?

We have all gone to bed as children with this freshly told fairy 
tale bubbling in our mind. It gives us the germ of an idea: if we just 
dream something long and hard enough, destiny or fate will fi nd us 
and make our dream come true. However, although most fairy tales 
end with the “happily ever after” clause, the protagonist frequently 
comes from a broken home. Fairy tales are about happy endings but 
the stories often start very differently: one of the parents is dead, 
sick, or missing; there is often an evil step-parent; and the hero or 
heroine is the victim of considerable cruelty or injustice. Then love 
comes along and everyone lives happily ever after, despite the origi-
nal miserable circumstances.

Partnerships based on romantic love are a nice concept, but as long 
as we project god-like idealizations onto our partners and demand 
that they make us happy ever after in a fairy-tale manner, we will 
never truly love them as mere human beings. Narcissistic object 
choices are sure to lead to disillusionment and take us into very 
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primitive territory. Symbolically, such choices are based on archaic 
feelings of longing. Sigmund Freud viewed this kind of relationship 
as an attempt to return to the symbiotic stage of development, where 
a child’s identity is still not individuated, and the boundary between 
it and its mother is still confused. The aim of human development, 
however, is to go beyond this primordial desire. Pining for such only 
leads to disappointment.

Maybe it would be better not to look for Mr. Right. Maybe we 
should learn to identify and be happy with Mr. OK or Mr. Quite 
Acceptable. Using coupledom to recapture a regressive childhood 
state or to escape the fear of loneliness is a recipe for disaster. 
Relationships will only work when both individuals are willing and 
able to see each other for who they are. Effective partnerships require 
well-structured personalities to weather the ups and downs inherent 
in any relationship. Romance is fi ne, but partnerships need to go 
beyond  romantic imagination. A stable relationship is founded on 
the acceptance of each other’s fl aws and weaknesses, their positive 
side and their darker side, because ultimately it is our imperfections 
that make us human. Romantic love is all very well for immortals; 
relationships require real life mortals. Partners shouldn’t aim for a 
state of mutual dependence, and regress into coupledom. Successful 
partnerships are based on the willingness to re-explore the relation-
ship every day. People should enjoy dealing with their differences. 
A true partnership implies  helping one another to reach full status as 
responsible and autonomous beings who don’t get mixed up in some 
kind of folie à deux and do not run away from life.
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4
THE SEXUAL IMAGINATION

As for his secret to staying married: “My wife tells me that if I ever decide to leave, she 
is coming with me.”

Jon Bon Jovi

Most marriages would be better if the husband and wife clearly understood that they 
are on the same side.

Zig Ziglar

Husbands are like fi res. They go out if unattended.

Zsa Zsa Gabor

It’s clear from evolutionary, developmental, and psychodynamic 
psychology that men and women do not think alike. To quote the 
sexologist Shire Hite, “All too many men still seem to believe, in a 
rather naïve and egocentric way, that what feels good to them is 
automatically what feels good to women.” The evolutionary mating 
game has set different rules for men and women. Assuming that 
each thinks the same is to invite confl ict. As the actress Bette Midler 
pointed out, “If sex is such a natural phenomenon, how come there 
are so many books on how to?” The huge numbers of self-help books 
on marriage published annually suggest that men and women oper-
ate on different wavelengths. 

Here’s a funny story I once heard. A man walking along a beach 
stumbled on a bottle. He picked it up and took out the cork. The 
moment he did, out came a genie. The genie looked at the man and 
said, “You released me from the lamp. Traditionally I know you’re 
supposed to get three wishes but I’m in a hurry, I’m giving you only 
one.” The man thought for a while, and then said, “I’ve always 
wanted to go to Hawaii but I’m scared of fl ying and I get seasick. 
Could you build a bridge to Hawaii so I can drive over there to visit?” 
“What?” roared the genie. “That’s impossible. Think of the logis-
tics! How would the supports reach the bottom of the ocean? Think 
how much concrete I’d need, how much steel! That’s a lousy wish. 

M. K. Vries, Sex, Money, Happiness, and Death
© Manfred Kets de Vries 2009
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Think of another one.” “Fine,” said the guy and tried to think of a 
really good wish. Finally, he said, “You know, I’ve been married and 
divorced four times. My wives all said I didn’t care enough about 
them, I didn’t understand them, I’m insensitive. I want to do some-
thing about that. I want to know how women feel inside and what 
they’re thinking when they give me the silent treatment. I want to 
know why they’re crying. I want to know what they really want 
when they say nothing. I want to know how to make women truly 
happy.” The genie looked at him and said, “You want that bridge 
two lanes or four?”

As this story makes clear, misunderstandings between men and 
women about sex are inevitable. Men will always look for sex with-
out investment; women want commitment. The journalist Katherine 
Whitehorn reiterated this important difference: “In real life women 
are always trying to mix something up with sex—religion, or babies, 
or hard cash; it is only men who long for sex separated out, without 
rings or strings.” Of course, not all men and women act the same 
about sex. There are many variations on this theme. 

Although men may be driven by the selfi sh gene—which tells 
them that going forth and multiplying makes more sense than com-
mitting themselves to one person—the survival of their offspring is 
important and the urge to have offspring to continue their genes is 
a counterbalance to one-night stands. Men manage the gene and 
commit because infants and young children are more likely to sur-
vive if they’ve the care of both parents.

BEING POLYMORPHOUS PERVERSE

Although the sex drive is universal, it is not uniform. Sex is biological 
but eroticism and romance are cultural. Sexual desire can be aroused 
and expressed in multiple ways, while the sexual act itself can incorpo-
rate a broad spectrum of things from rape, to expressions of affection, 
to creativity. 

Humankind has the tendency to be sexually polymorphous. Most 
people think of the genitals as our only erogenous zone but as some 
of us may have found out for ourselves, each part of the body can be 
an erogenous zone. Specifi c areas of our body have heightened sen-
sitivity that can translate into sexual responsiveness. For example, 
our oral needs are expressed by our mouth, which is used for eating 
but doesn’t deal exclusively with satisfying of hunger. The mouth 
can be sexualized in many ways, including sensual kissing and oral 
sex. Then there is touching. All of us are sensitive to touch. A woman 



THE SEXUAL IMAGINATION

41

executive once told me, “My ears turn me on like nothing else. They 
must be one of my major erogenous zones. Having my ears touched 
makes me dizzy with desire.” Her comment illustrates how, depend-
ing on the sociocultural exposure we’ve had while growing up, we 
internalize a whole array of associated imagery that can kindle our 
sexual desire and the way we express it. 

DIFFERENCES IN SEXUAL MINDSET

Evolution has its own rules to ensure reproductive success and given 
our prehistoric origins, men are generally more sexually assertive than 
women. It’s part and parcel of their evolutionary legacy. However, this 
can be a problem to many couples. This is a very common scenario: 
usually, after a period of sexual infatuation, both men and women 
complain about their partners’ sexual needs. Men want more and 
women less. The most common explanations given for refusal are lack 
of energy because of the arrival of children, the “Coolidge effect,” and 
the effect of ageing. Men tend to be more sensitive about their partner’s 
decline in sexual attractiveness than women. 

Generally, sexual frustration is more a problem for men than 
women. Both men and women give a variety of reasons for with-
holding sex—needing time for the baby, lack of sleep, overwork, 
emotional distress, traumatic past experiences, situational diffi culties 
(no time together)—but whatever rational explanations are given, 
lack of sex is a source of great frustration, especially for the partner 
with the stronger sexual needs. Having sex is important, because the 
waxing and waning of sexual desire is a signifi er of how well the 
couple functions in other areas.

At the heart of the matter lie men’s and women’s different percep-
tions of what sex is all about. A signifi cantly larger number of men 
than women believe that sexual desire is aimed at sexual activity. A 
signifi cantly larger number of women than men cite love and emo-
tional intimacy as the goal of sexual desire. It may be cynical, but 
it’s not far from the truth, to say that men talk to women so they 
can sleep with them, and women sleep with men so they can talk to 
them. These differences in perceptions—combined with our illusion 
that others think just like us—mean that men and women are in 
for trouble. Men complain about their partner’s lack of enthusiasm 
for sex and women complain that their partner fails to demonstrate 
affection and attention. A shared complaint is that the blossom has 
fallen off a once romantic relationship. Women in particular are 
turned off by the mechanical quality that sex can assume.
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Numerous surveys have confi rmed that a signifi cant proportion 
of women are fairly indifferent to sex for signifi cant periods of their 
life. The Australian sex therapist Bettina Arndt, referring to herself, 
described the conundrum many women fi nd themselves in: “When 
the bombshell of early motherhood fi rst hit, I remember wonder-
ing how any woman could possibly entertain erotic thoughts while 
sleepwalking through the chaos of feeds, nappies, stress and fatigue. 
I assume my husband and I must have had sex at least a few times in 
that period … but I must say I can’t remember it happening. Perhaps I 
dozed through it, who knows.” Have you ever heard women recount 
the many ingenious strategies they use to avoid sex with their hus-
bands or boyfriends? Too many wives are just too tired, too busy 
with the children, to give any attention to their sexual needs. Studies 
in which men and women are asked to rank their pleasures in order 
of enjoyment show repeatedly that whereas sex is the favorite for 
most men, women prefer knitting, gardening, shopping or watching 
television. As the old male joke goes, “My wife is a sex object—every 
time I ask for sex, she objects!” 

Scans reveal that men and women’s brains react quite differently 
to sexually explicit images. Notably, men show far more activity than 
women in the amygdala, the brain sector associated with powerful 
emotions like fear and anger. On average, male sexual desire is not 
only stronger than women’s, but also more consistent. Female sexual 
desire is more cyclical. According to some studies, many women only 
attain the heights of sexual desire attained by men during the few 
days of the month that they are fertile. They’re more likely to fanta-
size about sex, masturbate, initiate sex with their partners, and wear 
provocative clothing or frequent singles bars around ovulation than 
at any other time of the month. This doesn’t mean that women will 
not have sex outside their window of reproductive opportunity. But 
from an evolutionary point of view, it makes good sense for them to 
have greater interest in sex while they are fertile. In comparison, men 
are in a state of perpetual readiness. Apart from these specifi c differ-
ences, there are other factors that determine the intensity of sexual 
desire—experience, culture, and circumstances. 

In addition, there are great differences between men and women 
in the frequency and content of sexual fantasies. Studies have shown 
that men have twice as many sexual fantasies as women. Even in 
their sleep, men are far more likely than women to dream about sex. 
Their dreams can be highly visual, dominated by themes of lust and 
physical gratifi cation, with women featuring as mere sexual objects. 
When women dream about sex, individuals and emotions play a 
greater role.
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There is much more variety and much less predictability in wom-
en’s experience of sexual desire. There are even women who report 
that they have never experienced sexual desire, and wonder what 
the fuss is all about. Other women, however, can be preoccupied 
with sex but even among them, the level of intensity is different, less 
strong, and persistent than it is with men. Furthermore, particularly 
in relationships that have lasted for decades, women rarely experi-
ence episodes of spontaneous sexual desire. When they do, the desire 
is reactive, a response to stimulation from their partner. Desire fol-
lows sexual arousal, rather than the other way around. 

Unless a couple fi nds ways to rejuvenate their relationship, these 
differing attitudes toward sex can contribute to breakup or extra-
marital affairs. The peak period for women to have extramarital 
affairs is at the end of their reproductive years. This may be the 
expression of a conscious or unconscious wish to switch partner 
before their fertility ends. Men, for whom sex is a less emotion-
ally draining activity—as the worldwide distribution of prostitution 
demonstrates—engage more consistently in sex outside marriage. 
The usual explanations for infi delity are boredom and lessening 
physical attractiveness. Predictably, extramarital sex replaces regular 
sex with their partner.

Men easily confuse a demand for love and intimacy for a demand 
for sex. This explains the diffi culty a man has being just friends with 
a woman he fi nds attractive. The sexual dimension is always pres-
ent. When in doubt, men assume that a woman is sexually inter-
ested. This faulty assumption, combined with the female tendency 
to fl irt, can become a very heady, volatile cocktail. Sexual pushiness 
can easily mutate into sexual aggressiveness and rape. Men under-
estimate how disagreeable sexual aggressiveness is to women. Our 
misconceptions about the other sex’s sexual attitudes go some way 
to explaining why most women, at one point in their life, have been 
the subject of sexual improprieties and men’s frequent lack of under-
standing of rape victims. 

Of course, all these studies beg the question whether men are 
meant to be monogamous: they seem to be propelled by genetically 
ordained impulses over which they have less control than they think. 
According to evolutionary psychologists (as I mentioned earlier), 
men are genetically programmed to distribute their seed into as many 
females as possible. Although that drive is constantly present, society 
has taught them that giving in to these impulses blindly will have 
serious consequences. As the actor John Barrymore once said, “Sex is 
the thing that takes up the least amount of time and causes the most 
amount of trouble.” 



SEX, MONEY, HAPPINESS, AND DEATH

44

SEX AND THE PASSAGE OF TIME

Humor is a window to the unconscious, and much popular humor 
about aging reveals the preoccupations of many people: “You’re get-
ting old when getting lucky means you fi nd your car in the parking 
lot”; “I’m at the age where food has taken the place of my sex life.” 
As men and women age, they become much more alike, includ-
ing in the intensity of their sexual desire. The frequency of sexual 
thoughts and fantasies lessens gradually over a person’s (especially a 
man’s) lifetime, although sexual imagery endures even into very old 
age. A number of physiological factors explain how the sexual drive 
is affected in both men and women over time. In both sexes, the 
levels of serum testosterone decline gradually during the life cycle 
with a fi fty percent drop between ages twenty-fi ve and fi fty—how-
ever, men have ten–twenty times the testosterone levels of women 
of the same age. The menopause also reduces women’s sexual desire, 
mainly because of a signifi cant reduction in the production of estro-
gen hormones as well as the common and sometimes uncomfort-
able symptoms that come with these changes. Medical problems, 
including mental disorders like depression, can affect sexual desire 
and functioning, while some medications have a signifi cant effect 
on the sex drive. 

Frequently medical and physiological problems are intertwined 
with psychological ones. For many women, contributing factors to a 
decline in sexual desire include problems of interpersonal relation-
ships and partner performance, power struggles, or feelings of deep 
resentment toward the partner. For example, a woman may no longer 
be interested in sex if her partner is totally devoid of romantic feel-
ings, never takes her out, never thanks her for a nice meal, and has a 
wham-bam-thank-you-ma’am attitude to sex.

Sexual relationships can also be affected by very restrictive 
upbringing about sex, or negative or traumatic sexual experiences. 
Men and women with a history of sexual abuse may have trouble 
trusting their partner enough to relax and to become aroused. There 
are more pedestrian reasons for lack of sex, such as having very little 
time to be alone together. Sexual intimacy will also decline when 
both partners have a demanding job and are too tired and stressed 
out to make sex a priority. Many dual career couples have told me 
that sex takes a backseat when compared with what is expected from 
them at work.

Some women feel a complete lack of desire for sex for some time 
after giving birth. Fatigue, anxiety, and depression play a part in this. 
Some women become completely wrapped up with the newborn 
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baby, which fulfi ls many of their emotional and physical needs, allows 
very little time with their partner, and displaces many of their sexual 
impulses. Once again, an explanation can be found in evolution-
ary psychology. It was important for the survival of our Paleolithic 
ancestors that most of a mother’s energy should be devoted to the 
new baby. Avoiding sex is also a very effective way of avoiding a fur-
ther pregnancy: the mother can recover properly from the fi rst birth, 
and the new baby doesn’t have to share the mother too soon with 
other new siblings. 

HOW MUCH SEX IS ENOUGH?

Some people like sweets, others like playing soccer. If someone told 
me he or she didn’t plan to eat sweets or play soccer ever again, so be 
it. Although I like both, I would see no reason to make an issue out 
of his or her decision or look for some deep psychological interpre-
tations. But sex is a different matter. If the same person told me that 
he or she never had sex, and didn’t plan ever to have it, I would get 
worried. I would formulate some hypotheses about why this should 
be the case; I would try to fi gure out what the underlying problems 
might be. I might even express my concerns directly, telling him or 
her that this lack of interest in sex was peculiar and might be indica-
tive of a problem. I might go so far to suggest he or she should see 
a psychiatrist or a psychotherapist. I would be equally concerned 
if the same person told me that he or she was totally preoccupied 
by sex; that sex was on his or her mind continually; or that he or 
she needed to have sex a number of times a day. I would wonder 
whether this behavior was normal. I would see him or her as an 
addict. Again, I might suggest it would be helpful to see somebody. 

Lack of desire

As I’ve indicated, many factors can contribute to not wanting to have 
sex—all of us have times when we just don’t feel up to it. Usually, 
spending some romantic time with a partner, sexual thoughts or 
stimulating imagery lead to arousal and the return of a healthy sex 
drive. But for some people it is different. Whatever the stimuli, they’re 
just not interested. However, a low sex drive—as I have learned from 
my therapeutic experience—is something that people fi nd diffi cult 
to talk about. It can be a very bewildering experience, and trouble-
some issue, if your partner shows no interest in sex despite your best 
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efforts. But it’s also embarrassing to broach a subject that, for many 
people, is full of shame. 

Because of this, many who suffer from sexual disorders don’t reach 
out for help. Still others do not even realize that they have a prob-
lem. They have never been particularly interested in sex. Other issues 
in the relationship have always seemed to be more important to 
them. However, when couples in confl ict have a problem with sexual 
desire—when it is absent or fading in one partner—it will affect other 
parts of their lives. And without guidance, they may attempt to deal 
with the problem in ways that can destroy the relationship. 

One executive I coached—a very successful entrepreneur—seemed 
to have it all. She was highly effective in her job. She was very attrac-
tive. She was married with three beautiful children. Her partner, one 
of the founders of a private equity fi rm, appeared to be an extremely 
charming, attentive individual. The couple was seen at many social 
meetings, jetted off to exotic locations for vacations, and held inter-
esting dinner parties. Their relationship, however, fl oundered in one 
intractable area. To use her words, “After a while, he just didn’t seem 
to need any sex. Months would go by without him touching me. 
Eventually, I learned to live without it.”

How little sex is too little? What measurement should we use? 
Sometimes, when a partner complains of not having enough sex, the 
problem may actually be an unusually high sex drive. A decrease in 
sexual desire may be one thing, but total lack of interest is another 
matter altogether. Unlike men’s common sexual complaint—erectile 
dysfunction—women’s biggest sexual problem is caused by a combi-
nation of mental and physical factors, which cannot be cured simply 
by resorting to a pill, like Viagra. In fact, according to some studies, 
forty-three percent of women and thirty-one percent of men report 
that they experience problems in this domain.

Experts agree that there’s no daily minimum requirement for 
sexual activity. The classic study, Sex in America, the most compre-
hensive sex survey ever done in the US (based on ninety-minute 
interviews with more than 3000 randomly chosen adults, published 
in 1994), reported that one-third of the couples surveyed had sex 
just a few times a year. A recent Kinsey report said that twenty-six 
percent of non-married men and twenty-four percent of non-married 
women had sex only a few times over the preceding year. The fi gures 
for the married men and women were respectively thirteen percent 
and twelve percent. Although the studies report frequency of sex, not 
desire, it’s more than likely that one of the partners of these couples 
was suffering from an affl iction called hypoactive sexual desire dis-
order (HSDD).
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It is estimated that this disorder affects approximately twenty per-
cent of the population, mostly women. HSDD is defi ned as persistent 
or recurrent defi ciency and/or absence of sexual fantasies/thoughts, 
and/or desire for, or receptivity to, sexual activity, which causes per-
sonal distress. Synonyms for HSDD include sexual aversion, inhib-
ited sexual desire, sexual apathy, and even sexual anorexia. The 
affected person has a low level of sexual interest and desire that is 
manifested by a failure to initiate or to be responsive to a partner’s 
initiation of sexual activity. Many of the people who suffer from 
this disorder have a paucity or total absence of sexual fantasies. In 
many, the disorder goes unremarked. HSDD becomes a diagnosable 
disorder, however, when it causes marked distress or interpersonal 
instability. 

Another major disorder is sexual aversion disorder. People with 
this suffer from a persistent or recurrent phobic aversion to geni-
tal contact with a sexual partner, which causes personal distress. 
The aversion may be concentrated on a specifi c aspect of the sexual 
experience or be more general. For example, some people experience 
general revulsion (including panic attacks) to any sexually related 
activity, including kissing and touching. This causes marked distress 
and interpersonal diffi culties.

There’s a whole range of similar disorders, including female sexual 
arousal disorder, male erectile disorder, female and male orgasmic dis-
order, premature ejaculation, and sexual pain disorder, all of which 
need attention and frequently professional help. 

A growing body of clinical literature links sexual abuse with 
decreased sexual desire. Depression is one of the most common reac-
tions reported by adults who have been molested as children and 
may account for the decreased sexual desire they experience. Sexual 
abuse is much more common for women than men, and we see a 
higher percentage of women who suffer from inhibited sexual desire. 
Aggressive overtures from their partner can be experienced by them 
as a repetition of an earlier trauma, and become responsible for a 
vicious circle of sexual withdrawal and aggressive sexual attacks. 

Too much desire

Hyposexuality refers to too little sexual desire, while hypersexuality 
refers to people who overdo it. Sexual expression is a natural part of a 
well-rounded life, but if we’ve an overwhelming need for sex and are 
so intensely preoccupied with it that it interferes with our job and 
our relationships, we may have a problem. 
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Hypersexuality is diffi cult to assess, because how much sex is too 
much? When is a person overdoing it? There is no satisfactory answer 
to this question. Sex drive varies widely in humans, and what one 
person considers normal might be considered excessive by some and 
low by others. It doesn’t help that men have usually set the standards 
for sexual desire. Many men view hypersexuality as a sign of mascu-
linity. They don’t feel insulted when they are called a Don Giovanni 
or Casanova. Women, however, dislike this kind of labeling, seeing 
it as an accusation of promiscuity. It is interesting to note that men 
have a tendency to exaggerate the number of their sexual conquests, 
while women underquote. 

Hypersexuality, or satyriasis, or nymphomania, describes insatiable 
sexual appetite. People suffering from hypersexuality engage in sexual 
behavior at clinically signifi cant levels above “normal” sexual frequency, 
in an attempt to satisfy an impairing, uncontrollable need for frequent 
genital stimulation. Hypersexuality is a compulsive and joyless condi-
tion, where people have promiscuous and recurrent sexual intercourse 
with different partners, without much satisfaction, and without emo-
tional engagement. Female sufferers often do not experience orgasm. 
Hypersexuality becomes a disorder when this behavior causes distress 
or has social repercussions—sufferers become so preoccupied with sex 
that they cannot function properly in other domains. 

Some specifi c behaviors are associated with hypersexuality, includ-
ing compulsive masturbation, compulsive sex with prostitutes, anon-
ymous sex with multiple partners (one-night stands), multiple affairs 
outside a committed relationship, frequent patronizing of sexually 
oriented establishments, habitual exhibitionism, habitual voyeur-
ism, inappropriate sexual touching, sexual abuse of children, and 
rape. Fantasy sex, prostitution, pedophilia, masochism, fetishes, sex 
with animals, and cross-dressing may also be part of the repertoire 
of the sexual addict. Any one of these behaviors in and of itself does 
not constitute an addiction (although some are deemed illegal or 
considered deviant).

Of course, individuals may be labeled sex addicts simply because 
they’re more sexually active than the person doing the labeling, or 
because they enjoy themselves in ways the labeler doesn’t appreciate. 
A hypersexual person isn’t just someone who has more sex than you 
do. Even from a clinical point of view, the condition and its diagno-
sis are frequently debated. 

In the past, in keeping with the belief that women were less 
highly sexed than men, many physicians assumed that hypersexu-
ality occurred infrequently in males, while almost any woman who 
seemed to enjoy sex could be diagnosed as a nymphomaniac by some 
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medical specialist or other, especially if she had a sex drive stron-
ger than that of her male companion. The sexually driven woman 
was a cause of anxiety as well as a target for locker-room snickering. 
In contrast, few complaints were heard about oversexed men. The 
standard measurement of sexual normalcy related to the husband: 
a woman showing less desire than her husband was frigid, while a 
woman showing more was a nymphomaniac. For some men, a sexu-
ally demanding woman embodied fantasies and dangers connected 
to female sexuality, awakening primeval fears of the vagina dentata.

Historically, physicians also assumed that nymphomania was much 
more severe than satyriasis and the consequences correspondingly 
worse. A nymphomaniac’s fate would be prostitution or the insane 
asylum, while a satyriasist might go through life without getting into 
trouble if he managed to have a modicum of control. As the actress Joan 
Rivers once remarked, “A man can sleep around, no questions asked, 
but a woman makes nineteen or twenty mistakes, and she’s a tramp.”

Sexual addictions are rarely ranked among with other socially 
destructive addictions such as alcoholism, drugs, or cigarette smok-
ing. In fact, generally, they are often not recognized as an addiction 
or disorder at all. Hypersexuals are “sluts,” “promiscuous,” “sexually 
liberated,” or “studs,” depending on their gender. There is no social 
equivalent to going “dry” or “cold turkey” for the sexual addict: far 
from being viewed as a kind of recovery, celibacy is seen as another 
behavioral aberration. 

The causes of hypersexuals’ obsession with sex are not necessar-
ily clinically defi ned. An individual’s level of sexual desire may be 
increased by something as commonplace as additional stress, as sex 
is an excellent form of recreation and usually induces enjoyment 
followed by relaxation. On the other hand, the primary problem 
may be a loss of impulse control, which can follow some forms of 
brain injury or disease. It may be related to a form of epilepsy, or to 
conditions like Alzheimer’s disease. Some experts believe that psy-
chological and neurological conditions such as bipolar disorder and 
dementia can cause hypersexuality. For people suffering from bipo-
lar disorders, hypersexuality is expressed during periods of mania, 
exhibited by tremendous swings in their sex drive, depending on 
their mood. Sometimes sexual activity is much higher than normal 
and other times it is far below normal.

There may be deeper psychological reasons for this compulsion for 
promiscuity. While some people may have a relaxed attitude about 
sex, hypersexuals betray themselves through their highly compel-
ling, driven, tenacious attitude toward it and their lack of aware-
ness of what they are doing. There is often a history of sexual abuse 
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behind their compulsion to have sex over and over again. In these 
instances, we could speculate that while traumatic memories are 
repressed, these people use unconsciously another form of remem-
bering what has happened to them by acting out the trauma over 
and over again. This compulsion to repeat may be an unsuccessful 
attempt at healing and the compulsive sex act a convoluted form 
of communication. But having sex is a mechanized activity, not the 
same thing as making love. The hypersexual individual may confuse 
the sex act with the idea of intimacy and mutuality in social relation-
ships and equate it with a constructive intimate relationship. 

In Mozart’s opera Don Giovanni, the Don’s servant Leporello 
endeavors to console Elvira (one of Don Giovanni’s conquests) and, 
in the famous catalogue aria, unrolls a list of Don Giovanni’s lovers. 
Comically, he rattles off their number and their country of origin: 
640 in Italy, 231 in Germany, 100 in France, 91 in Turkey, but 1,003 
in Spain. If we add the diffi culties of travel at the time to these num-
bers, it’s clear that Don Giovanni must have been busy to the point 
of exhaustion. Seducing women was a full-time job for him: there 
wouldn’t have been much time left for other activities. 

The behavior of these Don Juans or femmes fatales has a masturba-
tory quality; they are never satisfi ed. Consummation remains elusive. 
At fi rst, their activities seem to relieve stress, depression, anxiety, or 
loneliness but soon they begin to emphasize their uncomfortable 
state of mind. Sexual obsession carries a high price: fi nancially, if the 
tendency involves expensive charges for prostitutes or phone sex, but 
more catastrophically in other ways—for example, job loss (through 
inappropriate behavior toward others at work, or accessing pornog-
raphy during company time), destruction of personal relationships, 
and the contraction of sexually transmitted diseases. 

SEX AS A BATTLEFIELD

There is an old saying that maintains that to keep a man, a woman 
must be a maid in the living room, a cook in the kitchen, and a whore 
in the bedroom. The model and actress Jerry Hall recalled her mother 
repeating this to her and added her own personal codicil: “I said I’d 
hire the other two and take care of the bedroom bit.” Unfortunately, 
the bedroom can sometimes turn into a battlefi eld. As the sexologist 
William Masters noted, “When things don’t work well in the bed-
room, they don’t work well in the living room either.” 

Although sex bonds many couples closer together, lack of it, or the 
use of sex as a form of self-sacrifi ce, can be the wedge that drives them 
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apart. As we saw earlier, problems occur when one partner is signifi -
cantly less interested in sex than the other. Sex becomes a source of 
confl ict and friction, and can have a negative impact on the relation-
ship. The partner with the lower sexual desire may feel pressured to 
do something that he or she doesn’t feel like doing, causing to resent-
ment, anger, and further decline in sexual desire. In contrast, the part-
ner with the higher level of desire begins to feel unloved, deprived, 
and desperate and as a result would press for sexual activity even more 
frequently and vigorously, while the other partner becomes increas-
ingly resentful. Sex turns into a combat zone. From win-win it turns 
into a zero-sum game where the relationship is the loser. 

The writer G. K. Chesterton once said, “Marriage is an adventure, 
like going to war.” A common scenario between couples is that of 
the disappointed, angry, blaming wife demanding emotional contact 
from a man who withdraws. The man seems interested only in the 
sexual dimension of the relationship. Some men can be aggressive in 
demanding sex, to the point of marital rape. Because they underesti-
mate how unacceptable sexual aggression is to women, this behavior 
contributes to even greater distancing. Ignorance about sex differ-
ence in perceptions aggravates the confl ict between the sexes. No 
wonder Freud called the female psyche the “dark continent.”

Sexual aggressiveness and withholding can become the major 
theme in a relationship, contributing to countless battles. Some 
couples remain in battles for years, and their relationship takes on 
a sadomasochistic tone. One of the partners wants sex, the other an 
emotional relationship. One partner withdraws, the other withholds. 
These episodes of attack-defend or attack-withdraw are highly cor-
rosive to a relationship. It prevents the couple from being truly emo-
tionally engaged. There is no dialog, only ritualistic activity. When 
this pattern has been established, the most innocuous incident can 
become the catalyst for a new fi ght: the dishes that need washing, 
the beds that need making, the garbage that has to be taken out, the 
dog that has to be walked, the kids who have to be disciplined, the 
fi nancial arrangements that need to be made, and so on. But we are 
really dealing with issues of separateness and connectedness, safety 
and trust, power and powerlessness, the risk of letting someone in, 
and keeping someone out. And this repeated cycle of attack, defend, 
attack, withdraw doesn’t do wonders for either partner’s sense of self-
esteem and gender identity. It leaves them with strong feelings of 
resentment. Men feel that their wives are not attracted to them and 
that any sexual intimacy they gain comes as a result of begging or as a 
reward for favors. For their part, women feel abused, violated, ignored 
as a sensitive human being and turned into a mere physical object. 
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The playwright and philosopher Johan Wolfgang von Goethe 
once said, “It is sometimes essential for a husband and wife to 
quarrel—they get to know each other better.” However, when the 
bedroom becomes a fi eld of confl ict, some couples get caught in 
a sadomasochistic collusion. Edward Albee’s play Who’s Afraid of 
Virginia Woolf? dramatizes this situation. The play draws us into 
a couple’s marital battlefi eld where they savage each other in two 
ways: they each hate themselves and therefore cannot accept the 
love the other offers; and the fl aws of each are magnifi ed and used 
to indict the other for not functioning as a savior. Their interac-
tions, witnessed by a young married couple, shatter any illusions 
about romantic love. It’s reasonable to assume that their marriage 
lost any element of sexuality a long time ago.

When women, fed up with mechanical sex, fail to recognize or 
acknowledge that their husbands have a physical need for sex that 
does not disappear when denied, they are in for trouble. From the 
man’s point of view, his partner’s failure to meet this need puts him 
in a real conundrum: either he lives in misery and deprivation or he 
seeks fulfi llment from another source. The most common road to 
that other source is an affair. This can evolve into a splitting scenario, 
when even if the couples don’t separate they live separate lives, with 
little or nothing shared between them. 

I’m not suggesting that the blame for the sexual battlefi eld lies 
with the female party. Many women would enjoy sex more if their 
partners had better technique, patience, and knowledge. In some 
cases, relationships without sex can be just as happy and content 
as those where the sexuality of the individuals is expressed freely. 
But although the suppression of sexuality does not necessarily pro-
duce overt disharmony or argument, it does hasten the demise of the 
sense of mutuality within the relationship. Relationships that suffer 
loss of sexuality do not necessarily end in bitter dispute but may 
descend into the living-dead state so well described in T. S. Eliot’s 
poem “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock”: “I have measured out 
my life in coffee spoons.” Comfortable but deadly routine is an inevi-
table product of the denial of our sexual nature. 

THE QUESTION OF THERAPY

The sexual aspect of a relationship is a signifi er of the well-being of 
the relationship as a whole. Although sex and sexuality are not the 
be-all and end-all of a relationship, without the proper expression 
of sexual desire, the relationship may suffer severely. Psychosexual 
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dysfunction is not life threatening, but it can affect other ways in 
which a couple functions. It can have a negative effect on each part-
ner’s sense of self-esteem. It can even affect their life at work. 

Fortunately, there are many ways of tackling these problems, 
including psychotherapy, sex therapy, behavioral therapy, mar-
riage or relationship counseling. A therapist will typically review 
the individual’s sexual identity (i.e. his or her beliefs and attitudes 
about sex); relationship factors including intimacy and attachment; 
communication and coping styles; and his or her overall emotional 
health. Therapy may include education about sexual responsiveness 
and techniques, ways to enhance intimacy with a partner, and rec-
ommendations for reading materials or couples’ exercises. These may 
include discussion (and experimentation) about sexual preferences, 
and the exploration of each other’s fantasies.

Adequate sexual functioning requires self-confi dence, freedom 
from anxiety, mental and physical stimulation, and the ability to 
focus on sexually arousing thoughts or behavior. Anything that inter-
feres with these conditions can disrupt a sexual encounter. If one or 
more of these conditions is routinely absent, an inability to perform 
can become a lasting problem.

Self-confi dence—the knowledge you can perform sexually, that 
your partner fi nds you sexually attractive and respects your sexual 
desires—is crucial. Nothing is worse for sexual confi dence than a 
belittling attitude from a partner, which can cause anxiety and con-
tribute to episodes of sexual failure. Sexual failure then becomes a 
self-fulfi lling prophecy, creating performance anxiety, in which the 
person is afraid that he or she won’t be able to become aroused and 
function normally. This fear is self-perpetuating because anxiety per-
formance interferes with arousal. The inability to become aroused 
then increases anxiety.

Leo Tolstoy once said, “What counts in making a happy marriage 
is not so much how compatible you are, but how you deal with 
incompatibility.” In a way, healthy sexual functioning implies falling 
in love with the same person many times over. The kind of relation-
ship you have will depend very much on the kind of person you are. 
If you’re happy and well-adjusted, the chances are your relationship 
will be a good one. If you’re discontented and bitter about the hand 
life has dealt you, you will have to do something about your feelings 
before you can expect to live happily ever after. As I’ve emphasized 
in this section, happily ever after involves two people fi nding shared 
places in their sexual imagination. 
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5
THE PLAY OF SEXUALITY

Imagination is the beginning of creation. You imagine what you desire, you will what 
you imagine and at last you create what you will.

George Bernard Shaw

Every act of creation is fi rst of all an act of destruction.

Pablo Picasso

Creativity is discontent translated into arts.

Eric Hoffer

If sex and creativity are often seen by dictators as subversive activities, it’s because they 
lead to the knowledge that you own your own body (and with it your own voice), and 
that’s the most revolutionary insight of all.

Erica Jong

So, we can have too much or too little sexual desire. But however 
intense or otherwise desire is, we can view the process of passing 
on our genes to future generations as our organism’s quintessen-
tial expression of its will to survive. It’s our evolutionary impulse 
to leave an imprint of ourselves behind when we are no longer 
around. It’s through the “selfi sh gene” that we hope to attain 
immortality, and the sex act is symbolic of regeneration and the 
transmission of life. 

Apart from attaining a measure of continuity through our chil-
dren, humankind has always been searching for other ways to 
achieve a measure of immortality. (I discuss this in more detail later 
in Part Four, Meditations on Death.) One very attractive strategy for 
achieving this objective is through the creative process. Creativity 
has always implied bringing something new into being, with the 
expectation that the new creation will outlive its creator. To use the 
words of the psychotherapist Rollo May, “Creativity is not merely 
the innocent spontaneity of our youth and childhood; it must also 

M. K. Vries, Sex, Money, Happiness, and Death
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be married to the passion of the adult human being, which is a pas-
sion to live beyond one’s death.” 

Creativity suggests change and transformation. It involves break-
ing out of established patterns to look at things in different ways. 
Looking at a caterpillar, does it seem probable that it will turn into a 
butterfl y? As Friedrich Nietzsche said, “You need chaos in your soul 
to give birth to a dancing star.” Change implies abandonment of 
the old. It requires courage to break barriers, face the new, and to 
go where nobody has dared to go before. The satirist Jonathan Swift 
once observed, “He was a bold man that fi rst ate an oyster.” Creativity 
can be expressed in multiple ways—the arts, science, and philosophy 
are obvious outlets—and sexual desire, in a variety of disguises, can 
be an important driver of the creative process. 

Ever since artists began creating art, they have incorporated sexual 
themes into their work. The art of ancient civilizations was replete 
with sexual or erotic imagery. The relationship to sex and the human 
body is quite obvious from some of the earliest examples, the Venus 
of Berekhat Ram (around 233,000 BC) and the Venus of Tan-Tan 
(500,000–300,000 BC). Erotic art was one of the earliest expressions 
of art in history, as human sexuality was celebrated as a funda-
mental part of daily life. Through this creative work our ancestors 
were able to portray otherwise submerged desires, showing human 
relations in all their complexity: seduction, attraction, degradation, 
self- destruction, and self-development.

Psychoanalysts have always recognized the sexual undertone in 
many creative works. Sigmund Freud, in his essay “Formulations on 
the Two Principles of Mental Functioning,” commented: “An artist 
is originally a man who turns away from reality because he cannot 
come to terms with the renunciation of instinctual satisfaction which 
it at fi rst demands, and who allows his erotic and ambitious wishes 
full play in the life of phantasy. He fi nds the way back to reality, how-
ever, from this world of phantasy by making use of his special gifts to 
mould his phantasies into truths of a new kind, which are valued by 
men as precious refl ections of reality.” 

I would like to add one caveat to this discussion of the relationship 
between sexual desire and creativity. We need to be careful not to fall 
into a reductionistic trap. While sexual desire is important as a driver 
in the creative process, it doesn’t rule out the impact of other physi-
ological and developmental processes, as well as personality traits. 
Although sexual desire will more often than not play a central role 
in truly creative expression, a host of other factors need to be taken 
into consideration.
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THE FIRST CREATION: HALLUCINATING THE BREAST

To understand the process of creation, we need to recognize how 
the psychic confl icts arising from the tensions between our inner 
word of primitive instinctual drives and the constraining and deny-
ing forces of the external word begin in earliest infancy and have 
ramifi cations throughout our life. The hallucinated breast—the by-
product of a hungry child’s frustrated oral needs—can be viewed as 
the prototypical creative act, a precursor of other creative products. 
Child psychologists consider this process to be the fi rst construct of 
mental development, the infant’s fi rst (imagined) form of mental 
activity. Although it’s a preverbal activity, the memory of this dream-
like operation will be retained and can transform—at later stages of 
life—into specifi c acts of creation. 

In the normal process of growing up, everyone experiences a nat-
ural curiosity about sex. “Where do we come from?” is a timeless 
question. From early life onward, we’re trying to answer this riddle. 
We may wonder what happens behind our parents’ closed door. We 
are fascinated by the “primal scene,” sexual relations between the 
parents, as observed, constructed, and/or fantasized by the child. 
The primal scene, given the child’s undeveloped understanding, 
may be interpreted as violent, a primitive form of violation, a chal-
lenge to the person’s body integrity. Although the primal scene is a 
puzzling image, it is also a sexually exciting one. Firing the imagi-
nation, it is an inspiration for creativity. For the young person, the 
usual sense of the forbidden associated with the primal scene—the 
tendency for sex to be hidden—only serves to increase its mystique 
and encourage its interest. The metaphor of the primal scene will be 
an important organizer and regulator of creativity. Thus the place 
of artistic creativity can become a primal scene of sorts. Driven by 
primal scene imagery, creative people tend to do what they are com-
pelled to do in an artistic way, while discovering the narrative of 
their own existence. 

THE SIREN CALL OF THE CREATIVE INDIVIDUAL

Although sexual desire and creativity have always been closely 
linked, creative people can be paradoxical in their attitude toward 
sex. While some can be overly preoccupied by it, others have a dose 
of Spartan celibacy in their makeup. For them, abstinence accompa-
nies a superior level of creativity. 
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In spite of these exceptions to the rule, the general public is 
inclined to assume that creative types—less constrained by the mores 
that apply to the rest of society—are more sexually driven and will 
have more sex. Of course, this assumption could be a self-fulfi lling 
prophecy, in that creative people may feel they have no choice but to 
live up to these expectations. They may even drift toward the artistic 
life because of its sexual benefi ts.

But how much of this is fantasy and how much reality? Do cre-
ative people really have more sex? Do they have greater sexual desire 
or just more opportunities to have sex than the average executive? 
Are creative people more attractive? If so, why? Are they assumed 
to have greater emotionality? Evolutionary psychologists might put 
some Darwinian spin on that question. 

One explanation, starting with our Stone Age ancestors, is that 
the artistic among them may have been better at attracting a mate. 
Extravagant use of language has been associated all over the world 
with love and courtship, a form of cognitive foreplay. Were some of 
our ancestors better at expressing themselves than others, verbally or 
artistically? Does the invitation to “come up and see my etchings” 
carry an echo of primeval seduction? Should the ability to chat up or 
otherwise engage another’s attention be viewed as an intrinsic aspect 
of human evolution? Have creative people always had the edge in 
courtship contests? Or has artistic ability evolved from a form of 
mating display? 

Whatever may be valid from an evolutionary perspective, one 
thing is sure: creative people attract others and as a result get a lot 
of attention. This brings us to a further chicken-and-egg question. 
What comes fi rst, sexual drive or context? People in the public 
eye may have more sexual opportunities than the less creative 
among us. Creative people often lead attractively bohemian life-
styles, and are more prepared to act on their sexual impulses and 
opportunities than others. Their partners may not expect loyalty 
and fi delity. Society is more tolerant of creative people’s sexual 
behavior. 

General admiration is not limited to creative people, of course. We 
have always admired those who can do something diffi cult—great 
athletes, inventors, orators, actors, even jugglers. And how much of 
our speculation is borne out by reality? Do creative people really have 
much wilder sex lives than the rest of us? Maybe they just describe 
them better. Although sexual experimentation can be very liberating, 
there’s always the awkwardness associated with high expectation and 
low performance.
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THE BOHEMIAN LIFE

Historically, we have always linked the bohemian life of artists with 
promiscuity, not least because of the often overtly sexual themes 
in their work. Paintings, drawings, sculptures, performance arts, 
fi lm, and other media have always provided opportunities for the 
expression of sexual desire. Explicitly sexual art is the most direct 
creative expression of the imagination, and refl ects real aspects of 
life. Paintings of scantily clad women, women admiring themselves 
in a mirror, or women bound and restrained have never been scarce 
in the history of art. Some sexualized art themes, like rape, bestiality, 
and, to some people, even homosexuality, can easily be mistaken for 
pornography. And this kind of imagery evokes sexual associations, 
stimulating our imagination. Many of these works of art capture the 
essence of experiences of great personal signifi cance that reverberate 
on a larger social context. 

Western artists from Michelangelo to Mapplethorpe have con-
sciously or unconsciously tried to deal with sexuality and their art has 
left nobody untouched. This will always be a truism. We have seen 
it from the confl ation of the sacred and the erotic in Paleolithic art, 
to the ethereal sensuality of Botticelli’s The Birth of Venus, to imagery 
of cruelty and amorous suffering in nineteenth-century Symbolist 
art. Art can be a social barometer; it is quick to assess its changing 
mores. Moreover, these artists have often been at the forefront of 
efforts to effect societal change. Art that was once based on elevated, 
religious themes or myths (in which sexual themes appeared in dis-
guised form) is now less detached from day-to-day reality. Painters 
have started to celebrate more explicitly the vicissitudes of private 
life, including sexual desire and enactment. 

Edouard Manet’s painting of a nude prostitute, Olympia (1863), 
now considered a classic, is the work of an artist rebelling at the 
repressive nature of everyday life by fl aunting the obscene. When 
it was fi rst shown in Paris, Olympia caused outrage among viewers 
and critics and the gallery that originally exhibited it was forced to 
hire two police offi cers to protect the canvas. A second painting by 
Manet, executed the same year, Le déjeuner sur l’herbe (Luncheon on the 
grass), was received in much the same way. This large, provocative 
work, depicting two clothed men picnicking outdoors with a naked 
woman was criticized mercilessly. Consciously or unconsciously, the 
in-your-face quality of Manet’s two paintings challenged the tradi-
tional view of painting in France, and society’s hypocritical view of 
women. Olympia’s sexuality forces the viewer to see her as a real 
woman, not a saint or mythological goddess. The strong reactions of 
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the audience suggest that Manet accomplished what he set out to do, 
by arousing sexual excitement or irritation in the viewer. 

A number of artists turned to primitivism, a way of communicat-
ing their belief that non-Western societies were fundamentally simi-
lar in their irrationality, closeness to nature, proclivity to violence, 
mysticism, and, most importantly, uninhibited sexuality. These 
artists, especially Picasso, tried to shake off European conventions 
by forcing viewers to recognize primal impulses within themselves. 
Paul Gauguin’s Tahitian paintings and the early music by Igor 
Stravinsky (The Rite of Spring) are two other prominent examples of 
primitivist art. 

But these artists not only expressed sexual desire in their paint-
ings, they also acted it out. It was a public secret that many of 
great painters and photographers were intimate with their models. 
Enacted sexual desire played an important role in making their ideas 
a creative reality. Making love to their models was a common prac-
tice for many great painters. Pierre-Auguste Renoir was particularly 
unsubtle about the part sexual desire played in his creative work: 
“I paint with my penis.” Pablo Picasso was obsessed with sexual art: 
“Art is never chaste. It ought to be forbidden to ignorant innocents, 
never allowed into contact with those not suffi ciently prepared. Yes, 
art is dangerous. Where it is chaste, it is not art.” His art, long recog-
nized for its sensual and erotic content (including sexual violence, 
voyeurism, prostitution, and impotence), was a revealing indicator 
of his ardent emotional and sexual life, which was characterized by 
intrigue, infi delity, passion, and melodrama. His stylistic chronol-
ogy was closely linked to the succession of mistresses that paraded 
through his life. Although his famous remark about women being 
“goddesses or doormats” has rendered him odious to feminists, at 
the time, women walked into both roles open-eyed and eagerly, for 
his charms were legendary. In his late eighties (between May and 
October 1968), he etched a series of 347 prints (known as Suite 347) 
with sexual themes. At the age of ninety, the artist grumbled: “Sex 
and smoking—age has forced me to give them both up—but the 
desire remains.”

Amedeo Modigliani, known for his nudes, was a famous and insa-
tiable seducer of models. He lived a Bohemian life in Paris alongside 
Picasso and the other great moderns, drinking and womanizing to 
the end. Drunken, ranting, and stoned on one substance or another, 
he was the archetypal artist, shifting between studios, salons, bars, 
and lovers in Paris from the time he arrived in 1906 until his death 
(from tubercular meningitis) in 1920 at the age of thirty-fi ve. When 
he died, a pregnant lover committed suicide. 
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Gustav Klimt was no sexual slouch, either. He claimed to need 
affairs with lovers to give him inspiration for his paintings. Women 
were drawn by his extraordinary magnetism. His studio has been 
compared to a fantasy harem where naked models strolled around 
at all times of the day. Klimt fathered fi fteen illegitimate children 
by his various models. Meanwhile, in the Pacifi c, Gauguin literally 
screwed himself to death with local girls, eventually dying of syphi-
lis. An overdose of alcohol and sex eventually took care of Henri 
de Toulouse-Lautrec, famous for his paintings of prostitutes and 
whorehouses. 

The early drawings of sculptor Auguste Rodin exhibit an almost 
pornographic sensuality and erotic fl avor. On the other side of the 
Atlantic, the American artist Georgia O’Keeffe, a woman born a gen-
eration later, transgressed contemporary sexual mores—not only in 
terms of the highly sexualized photographs which Alfred Stieglitz 
took of her but also in her willingness to live openly with Stieglitz 
without marrying him (a sinful activity at the time).

Many musicians were also infamous libertines. The numerous love 
affairs of Franz Liszt shocked society. He was something of a Casanova, 
adored the adulation of women, and slept with everyone from count-
esses and princesses to wide-eyed young groupies. Felix Mendelssohn 
said Liszt’s character was “a continual alternation between scandal 
and apotheosis.” According to one of his closest friends, the com-
poser Richard Wagner started a new love affair in every town he hap-
pened to visit, and had a habit falling in love with other people’s 
wives. Another composer, Giacomo Puccini, once described him-
self as a “mighty hunter of wild fowl, operatic librettos and attrac-
tive women.” His life was a succession of romances and passionate 
love affairs. A more recent example is Leonard Bernstein, who had 
many affairs with men and women. According to his daughter, only 
his need for a “middle-class sensibility” kept him from living a 
 completely gay life. 

Moving to the world of literature, sexual desire is extremely explicit 
in semi-pornographic writings such as Boccaccio’s Decameron (1353), 
John Cleland’s Fanny Hill (1748), the Marquis de Sade’s 120 Days of 
Sodom (1785), Leopold von Sacher-Masoch’s Venus in Furs (1870), and 
Pauline Reage’s Story of O (1954). Other more mainstream writers who 
wrote highly erotic material include Honoré de Balzac, Emile Zola, 
Victor Hugo, James Joyce, D. H. Lawrence, and Vladimir Nabokov, to 
name only a few. 

Not only did many of these authors write explicitly about sexual 
desire, they were also fairly blatant about their sexual peccadilloes. 
Three weeks after Lord Byron died in 1824, The Times declared him 
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“the most remarkable Englishman of his generation,” a descrip-
tion remarkable in itself when remembering that the newspaper 
was referring to a man who would have sex with anything that 
moved, including boys, several well-known ladies, and even his own 
half-sister. Johann Wolfgang von Goethe wasn’t in Byron’s league, 
but had many lovers and more than a passing interest in erotica. 
In France, the writer Georges Sand took a man’s name, engaged in 
cross- dressing, and asserted her equality with the male writers of the 
time. She was linked romantically with Alfred de Musset, Franz Liszt, 
Frédéric Chopin, and Gustave Flaubert. She also had an intimate 
friendship with the actress Marie Dorval, which led to widespread 
(but unconfi rmed) rumors of a lesbian relationship. 

Victor Hugo, the author of books such as The Hunchback of the 
Notre Dame and Les Miserables seemed to be sexually insatiable. As he 
required very little sleep at night, he kept his wife quite busy during 
his waking hours. He was also a frequent visitor of prostitutes and 
had a twenty-two year old girlfriend when he was in his seventies. He 
remained sexually very active until his death.

Anaïs Nin, a French-born author, became famous for her sexually 
explicit diaries. She wrote vividly about sex and the female self long 
before these became “women’s issues.” She was as well known for 
her many lovers, who included Henry Miller, Edmund Wilson, Gore 
Vidal, and Otto Rank, as for her sexual works, like Delta of Venus 
(1978). Although Ernest Hemingway’s life is marked by boxing 
matches, bullfi ghts, big game safaris, deep-sea fi shing jaunts, bar 
binges, and the occasional war, he was also known for his sexual 
adventuring. Between the years of 1920 and 1961, he married four 
times and had numerous affairs.

Apart from his best-selling detective stories, the writer Georges 
Simenon is remembered for his prodigious sexual appetite. He 
claimed that he needed sex three times a day and had slept with 
10,000 women, of whom 8,000 were “les fi lles publiques” (prosti-
tutes). His second wife later disagreed with his math, supplying a 
more “realistic” estimate of 1200. And so the list goes on. 

Academic, intellectuals, and politicians may play in a lower league 
but are far from being sexual amateurs. It’s no longer a secret that 
Albert Einstein had a great weakness for pretty women: he had 
many romantic entanglements and at least one illegitimate child. 
John Maynard Keynes, the economist, kept a numerical record of 
his sexual activity. From 1906 onward he tabulated his copulations, 
masturbations, and wet dreams, refl ecting the perhaps equal plea-
sure he derived from sex and statistics. He had numerous affairs with 
young men. The philosopher Bertrand Russell had two marriages 
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and  countless love affairs, writing an extraordinary number of let-
ters to his lovers. A sympathetic feminist, he once wrote that “the 
total amount of undesired sex endured by women is probably greater 
in marriage than in prostitution.” Another philosopher, Jean-Paul 
Sartre, viewed himself as a Don Giovanni, exempt from outworn 
social conventions about sex and fi delity. He and his long-term part-
ner Simone de Beauvoir never married and engaged freely in other 
relationships. 

So, does this catalog answer our question whether a supercharged 
sex drive is essential component of creative success? I am afraid 
it remains open. Perhaps we project our own desires on to artistic 
people and fall into the trap of stereotyping. After all, the modern 
icon of female sexuality, Madonna, has said: “Everyone probably 
thinks that I am a raving nymphomaniac, that I have an insatiable 
sexual appetite, when the truth is I’d rather read a book.” And one of 
the greatest inventors of our own time, Steve Jobs, shows a healthily 
irreverent attitude toward the whole business: “My girlfriend always 
laughs during sex no matter what she’s reading.” For many, the 
bedroom will always be just a place to sleep.

The puzzle of the relationship between creativity and sexual desire 
is complicated by the fact that many people cloak their sex life in 
secrecy. Many a biographer has struggled over the question of the sex 
life of their subject. Perhaps the only certain conclusion we can draw 
is that creative men—whatever their sexual orientation (a very high 
proportion of philosophers, painters, and writers have been homo-
sexual)—have always been attractive to the female sex, something 
that evolutionary psychologists may be interested to consider.
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6
LESSONS FROM THE BONOBOS

Sex: the thing that takes up the least amount of time and causes the most amount 
of trouble.

John Barrymoore

I wouldn’t recommend sex, drugs or insanity for everyone, but they’ve always worked 
for me.

Hunter Thompson

Whatever else can be said about sex, it cannot be called a dignifi ed performance.

Helen Lawrenson

Sex is dirty only when it’s done right.

Woody Allen

“All you need is love,” sang the Beatles, and they may have been 
right. Love can be a great equalizer between the sexes, but although 
we all look for love and believe we have found it, love does not always 
last. Divorce rates have not gone down. Permanent monogamy has 
been replaced by serial monogamy as people change partners. In our 
post-industrial society women are increasingly able to achieve equal-
ity with men. But how do these changes affect desire and attraction? 
What can we predict about future male-female relationships? How is 
the confl ict between biology and society evolving?

In answering this question, we can draw interesting observations 
from the behavior of our closest genetic cousin (sharing more than 
ninety-eight percent of our DNA), the bonobo or pygmy chimpan-
zee, a member of the Homininae family, which is found in the deep-
est jungles of Central Africa. The behavior of this living relic of our 
shared primeval past could tell us something about the transient 
quality of male-based evolutionary systems. In contrast to Homo 
sapiens, bonobo society is female-centered and egalitarian, and sex 
rather than aggression is used as an instrument of social regulation. 

M. K. Vries, Sex, Money, Happiness, and Death
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The bonobo is the most peaceful primate species in existence. Their 
mantra could well be “make love, not war.” 

Bonobos indulge constantly and promiscuously in both heterosex-
ual and homosexual sex. It is estimated that seventy-fi ve percent of 
bonobo sex has nothing to do with reproduction. Males and females 
stimulate each other even when the females cannot become preg-
nant. Whereas in most other species, sex occurs at specifi c times of 
the year, linked to female estrus, among the bonobo it is an integral 
part of social exchange. Female bonobos, like human females, copu-
late whenever they want. 

The bonobo use sex for anything from a handshake to the inter-
vention of peacekeeping forces. Sex is used to gain power, to bond, 
to make up, to show affection, to barter for food, to show respect 
or submission, and even occasionally for procreation. Males use sex 
to solve antagonistic encounters. Females use sex when they want 
acceptance in a certain community, when they want a specifi c food, 
and to elicit help from multiple males. 

Bonobos are innately promiscuous and do not form human-style 
nuclear families or long-term monogamous relationships. The burden 
of raising offspring rests entirely on the females’ shoulders. As we 
know, family life among Homo sapiens implies paternal investment, 
which is unlikely to develop unless males can be reasonably certain 
that they are caring for their own rather than someone else’s offspring. 
Unfortunately, the exclusivity demanded from women comes with a 
hefty price tag of jealousy and male aggression. This need for sexual 
exclusivity has contributed to the historic pattern of dominating and 
subjugating women. Given the downside of Homo sapiens’ societal 
constructs, we could ask ourselves whether we might do better by 
emulating the bonobo. Should we use sex to strengthen cooperative 
bonds between men and women? Should it become the strategy of 
choice to counteract aggression? Could sex be the way to create a 
truly non-sexist society? Now, women in modern societies have more 
control over their bodies than they ever had before, this is a question 
worth considering.

GREATER EQUALITY BETWEEN THE SEXES

The readjustment of male and female roles in developed society over 
the last two centuries, and particularly over the last three genera-
tions, has been phenomenal. Birth control and morning-after pills 
have given women sexual independence, and other technological 
advances mean it is not necessary to have sex with men in order to 
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conceive. Sex is no longer a death-defying act, now that the odds 
of dying in childbirth have been so dramatically reduced (although 
male jealousy is still a force to be reckoned with). Women also have 
more control over their lives thanks to education and work. With 
work comes money; and with money comes increasing freedom and 
independence. These changes mean that women are no longer pre-
pared to accept a subjugated position. They want true, not token, 
equality. 

The consequence of this is self-evident. Women’s increased inde-
pendence has affected the role of marriage in society. Although 
marriage (or partnership) is still important, people are unwilling to 
remain stuck in a diffi cult or unhappy relationship. The divorce rate 
has soared. People no longer marry for life. 

Women are entering the workforce in increasing numbers, and 
not necessarily in lower level positions. More women can be found 
in senior management positions than ever before—although the sit-
uation is still open to much improvement. Misogynists have gone 
so far as to state that working women are a major factor in marital 
instability. Not only has work made women more fi nancially inde-
pendent, the workplace is fast becoming the most common breeding 
ground for affairs. The workplace has become the new focal point 
for infi delity. The intimacy of men and women working together 
seems to speed the demise of dysfunctional marriages. Financially 
independent women are much less tolerant of marital misery that 
their less fortunate predecessors. Working women, who have con-
trol over their own money, are unlikely to hang on in a relationship 
when it no longer works. 

But despite feminists rallying cries about equality, the human 
animal is no bonobo. Men and women are programmed quite differ-
ently from their chimpanzee cousins. We don’t really know whether 
or not sex is a satisfactory experience for female bonobos. We do 
know, however, that women are not only less preoccupied with 
sex than men, but that many of them also fi nd sex less rewarding. 
Thus while the expectation has been that women’s liberation would 
imply a revision of sex roles, evolutionary developmental processes 
being what they are, the reality has turned out to be very different. 
Much of the sexual discontent that preoccupies men and women 
appears to be the outcome of an unsatisfactory compromise on the 
battlefi eld of biology versus society—between the clash of nature 
and nurture. 

So confl ict between the sexes is likely to continue, and sex will 
continue to be the most common catalyst for disagreements between 
men and women. Furthermore, Homo sapiens’ model of trying to 
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assure paternity implies that men will continue to be challenged by 
jealousy and aggression, even in a society where women distribute 
their sexual favors more freely and men are faced with the threat 
biotechnology poses to their procreative role. Men have to learn to 
accept women on equal terms, and move from a patriarchic culture 
to one that is more androgynous. 

Interestingly enough, if men are able to modify their attitude 
toward women, it pays off in the workplace, which is moving from 
a command-control-compartmentalization orientation toward a net-
work-coaching leadership style. In general, women are less power-
driven than men; they are less narcissistic; and have a more balanced 
mind-set about work and non-work. When this mind-set becomes the 
predominant one, it will contribute to the creation of more humane 
as well as more effective organizations.

INDEPENDENT DEPENDENCE

To be able not only to fall but to remain in love, a person must 
have passed successfully the early childhood stages of separation 
and individuation, developed a sense of self, and become a person 
in his or her own right. For relationships to last, partners need a 
measure of independence and knowledge of their own identities. 
The “other” should always be recognized as a free, autonomous 
human being. 

Without a secure sense of self and the capacity to distinguish self 
from others, romantic love is a pipe dream. Like the effect of drugs, it 
gives only a very temporary high. Intimacy requires the tolerance of 
separateness, the ability to go beyond narcissistic fantasies of merger 
and physical oneness. Intimacy implies that each person must be able 
to distinguish clearly separate, external love objects from internal 
fantasies. Antoine de Saint-Exupéry wrote: “Life has taught us that 
love does not consist in gazing at each other but in looking outward 
together in the same direction.” Fantasies are fi ne, but they don’t 
mean we have to forget the world outside. Romantic love should not 
come at the price of sacrifi cing our individuality.

Staying in love implies mature dependence but requires the 
retention of our individuality. We don’t have to think alike to 
love alike. Only by loving each other independently are we able to 
grow and develop as human beings. Love cannot thrive in a state 
of inequality. No person should use another simply as a means to 
satisfy sexual desire. Sexuality can only be a gift from one autono-
mous being to another. For some of us, creating and maintaining 
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this kind of relationship is a developmental experience, our last 
chance to grow up. 

Someone with an insecure sense of self will never be able to tol-
erate the essential paradox of a relationship: the ability to be close 
at a distance. Maturity implies the ability to separate our own self-
image from that of the other. We might seek the bliss of merger, 
but we also like to preserve a sense of individuality and autonomy. 
Both members of a partnership need space—to express their need for 
togetherness but also to accommodate a degree of wariness about 
over-intimacy. That’s what a relationship is all about—helping each 
other to reach the full status of responsible human beings who don’t 
run away from life.

Making “coupledom” work

To make the heady cocktail of “coupledom” even more effective, a 
couple needs to be able to negotiate each other’s narcissistic needs. 
They should be able to use each other as an emotional container. 
They should be able to create a mature dependency relationship, 
not oscillate between merger and disconnectedness. They need to 
avoid a dysfunctional collusion in which they repeat past hurts, 
and be able to change. Love may be a feeling but a relationship 
means work.

A signifi cant contributing factor to a stable relationship is the 
experience of a successful marriage, for example, growing up with 
parents whose marriage worked well. Children who receive nega-
tive role models from parents who go through messy divorces (or 
repeated marriage-divorce cycles), or who are caught up in unholy 
parent-child alliances within the family, may grown up fearful of 
any relationship. Too many people settle for sex, and fail at love, 
intimacy, and relationship security. Some people may have become 
counter-dependent because of unfortunate past experiences. For 
example, previously married men may have become gun shy, telling 
themselves that all relationships are likely to end badly. Older men, 
who have never married, may have become too narcissistic; they 
may fi nd it too diffi cult to accommodate another person in a shared 
life. These people need to get out of their comfort zone. They need 
to see that they can choose to be stuck in a psychic prison, or they 
can choose to do things differently.

The British academic and author C. S. Lewis, perhaps best known 
for his series of Narnia novels, experienced a personal epiphany 
of this kind. When he was a bachelor in his late fi fties, Lewis had 
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published a partial autobiography, Surprised by Joy, in which he 
described his reluctant conversion to Christianity. Soon after, he 
met an American writer, Joy Gresham, an event that gave the title of 
his earlier autobiography an air of premonition. His brother remem-
bered: “For Jack the attraction was at fi rst undoubtedly intellectual. 
Joy was the only woman whom he had met … who had a brain 
which matched his own in suppleness, in width of interest, and in 
analytical grasp, and above all in humor and a sense of fun.” Lewis 
fell deeply in love with Joy Gresham. However, she was diagnosed 
with bone cancer shortly after they met. Despite this, they married 
and had a few brief years together before her death in 1960. Lewis 
subsequently published a highly personal account of bereavement, 
A Grief Observed.

Laughter is as an ideal way to shorten the distance between two 
people. Humor and playfulness will not only help in dealing with 
the daily setbacks of life: a couple aging together has to face some 
harsh existential realities. 

The development of a really good relationship is not a natural 
process. It means work. It is an achievement. Lust can be a very tem-
porary high, love is a transient experience, but a relationship has to 
be built and once made, it needs to be fed, nurtured, and constantly 
renewed. When lust fades, we had all better hope we have some-
one around who can tolerate all our peculiarities. As the poet John 
Ciardi said, “Love is the word used to label the sexual excitement 
of the young, the habituation of the middle-aged, and the mutual 
dependence of the old.”

FINAL REFLECTIONS

People who have strong relationships are generally healthier, 
have fewer emotional diffi culties, are less likely to engage in devi-
ant behavior, and have children who do well at school. Moreover, 
people with stable relationships have more and better sex than their 
counterparts.

Sex without love can turn into a mechanical exercise or even a 
hostile act. The challenge for human kind will be to fi nd constructive 
ways to untangle sex from aggression—the bonobos are an extreme 
example. This will not be easy, given our evolutionary heritage. 
Addressing it is like a shot to the heart of our male-dominated, patri-
archic society. But, from the story of Adam and Eve, religion, laws, 
and customs have all emphasized that women are here to please 
men. Greater reciprocity is long overdue. Jacqueline Kennedy once 
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said that there are two kinds of women, “those who want power in 
the world, and those who want power in bed.” Our challenge will be 
to move beyond these choices. Our challenge is to work for lasting 
equality.

The sexual revolution of the late nineteenth century wasn’t the 
coming of an orgasmic liberation. What has been liberating, how-
ever, has been a massive questioning of the double standards and 
sexual constraints that characterized earlier eras. Many of the taboos 
and rituals that contribute to sexual dysfunctioning are relics of the 
past that linger on. It is ironic, therefore, that just when humankind 
is emerging from many centuries of sexual repression and persecu-
tion, and sexual desire has fi nally been able to take wing, the deadly 
AIDS virus is imposing its own kind of repression on us. The story 
of twenty-fi rst-century sexuality appears to be one of greater self-
expression but also of serious self-restraint. It’s up to us to make wise 
choices.



PART TWO: MEDITATIONS ON MONEY
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THE SIN OF COVETOUSNESS

And again I say unto you, “It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle, 
than for a rich man to enter into the kingdom of God.”

Matthew 19: 24

Money, it turned out, was exactly like sex: you thought of nothing else if you didn’t 
have it and thought of other things if you did.

James Baldwin

All I ask is the chance to prove that money can’t make me happy.

Spike Milligan

Dogs have no money. Isn’t that amazing? They’re broke their entire lives. But they get 
through. You know why dogs have no money? No pockets.

Jerry Seinfeld

The Treasure of the Sierra Madre, a classic fi lm made by director John 
Huston in 1948 and adapted from the best-selling novel by the 
mystery writer B. Traven, is a story of psychological disintegration 
under the infl uence of greed and money. The fi lm starts with drifter 
Fred Dobbs (Humphrey Bogart) impulsively spending the last of 
his money on a lottery ticket. The year is 1925; the place, Tampico, 
Mexico, where Bogart’s bitter, out-of-work character panhandles 
money from anyone he happens to run into while cursing his bad 
luck. Dobbs joins up with fellow drifter Curtin (Tim Holt) to work for 
an unscrupulous contractor, well known to the locals for his habit of 
“cheating foreigners and half-baked Americans”—one of several early 
glimpses into the darker, greedy side of human nature. Another such 
glimpse is revealed at a cheap boarding house “full of rats, scorpions, 
and cockroaches” where Dobbs and Curtin meet a lively old gold 
prospector named Howard (Walter Huston), who offers disturbing 
warnings about the evil things that happen to the mind of human 
beings who succumb to the lure of money. Though Dobbs swears 
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that he would never become corrupted by greed, viewers can tell 
that Howard, with his decades of observing human nature in action, 
remains unconvinced. 

Forcibly collecting their pay from their unreliable boss, Dobbs 
and Curtin combine it with Dobbs’s unexpected windfall from his 
lottery ticket. Then, with Howard, they pool their resources and 
mount a gold-mining expedition into the mountains, complete 
with donkeys, tools, and guns. Dobbs pledges that anything they 
fi nd will be split three ways, but Howard, who has heard that story 
before, has his doubts. It doesn’t take long before the trio fi nds a 
promising place to mine, and after a few days of digging, the gold 
starts pouring out of the mountain. Within a short time, they have 
become very rich men. 

Suspicion, greed, and paranoia follow hard on wealth, overcoming 
Dobbs, who suspects his fellow miners of every form of treachery. 
After the gold bonanza, the men split their treasure three ways, as 
promised, but Dobbs’s irrational behavior threatens to destroy every-
thing they have worked so hard for. As the gold continues to come 
in, the men gradually turn against each other, and the fi lm moves 
toward its tragic, ironic conclusion. 

Curtin is an idealistic young man, unwilling to compromise his 
values for the sake of money. His inherent naïveté is a contrast to 
the greedy, money-obsessed Dobbs. Gold enslaves Dobbs to the 
point where he is prepared to steal from his partners, assuming that 
they would do the same to him. The plot highlights the growing 
antagonism between Dobbs and the other two. 

Dobbs attempts to murder Curtin and makes off with all the gold 
dust, only to encounter Mexican bandits who murder him for his 
loaded saddlebags, which they assume hold animal hides. When 
they rip the bags open and fi nd only what they think is dirt, they 
scatter the gold to the winds. The fi nal scene has Curtin and Howard 
arriving to witness the gold being scattered. It seems to give them a 
sense of deliverance. They laugh, as if relieved that they survived the 
ordeal and can start anew, free from the miserable spell that gold had 
cast upon them. 

In many ways, The Treasure of the Sierra Madre is a kind of morality 
play, demonstrating the degree to which money can corrupt a per-
son’s soul. Like a doomed hero, Dobbs can’t escape his destiny. In the 
end, the main fi gures are back where they started, having to explain 
to themselves the dark forces that overcame them.

Huston’s fi lm is an outstanding treatment of the corrosiveness of 
greed and the dangers inherent in the pursuit of wealth. For many 
of us, money touches the very core of our being, and we think 
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constantly about it. Although there are certainly some people who 
are genuinely unconcerned about money, we often suspect them of 
protesting too much, and that when they say they despise riches, 
they are telling only a half-truth: what they despise is the riches of 
others. In other words, they’re trying to manage their envy.  

As long as we have enough of it, it’s easy to say that money isn’t 
everything. Unfortunately, it does seem that the more money we 
have, the more we want. The philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer 
once pointedly said, “Wealth is like seawater; the more we drink 
the thirstier we become.” That’s exactly how it was for Dobbs in The 
Treasure of the Sierra Madre: there was never enough gold. And yet 
most of us realize some time or other, that our true wealth in life 
is life itself. “You can’t take it with you” may be hackneyed but it 
is also undeniably true. Does anyone really want to be the richest 
person in the cemetery?

So we’re left with a conundrum: while poverty is not to be recom-
mended, it takes more than money to feel rich and satisfi ed with 
life. Listening to the stories of many executives, I have come to real-
ize that wealth brings its own problems. Far too often, money starts 
to possess a person, rather than the person possessing the money. 
Instead of gaining greater satisfaction through wealth, many people 
fi nd that the acquisition and possession of money creates even 
greater dissatisfaction. 

A CASE OF WEALTH FATIGUE SYNDROME

As a psychoanalyst and psychotherapist, and as a management con-
sultant, I have met many very wealthy individuals who no longer 
know how to amuse themselves. They are bored; and I have discov-
ered that when people are bored, they not only bore others, they 
also bore themselves. Fortunately, they can take comfort in Henry 
Kissinger’s quip that “The nice thing about being a celebrity is that 
when you bore people, they think it’s their fault.” 

The best cure for boredom is curiosity. But despite having bought 
every possible toy in the shop, these people are still suffering from 
a malaise that has been called Wealth Fatigue Syndrome; in spite of 
their wealth, and whatever they acquire, their conspicuous, obses-
sional consumption doesn’t seem to work. Their wealth, and the 
things it supplies, does not lead to increased happiness. On the con-
trary, to quote the philosopher Francis Bacon, “Riches are a good 
handmaiden, but the worst mistress.” What this obsessional pur-
suit of material goods does is to promote “having” over “being.” It 
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confuses—and this is where the advertising industry colludes with 
it—wants with needs. 

From my wealthy but dissatisfi ed executives, I discovered that 
having it all, and having it now, is never enough. Houses, yachts, 
airplanes, cars, plastic surgery—nothing seems to work in driving 
away the specter of unhappiness and dissatisfaction. Acquisitions 
only bring temporary relief. These people defi ne their lives through 
earnings, possessions, appearances, celebrity, and all these things 
make them more miserable than before. Suffering from Wealth 
Fatigue Syndrome, it becomes harder and harder to get a buzz. They 
are constantly searching for bigger thrills.

The Russian billionaire Roman Abramovich seems to present 
many symptoms of Wealth Fatigue Syndrome. Life began unprom-
isingly for Abramovich. His mother died when he was eighteen 
months old. A few years later, his father died in a construction 
accident. Roman was adopted by his father’s brother and raised in 
Siberia. Through a family contact, he became involved in the oil 
industry. He studied at Moscow’s Gubkin Oil and Gas Institute, and 
began to make money (rather implausibly, it seems with hindsight) 
selling plastic ducks from his small apartment. Those plastic ducks 
were the launchpad for a meteoric career. A natural deal maker, 
Abramovich was in the right place at the right time when the old 
Soviet order collapsed and Russia made its fi rst tentative steps 
toward a free market economy. He became part of an elite group of 
oligarchs who amassed enormous personal fortunes under Russia’s 
fi rst president, Boris Yeltsin. 

Abramovich fi rst became seriously wealthy in the 1990s when 
he and his fellow oligarchs took advantage of the privatization of 
Russia’s state assets. In 1995 he hit the jackpot when he joined forces 
with Boris Berezovsky and acquired a controlling interest in a large 
oil company, Sibneft. At the time, many critics complained that the 
bidding process was rigged and that the company was worth billions 
more than the pair paid for it. Whatever the truth may be, the deal 
made Abramovich fabulously rich.

Some people suffering from Wealth Fatigue Syndrome will spend 
beyond their means; others possess so much wealth that they can 
spend freely for many lifetimes. Abramovich belongs in the latter 
camp. Some people with newly found money like to spend lavishly, 
indulging themselves in expensive hobbies, like acquiring foot-
ball or baseball clubs. Having become wealthy beyond his wildest 
dreams, Abramovich did exactly that, buying Chelsea football club, 
one of the top teams in the English premier football league, invest-
ing serious money to increase its ranking. But even this seemed to 
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provide insuffi cient amusement. Abramovich had already acquired 
two Boeing airplanes, several helicopters (some soundproofed, 
so that he could watch DVDs in fl ight) and the sort of interna-
tional property portfolio that most of the world’s wealthiest people 
could only dream of. Now he began to show more interest in his 
other hobby: yacht collection. How many yachts are enough? 
Even though he already had three of the world’s largest privately 
owned yachts, there were still others that were just a few meters 
longer. In the rarefi ed world of billionaires, size matters and giga-
yachts are the ultimate status symbol. This was reason enough for 
Abramovich to set a new benchmark in this bizarre game of “mine’s 
bigger than yours.” His yacht Eclipse, under construction in 2007, 
had a specifi cation that included two helicopter pads and a mini 
submarine, and at 525 feet was set to become the largest privately 
owned boat in the world, larger than some naval frigates. Although 
Abramovich trails the world’s richest men, including Bill Gates and 
Larry Ellison, in terms of personal fortune, in the yachting world, 
nobody can match his growing fl eet. It will be interesting to see 
where he parks it, as he already has a yacht in the Mediterranean, 
the Caribbean, Central America, and the Pacifi c.

Size of yachts is one thing, but women are another matter alto-
gether. Abramovich originally gave the impression of being a true 
family man, spending time with his wife and fi ve children. According 
to the celebrity press, he and his second wife Irina seemed to have 
had it all: the houses, the glamour, and the money. They seemed 
to live a perfect life. It was a far cry from the old, drab, gray Soviet 
Union where he came from. 

However, Abramovich’s perfect life turned out to be a fairytale 
that didn’t last. Although he took his time about it, eventually he 
dropped his wife for a much younger woman. Commenting on the 
breakup, his fi rst wife, Olga, interviewed by the Daily Mail, com-
mented, “Roman may have the world in his hands, but you can’t buy 
lasting love and happiness. I fear for him that he will never be happy 
with his lot in life. He will always want more. Despite his money, 
he needs to reassure himself that he is still strong and virile—and 
as so often happens, he has done this by fi nding a beautiful girl so 
much younger than his wife.” Collecting women, however, can be 
even more expensive than collecting yachts. Abramovich’s “quickie” 
divorce in Moscow can now be ranked among one of the world’s 
costliest marriage splits.

Abramovich may be an extreme illustration of Wealth Fatigue 
Syndrome but although he may be a larger-than-life example, money 
affects us all, however rich or poor we are. It plays an important 



SEX, MONEY, HAPPINESS, AND DEATH

78

role in our lives, determining our outlook and steering many of our 
decisions. 

In our individualistic, competitive world, it is hard to survive with-
out having money. All of us need at least a minimal amount simply 
to stay alive, and all of us have specifi c needs that require money for 
satisfaction. But if we want to be true to ourselves and maintain our 
mental health, we need to fi nd ways to acquire and deal with money 
that are congruent with our subjective feelings of well-being and with 
our values and belief system. If not, in spite of all our money, we may 
in for some surprises. Money could turn out to cost too much.
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THE INNER WORLD OF MONEY

About the time we can make the ends meet, somebody moves the ends.

Herbert Clark Hoover

The only point in making money is, you can tell some big shot where to go.

Humphrey Bogart

Every day I get up and look through the Forbes list of the richest people in America. If 
I’m not there, I go to work.

Robert Orben

A billion here, a billion there, pretty soon it’s real money.

Everett Dirksen

PANDORA’S BOX

Money, as Roman Abramovich demonstrates, can be shown off in 
extravagant ways, but it can also play a more silent role in our rela-
tionships, in our work, and the way we make decisions. However, 
there are many people who downplay the signifi cance of money in 
their lives. Some even seem to be afraid of it. A typical reaction, when 
I ask executives why they work so hard is: “I want you to know that the 
reason I work 50, 60, or 70 hours a week isn’t for the money.” When I 
ask them what their hard work is really all about, I get responses like, 
“It’s about the challenge,” or “I am trying to change the nature of 
the industry,” or more dramatically, “I am trying to change the world 
and make it a better place.” It is a rare individual who admits that he 
or she likes the feel of money; I suspect because to say so explicitly 
would be rather like expressing an overt interest in sex.

But before we go on, just ask yourself, how do you perceive and 
value money? Do you talk about it? Or do you try to avoid it? For 
some people, straight talk about money is one of the taboos. They 
are as uncomfortable when asked about money as they would be if 
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asked to give details of their sex life. What was money talk like in 
your family? In some families, money is taken for granted and never 
talked about. In others, it is a powerful symbol of control, infl uence, 
or status. 

Our impressions about money start at an early age and how we 
deal with money is very much determined by the way in which 
our parents dealt with it. What did money mean to your parents? 
Was money ever openly discussed in the family? Or was it a source 
of confl ict—not talked about? Did concerns about money hang 
like a dark shadow over the family? Did money concerns affect the 
family atmosphere? How did money affect the scripts in your inner 
theater?

The scripts in our inner theater are drafted in response to imprinted 
motivational need systems—the part of us that is hardwired in our 
brain—which have an important infl uence on individual behavior. 
These need systems become operational in infancy and continue to 
play a role throughout the human life cycle (though they are altered 
by age, learning, and maturation). Motivational need systems are the 
driving forces that make us behave the way we do, the fuel that keeps 
us going. 

The human species has basic motivational needs—physical, sen-
sual, attachment, and exploratory. According to developmental 
psychologists, the pursuit of money is not one of these early, pre-
determined motivators. This doesn’t mean, however, that money 
will not affect our lives. Although money may become a motivating 
force later in a child’s developmental timeline, it can turn into a 
major motivator as life goes on. For many of us, it comes to play a 
hugely symbolic role. 

Money becomes progressively a more important symbol as children 
mature. Obviously, the quickest and most pervasive way for children 
to learn about money is to be exposed to a lack of it. The chances 
are high that people who are preoccupied with money experienced 
a serious lack of it (real or perceived) while growing up. Serious eco-
nomic hardship due to the illness or death of a parent, or to parents’ 
separation or divorce can leave a signifi cant and lasting imprint that 
will accompany people throughout their lives. 

While our perceptions about sex will, with luck, progress as we get 
older, money is a different matter. Part of the process of becoming 
an adult is aligning old perceptions about money with present-day 
reality. One of our developmental challenges is to pick up the thread 
of money experiences and add these to the other story lines in our 
lives. What challenges have you experienced when dealing with 
money? Can you remember any embarrassing incidents concerning 



THE INNER WORLD OF MONEY

81

money? Were you ever in a situation when you had no money? Did 
you ever have to pretend that money didn’t really matter? These 
self-exploratory questions can help us better understand the role of 
money in our lives. 

This exercise may reveal that money is laden with a Pandora’s 
trunkload of emotional material. For some people, the need to make 
money will be a traumatic experience; it will cause tempers to fl are, 
provoke serious confl icts, confuse priorities, contribute to overspend-
ing, saddle us with debt, and have a prolonged infl uence on family 
life. Where does all this emotional stuff come from, and why do we 
become so emotional about money?

Our parents help shape our beliefs about money and the symbolic 
meanings that money assumes. It becomes an emotional currency 
within the family. The way our parents handle money colors our per-
ceptions about it. Who gets pocket money, and who doesn’t? Who 
gets more, who gets less? When money is handed out, is it done 
fairly or unfairly? Powerful emotions and feelings will be generated 
from these money-based interactions. Emotions of envy, fear, hope, 
resentment, joy, and disgust, among others, will become psychologi-
cally attached to money. This contributes to the huge symbolic value 
that money can acquire.

The way we perceive money is an intergenerational process. 
Messages about the meaning of money are communicated across 
generations within a family, creating a legacy of beliefs and expecta-
tions, a set of dos and don’ts. These generational messages are infl u-
enced by cultural beliefs. Each culture has a way of looking at money. 
Statements like “It is easier for a camel to pass through the eye of 
a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven,” or 
“A penny saved is a penny earned,” are indicative of a culture’s beliefs. 
Myths, fables, and fairy tales are full of money content: rich princes 
rescue beautiful women and live happily ever after. The content of 
these stories, whether fi ctional or cultural, and the ways in which 
they are interpreted and transmitted by the parents, will infl uence 
our attitude toward money.

THE SYMBOLIC ROLE OF MONEY

Money by itself is quite meaningless. There is not much use for money 
on a desert island, for instance. Money has to be considered within 
a societal context, the only place where it has transactional value. 
But within a societal context, quite apart from its buying potential, 
money assumes an important symbolic role. Depending on a child’s 
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developmental history, money symbolizes deliverance from misery, 
escape from a gray existence, freedom from familial constraints, a 
pathway to independence and security, triumph over helplessness, 
the embodiment of power, an opportunity to escape hard work, an 
expression of leisure, or the attainment of self-worth and love. Most 
of us experience money as a combination of all of these.

One way of assessing what money means to people is to listen to 
their stories. What kinds of stories do they tell about money? Do 
these stories play a central or peripheral role in their imagination? 
Another way is to listen to people’s dreams. Like many other things, 
the signifi cance money has in our waking lives will be symbolically 
refl ected in our dream life. In dreams, money frequently represents 
the things that are most valuable to us; it’s very unlikely to be a 
mere representation of cash. Dreams about money are often about 
power, control, dependency, competency, being loved, and even 
sexuality. 

Money can be lost, gained, given, or spent in dreams. A dream 
about fi nding money might be saying something about our quest for 
love or power. Dreaming about losing money can signify setbacks in 
our affairs; that we are struggling with feeling weak, vulnerable, and 
even out of control; or that we lack ambition, power, and self-esteem. 
Many people who dream about money are actually stimulated by the 
desire for it, the lack of it, or their inability to control the way they 
handle it. This last is often revealed in dreams where the dreamer is 
drowning in debt. 

Since our dreams are triggered by some form of day residue, it’s 
important to associate the dream theme to a specifi c event or pre-
occupation of the previous day or days if we want to understand it 
correctly. The feeling that we’re left with after the dream will also 
help to make sense of it. For example, waking up from a dream with 
a sense of bewilderment and anxiety may be a give-away about some-
thing that is happening in the dreamer’s life. However, we must bear 
in mind that images in dreams can mean quite different things to 
different dreamers. The individual’s circumstances at the time of 
each dream need to be taken into consideration. Dreams are always 
confi gured within the complex web of the dreamer’s interpersonal 
relationships. The ground rule in dream interpretation is “no inter-
pretation without association.”

For example, if you have a dream in which you gain money, it will 
be interesting to know from whom and under what circumstances. 
What kind of power dynamics are portrayed in the dream? What 
themes can you distinguish? What kind of feelings does this dream 
arouse in you? 
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Perhaps you dream about handing out money? This may suggest a 
compulsion to help others, a desire for love and affection, or a need 
for attention. In contrast, a dream in which you see others giving 
money away may suggest that you are feeling ignored or neglected. 
Someone may not be paying you enough attention or showing you 
enough affection. Dreaming that you’ve no money may indicate a 
fear of losing your place in the world; you may think that you lack 
the ability needed to achieve desired goals; you may feel overlooked 
or neglected by others. Dreaming about losing money may be a sig-
nifi er of being unable to control yourself. This lack of control may 
concern money, but it might also be symbolic of your inability to 
restrain yourself from over-committing resources, emotionally or 
otherwise. 

Dreaming about stealing money may signify anxiety about danger, 
or a need to be cautious. More positively, such a dream may also 
mean that you are fi nally going after or reaching out toward things 
of value to you. 

On one occasion, a senior executive told me that the previous night 
he had dreamed that he was looking for money that he had hidden 
behind a book on a shelf. He was sure it was there but couldn’t fi nd 
it. He kept looking everywhere, becoming increasingly panicky. The 
feeling of panic remained with him when he woke up. 

Associating to the dream, the executive mentioned a lunch he 
had had the previous day with an old friend; the topic of conversa-
tion was a recent class reunion. They talked about how well some 
of their classmates had done in life. He asked his friend if, given the 
chance, he would have done the same things over again. As he asked 
the question, he realized he was directing it more toward himself 
than to his friend and that it was something that had been trou-
bling him for some time. During the lunch, they also touched upon 
how many of their classmates had divorced, and were now on their 
second marriage. The executive remembered that the conversation 
left him with a sense of concern and worry about how his life had 
been going.

Interpreting this dream, the loss of money might signify that the 
executive had a subliminal awareness that he had lost—something. 
Dreams often help us see things that we are not prepared to see or 
deal with in daily life. While dreaming, our defensive mechanisms 
do not work as intensively. Symbolically, losing things in dreams—
particularly losing something valuable, like money—may indicate 
lost opportunities, the pain of lost relationships, even the loss of 
aspects of the self. The dream may contain a disguised warning that 
the time has come to do something. As his account of the lunchtime 
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discussion suggests, the executive felt concern that he was losing 
something he valued in himself. Perhaps he was feeling that he had 
lost sight of his life’s dreams. Or perhaps it signifi ed a lack of confi -
dence about the way his life was turning out.

From what I knew about this executive, he had become overly 
concerned with day-to-day problems, forgetting the bigger picture. 
Furthermore, given the topic of the previous day’s conversation, the 
dream may also have contained a warning about his private life. It 
might have signifi ed that he needed to work on his relationship with 
his wife, or risk losing her. 

In this executive’s case, dreaming only made reality seem worse. 
The challenge for all of us is, however, to limit the surprises, to enter 
waking and dreaming life with our eyes wide open. We need to be 
sensitive to the issues at hand, including money matters. Victor 
Hugo once said, “Each man should frame life so that at some future 
hour fact and his dreaming meet.” So many of our dreams seem 
impossible, then improbable, and then, unless we deal with the 
dream content, they become inevitable. Much of dream symbolism 
appears to be rehearsals for things to come that fi ll us with anxi-
ety. If we pay attention to such dreams, we will be more prepared 
and will less likely enter diffi cult situations with our eyes closed. In 
money matters—like is the case with many other issues—it pays to 
pay attention. We may have dreams, we may have nightmares, but 
thanks to the dreams, we may be able to overcome the nightmares.
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IN PRAISE OF “FUCK-YOU” MONEY

It is not the man who has too little, but the man who craves more, that is poor.

Seneca

When it’s a question of money, everybody is of the same religion.

Voltaire

Money never made a man happy yet, nor will it. The more a man has, the more he 
wants. Instead of fi lling a vacuum, it makes one.

Benjamin Franklin

If all the rich people in the world divided up their money among themselves there 
wouldn’t be enough to go around.

Christina Stead

Studying dreams may be the royal road to understanding the sym-
bolic meaning of money, but in-depth conversations with well-to-
do executives can also be helpful. I have learned that a signifi cant 
number of executives are preoccupied with the idea of obtaining 
what they call “fuck-you” money—that is, money for which they’re 
not beholden to anybody. Woven throughout many of these narra-
tives are childhood experiences of lack of money over which they 
had no, or very little, control. As youngsters these people felt—and 
indeed were—powerless to do anything about their dire family cir-
cumstances. Watching how their parents struggled to keep things 
going, pay the bills and put food on the table, they realized the infl u-
ence money had on their standard of living. As these early experiences 
were internalized, they became signifi cant inner-theater themes that 
dominated future behavior. 

For some, improving their fi nancial situation can turn into a life-
long obsession. Children exposed to their parents’ fi nancial strain 
often vow not to let similar diffi culties happen to them. They feel a 
deeply cherished desire to get their parents to smile again, to lessen 
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their strain, to return to a state of oceanic bliss, a sense of together-
ness with a caring parent. As adults, in contrast to the fi nancial help-
lessness they experienced when they were growing up, they want to 
achieve fi nancial status that allows them to tell other people to “fuck 
off.” They want to acquire so much money that they’re invincible, 
in control, and can get out of any situation they don’t like. They 
never want to be the victims of uncontrollable forces again. To these 
people, money represents independence, power, and control. It holds 
the power to exorcize the ghosts of childhood. These people believe 
that money is the cure to all their ills. But they fail to realize that 
“he that is of the opinion money will do everything may well be sus-
pected of doing everything for money,” to quote Benjamin Franklin. 
They view the lack of money as the cause of all misery. They don’t 
recognize its darker side. 

IN-YOUR-FACE MONEY

Money, in addition to being a symbol of power and control, also 
symbolizes winning the game of life. It is an indicator of a person’s 
achievements, bettering others. If we experience a lack of self-worth, 
wealth is one way of showing others that we are a force to be reck-
oned with. As evidence that we have triumphed over adversity and 
adversaries, money gives us the recognition we crave from others, 
helping us to shore up a shaky sense of self-esteem. It’s not just win-
ning that counts, however. Its goes much deeper than that. For many 
people, fl aunting wealth is a kind of one-upmanship. Winning in the 
money game adds to the charm of the conquest. 

In talking, over the years, to many money-driven executives, I’ve 
come to realize the degree to which people can be propelled by dark, 
competitive forces. One executive said to me, in all seriousness, 
“What good is money if it can’t inspire envy and terror in your fellow 
man?” People with that orientation use money to take revenge, to 
get even. Flaunting money becomes a vehicle to deal with the real 
or imagined hurts of childhood. For such people, making lots of 
money is not only a symbol of success, it is also a deliberate attempt 
to make others envious. Of course, such behavior often brings out 
the worst in those who are taunted; enraged by a display of wealth, 
they may respond with their own form of competitive aggression. In 
such circumstances, money can quickly cost too much. The fl aunt-
ing of money to inspire envy reinforces a Darwinian outlook on life 
and makes peaceful coexistence impossible. As the singer Bob Dylan 
said, “Money doesn’t talk, it swears.” Shooting at others, we may end 
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up wounding ourselves. But many people prefer to be envied rather 
than pitied.

Some people see money as the ideal way to keep score in the game 
of life. Letting others know how much money we have sets up com-
parisons. To quote the well-known moneymaker (and TV “star”) 
Donald Trump, “Money was never a big motivation for me, except 
as a way to keep score. The real excitement is playing the game.” 
We should always be suspicious of people who say that money isn’t 
everything; everything may be exactly what money is to them. But, 
as Trump points out, money certainly lends itself to score keeping. If 
the annual Forbes list of the richest people in the world is anything 
to go by, large fi gures are a great way to impress others. Gaining a 
spot on that list—the destination of many a narcissistic journey—is a 
highly effective, but not very sophisticated, way of gaining the admi-
ration (and/or envy) of others.

Far more of us read the Forbes list with envy than achieve its lofty 
ranking. And as we read it, chances are we feel twinges if not out-
right pangs of envy. That emotion—the feeling of discontent and 
resentment, the desire for the possessions or qualities that somebody 
else has—is one of the darker responses to money. We quickly learn 
how insidious it can be. Aeschylus wrote, “It is in the character of a 
very few men to honor without envy a friend who has prospered.” 
While envy is not an emotion that we readily acknowledge, it plays 
a key role in our inner lives. It takes on a darker hue when we view 
its emergence as a symptom of our failure to appreciate our own 
uniqueness and self-worth. Then, it springs from our ignorance of, or 
lack of belief in, our own gifts. 

Envy and rivalry are symbiotic twins and their relationship plays 
out particularly well when it relates to money matters. When money 
has a central role in our inner lives, we not only want to be rich, but 
we fi nd it imperative to be richer than others. The journalist and 
social critic H. L. Mencken nailed that aspect of human character 
in his defi nition of wealth as “any income that is at least one hun-
dred dollars more a year than the income of one’s wife’s sister’s hus-
band.” The writer Gore Vidal was another keen observer of human 
nature: “Whenever a friend succeeds,” he said, “a little something in 
me dies.” Something in us may die, yes—but it may also give us the 
energy to prove once more to the world that we are not yet a has-
been; that we are still in the race.

For many of the super-rich, discovering that they’re not named on 
the Forbes list of the richest people in the world is a personal catas-
trophe. But it’s also the ultimate challenge. They go out into the mar-
ketplace to do battle once again, ready to do anything to be part of 
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that elite group. But unfortunately, even those who make it onto the 
Forbes list are still unlikely to be satisfi ed. Having attained the lofty 
heights, they torture themselves wondering whether their ranking 
is high enough. After all, for all but one person in the world, there 
is always someone higher up. So the new challenge becomes how to 
better the person just above you? How can you move ever higher in 
the ranking? And what can you do to lower the ranking of others? 
No matter how many upward steps you take, envy keeps twisting its 
knife in your heart. 

Consider the snide remark made by Larry Ellison, one of the super-
rich, about the world’s richest person: “Bill Gates wants people to 
think he’s Edison, when he’s really Rockefeller. Referring to Gates 
as the smartest man in America isn’t right. … [W]ealth isn’t the 
same thing as intelligence.” Anyone setting out to better Bill Gates 
will become embroiled in a never-ending obsession. The result is a 
stunted life. The quest for wealth doesn’t bring the kind of security 
and peace of mind that most people imagine money will buy. Like 
the Holy Grail, they remain compelling but elusive. 

WHEN GREENBACKS MAKE YOU GREEN WITH ENVY

The destructive competitiveness that uses money as a scorecard, or as 
a way to gain recognition, may have had its roots in sibling rivalry. 
Unchecked sibling rivalry may create a pervasive (and sometimes 
accurate) idea that “the other” is favored by one or even both of the 
parents. Because love is not perceived to be shared equally, it becomes 
a precious commodity. The feeling of being insuffi ciently appreci-
ated causes what psychologists call a narcissistic injury—that is, an 
injury to a person’s self-esteem—which expressed itself in symptoms 
such as depression and feelings of envy, competitiveness, rage, anger, 
resentment, revenge, and vindication. Amassing money becomes a 
way to show that you count; it becomes a means of vindication; it 
can even be used for revenge.

A good example of this need for recognition and vindication 
through the means of money is the character of Scrooge McDuck, 
Donald Duck’s uncle. Disney’s creation is an excellent representa-
tion of what happens when the pursuit of money becomes an end 
in itself. In the cartoon series, Scrooge McDuck is described as the 
world’s richest person, having followed a trajectory from a poor shoe 
shiner in Scotland to a penny-pinching billionaire in the United 
States. His name is taken from the miserly Ebenezer Scrooge, a char-
acter from Charles Dickens’ novella A Christmas Carol. It is theorized, 
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however, that Scottish-born industrialist Andrew Carnegie, who left 
his country for America at the age of thirteen, served as a model for 
Uncle Scrooge. 

Scrooge McDuck keeps a portion of his wealth in a massive money 
bin overlooking the city of Duckburg. Infamous for his stinginess, he 
loves his money above everything. Symbolically, his love for money 
is illustrated by his principle pastime, diving into his money like a 
dolphin, burrowing through it like a gopher, and throwing coins into 
the air to feel them fall upon his skull. 

As a businessman, Scrooge McDuck often resorts to aggressive tac-
tics and deception. Business is the stage where he acts out his com-
petitive spirit. In his pursuit of money, he has amassed signifi cant 
experience in manipulating people and events toward his own ends. 
But this behavior has come at a high cost: the lack of true emotional 
relationships. His relations with his nephew Donald, and Donald’s 
own nephews, is distant. The only thing that evokes any emotional 
reaction in Scrooge McDuck is his money, as it brings back memories 
of how it was earned. Besides all the fun and games, the cartoon series 
of Scrooge McDuck is also a symbolically loaded, dark tale about the 
emptiness of wealth. Intricately woven in these tales is a strong mes-
sage that the blind pursuit of money comes at the price of a lack of 
human connectivity.

The Monte Cristo complex

The Monte Cristo complex was named after the protagonist in 
Alexandre Dumas’ novel The Count of Monte Cristo. The theme of 
Dumas’ story is revenge—the need to get even for real or imagined 
hurts. Edmond Dantés is about to marry his fi ancée and become cap-
tain of a vessel when he is framed as a pro-Bonaparte conspirator, 
shortly before the French Emperor’s dramatic return to France from 
exile in Elba. Through the envious machinations of three enemies, 
Dantés is imprisoned in the formidable Château d’If. Educated by 
a fellow prisoner, the elderly Abbé Faria, Dantés remains in this 
French Alcatraz for fourteen years, before he engineers an ingenious 
escape. He fl ees to the island of Monte Cristo, where he locates a 
long-lost treasure Faria told him about, hidden since the time of 
the Renaissance. In his new identity as the Count of Monte Cristo, 
Dantés uses his fabulous new wealth to fund his revenge and destroy 
his enemies, in an attempt to right the wrongs he suffered. 

As Dumas’ story illustrates, for people who suffer from the Monte 
Cristo complex, revenge is more than just a fl eeting temptation; 
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it’s their major motivational force in life. Getting even is the only 
thing that matters and money is the means they use to do it. But, as 
Dantés discovers in Dumas’ novel, keeping score of old scores and 
scars ultimately diminishes you. Can you really get ahead while get-
ting even? “The tree of revenge doesn’t bear fruit,” according to a 
Dutch proverb. In Paradise Lost, John Milton wrote: “Revenge, at fi rst 
though sweet,/Bitter ’ere long back on itself recoils.” Those who plot 
the destruction of others often perish in the attempt, and exacting 
an eye for an eye, as the Book of Exodus exhorts, eventually leaves 
everyone blind. I have met many executives who, while using money 
for vengeful purposes, ended up being quite dead within.

HAVING TOO MUCH MONEY

Of course, we can always quote Oscar Wilde, “There is only one class 
in the community that thinks more about money than the rich, and 
that is the poor.” While growing up with no money can be a prob-
lem, it is possible to have too much of a good thing. An English prov-
erb states, “An abundance of money ruins youth”—in other words, 
having lots of money can be detrimental to the healthy develop-
ment of a child. This can happen because parents, busy with the 
acquisition and management of their wealth, alleviate their guilt at 
not being psychologically available by giving presents and money. In 
essence, they offer money as a substitute for love. But our children 
need our presence more than our presents.

Can genuine care and love be replaced by money? Not with 
any hope of healthy development. Money is a poor substitute for 
love and care. Children raised on this model are generally left with 
ambivalent feelings toward their caretakers: they are unsure whether 
their caretakers really love them, indeed whether they themselves 
are lovable. The result is depressive feelings and a great sense of inse-
curity, beginning in childhood and lasting into adulthood. Some of 
these individuals may come to suffer from a disorder comparable to 
Wealth Fatigue Syndrome: oniomania (literally, a mania for making 
purchases). They ward off lingering feelings of depression by seek-
ing out the temporary highs they get from spending money. Buying 
things for themselves makes them feel better but those good feelings 
are only temporary Band-Aids. As children, these people felt tem-
porary, artifi cial highs when their parents gave them money to buy 
things or gifts, and as adults they feel compelled to repeat that pat-
tern. They spend money to feel better, creating an endless cycle of 
depression and temporary highs. 
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Money simply cannot give children the inner security and stable 
sense of self-esteem needed in adulthood. Ironically, it impoverishes 
them. If you want to see what children can do, you must stop giving 
them things. When money fl ows too freely, it’s unlikely that impor-
tant developmental challenges will be handled in an age-appropriate 
manner by child and parent. The complex psychological work that 
a child has to tackle to grow into a healthy, responsible adult may 
be undermined. Money corrupts, just as power corrupts, because 
it makes us dependent—and a lot of money corrupts a lot. It may 
impede the establishment of the deep, meaningful relationships that 
are the cornerstones of mature, healthy functioning and can result in 
lifelong problems of self-esteem and depression.

When young people have too much money, other people fi nd 
it diffi cult to deal with them in a natural way. Wealthy kids given 
a privileged upbringing may have no sense of how the rest of the 
world lives. Their developmental experiences are too different than 
those of others. These two factors—their own lack of real-world 
knowledge and the discomfort other people feel in interacting with 
them—exacerbate the struggle to establish relationships. Moreover, 
the confusion privileged youngsters experience about how they see 
themselves and how others treat them may impair their capacity for 
reality testing (that is, make them less attuned to their circumstances 
and the reactions of others) and make them suspicious about human 
nature.  

Having too much too soon can also impact negatively on moti-
vation. Young people do not learn the value of money when it 
is always available and fail to understand the energy needed to 
obtain it. If they never learn what it means to earn money, they 
may never appreciate the value of hard work. The effects of this go 
beyond mere fi nances: young people who have too much money 
lose the urge to strive, to experiment, to reach out, and to try out 
new things.

The tale of King Midas, a parable of greed and redemption, is 
often told to children to help them put money into perspective. 
According to the story, one day Midas saw an old man asleep under 
a tree in his private gardens. He recognized the person as Silenus, 
the teacher and faithful companion of Dionysus, the god of wine. 
Taking pity on the old fellow, King Midas let him go without pun-
ishment. When Dionysus heard this, he rewarded Midas by granting 
him one wish. The king thought for only a second and then said 
“I wish that everything I touch will turn into gold.” Dionysus tried 
to caution him about making this kind of wish, but Midas didn’t 
listen. He insisted. And so he was granted the wish.
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Midas went on his way rejoicing in his newly acquired power, 
which he hastened to put to the test. Initially, he was thrilled and 
turned everything he could touch into gold, including the beloved 
roses in his garden. His attitude changed, however, when he was 
unable to eat or drink: his food and wine were also changed to price-
less but inedible gold. He fi nally realized the real depth of his mistake 
when he turned his daughter into gold. What once was viewed as 
a marvelous gift, did quite the opposite: it made Midas extremely 
unhappy. The blessing he had received was really a curse. He could 
not eat, sleep, drink, or touch anything because everything turned to 
gold and he missed his daughter terribly. 

Finally, Midas went back to Dionysus and told him that he wanted to 
remove his golden touch. Dionysus laughed when he saw the change 
in the king but decided to take pity on him and told him to go and 
bathe in a nearby river. Midas was afraid to get into the water for fear 
that it would turn into gold and kill him. Instead, he took a jug and 
washed himself down, fi lling the jug repeatedly. To his great relief, little 
by little the gold of his body washed away. Midas took jug after jug of 
water back to his palace to wash his daughter, servants, horse, and the 
whole building. He did not stop until he had restored everything to its 
normal state. After this adventure, Midas was poorer that he had been, 
but richer, he felt, in the things that really counted in life.

The moral of the story is obvious—“gold” can come in many 
forms, including happiness, love, and meaningful relationships. It 
was only when the people and things dearest to him turned into gold 
that Midas realized the limitations of his way of looking at the world; 
and it was only by dint of a great deal of hard work that he restored 
the true value of the things he loved best. 

Money should be earned. Real work teaches the value of money, 
which is why it is important for parents to instill the value of work 
into their children and make money part of an integrated experi-
ence. Without this guidance, children may develop an unrealistic 
idea of entitlement and assume that everything can be bought and 
sold for money. They need to realize that the most important ethical 
and cultural values have no price tag.

As the story of Midas dramatically exemplifi es, some people may 
have lots of money but, when it comes down to it, be very poor. 
Unfortunately, when money talks it doesn’t always talk sense. This 
places a formidable responsibility on parents to ensure that money 
talks to their children in the right way. If you want your children to 
keep their feet on the ground, you need to put some responsibility 
on their shoulders. The more we shelter children from disappoint-
ment, the more devastating future disappointments will be. 
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Most importantly, your children will see what you’re all about by 
how you live, not what you say. There’s nothing more infl uential in 
a child’s life than the moral power of quiet example. It’s pretty hard, 
however, to start children out in the right direction if that isn’t the 
way you are going yourself. Strangely, we only get a better under-
standing of what we believe when we start to instruct our children. 
Do we worry about our children so much because we’re afraid they’ll 
grow up like us?
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10
YOUR MONEY OR YOUR LIFE

I have mental joys and mental health,
Mental friends and mental wealth, 
I’ve a wife that I love and that loves me;
I’ve all but riches bodily.

William Blake

The fi rst wealth is health.

Ralph Waldo Emerson

If you make money your god, it will plague you like the devil.

Henry Fielding

Money is a bottomless sea, in which honor, conscience, and truth may be drowned.

Eugene Arthur Kozlay

I have already pointed out the paradoxical nature of money: instead 
of providing freedom, it imprisons those who covet it; instead of 
being a possession, it possesses those who hoard it. The lesson to be 
drawn is that the only wealth that really matters involves things that 
money can’t buy.

“MONEY CAN’T BUY ME LOVE”

Although most of us cheerfully sing along with the Beatles song that 
claims “money can’t buy me love,” some of us try to make the pur-
chase anyway. Some people consciously associate money and love; 
others do so unconsciously. They think that money can buy any-
thing, including a beautiful woman or a handsome man. But while 
money can trigger a relationship, it can’t buy love. Without love, the 
whole deal is counterproductive: how much does the “purchaser” 
really care about the person he or she is “buying”? Showing off a 
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trophy wife is just another form of one-upmanship. Money is prone 
to the same fetishism as sex. Some people believe that the more sex—
or money—they have, the more fulfi lled they will be; eventually they 
realize that no amount will ever be enough to satisfy their craving. 
The problem lies not in having too much or too little, but in using 
money to replace the things that really count in life. 

Money can’t buy youth, either, although men and women con-
cerned about the decline in their physical attractiveness often use 
money to compensate for aging, hooking up with a youthful partner 
who makes them look and feel better. For these people, “buying” a 
partner is a stop-gap to fi ght off depressive feelings. 

Whether they are looking for love or youth, some people are 
prepared to go to any lengths, and spend a fortune, to acquire the 
right person. There is a certain amount of collusion in this process, 
however. There are generally women willing to play along, attracted 
to rich and powerful men and, increasingly nowadays, young men 
attracted to powerful, wealthy women. As the former US Secretary of 
State Henry Kissinger said, with some authority, “Power is the ulti-
mate aphrodisiac.”

But can collusion ever be the basis for a meaningful relationship? 
Only very, very occasionally. The late shipping tycoon Aristotle 
Onassis must have struggled with the issue, for he said, “If women 
didn’t exist, all the money in the world would have no meaning.” He 
knew what he was talking about, having acquired Maria Callas and 
Jackie Kennedy. Thus while money can’t buy happiness, it certainly 
allows you to choose your own form of misery. And although money 
can’t buy love, it improves your position in the sexual race.

FORFEITING SATISFACTION

Confused? If both poverty and wealth fail to bring us satisfaction, 
what can? Actually, poverty often does a better job than wealth. 
While contentment can make poor people rich, discontent can make 
rich people poor. There is a Turkish proverb that says, “A fool dreams 
of wealth; a wise man, of happiness.” Only someone who does not 
have any money imagines that money will make him or her happy. 
The tycoon John D. Rockefeller, a rich man by any standard, said 
himself, “It is wrong to assume that men of immense wealth are 
always happy.” In fact, a great fortune, like poverty, can become a 
form of slavery.

People of great wealth often suffer more than others from bore-
dom, depression, and other psychological ailments. Most satisfaction 
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studies have shown that once the basic necessities are met, money 
doesn’t really bring happiness. As the Greek playwright Euripides put 
it, “When a man’s stomach is full, it makes no difference whether he 
is rich or poor.” There is a limit to the number of steaks you can eat 
in a day.

What is this elusive happiness that we struggle to buy our way into? 
Sigmund Freud argued that it is the belated fulfi llment of an early 
childhood wish. Anecdotal evidence seems to support that claim: 
listen to people’s stories and dreams, and you’ll often hear “feeling 
good” spoken of in terms of childhood simplicity and togetherness 
with early caretakers. Very young children do not want money. They 
want to be cuddled, they want their parents and other loved ones 
with them, they want to play and explore, and they want to be lis-
tened to. Given that, from a developmental point of view, the pursuit 
of money is an acquired rather than an inherent need, we shouldn’t 
be surprised if suddenly coming into a lot of money doesn’t do much 
for one’s feelings of satisfaction, beyond a transitory, exhilarated 
mood state. For example, studies on happiness show that lottery 
winners, after a temporary high, return to normal very quickly. 

The things that induce lasting feelings of satisfaction are far less 
tangible. People talk about feeling the joy of achievement, the excite-
ment of creative efforts in working with others, the sublimity of reli-
gious celebrations, the rightness of a sense of unity with nature. They 
talk about enjoying their daily work routine and feeling useful and 
fulfi lled on the job (and yes, as a bonus, sometimes making a great 
deal of money). And fi nally—perhaps most importantly—they talk 
about the warmth and closeness of intimate moments with family 
and friends.

FORFEITING INTIMACY

Money may buy you a nice dog, but only love will make it wag its 
tail. Our true wealth lies in the people who care about us, and about 
whom we care. As I already emphasized in Part One, on sexual desire, 
attachment behavior is one of humankind’s most basic needs. I 
remember seeing a cartoon that portrayed a balding executive sitting 
behind a desk, saying, “Okay, I’ve made it. Now I need love.” Sadly, 
the realization may have come a little too late for him. 

In the context of intimate relationships, when money speaks, the 
truth is often silent. The very rich are always subject to the danger 
that the people they deal with will tell them only what they think 
they want to hear. Psychotherapists and psychoanalysts attribute this 
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to the idealizing transference—that is, the universal human tendency 
to admire powerful people. (Here I realize, however, that I’m giving 
only a partial explanation as we cannot rule out conscious self- serving 
motives.) Whatever the motivation, money and candor don’t go well 
together. When people bearing big smiles or gifts approach the very 
wealthy, the recipients always wonder, “Are these people true friends, 
or are they trying to take advantage of our wealth or power?” As the 
TV personality Oprah Winfrey once observed, “Lots of people want 
to ride with you in the limo, but what you want is someone who will 
take the bus with you when the limo breaks down.” 

Worse still, the rich sometimes buy into the idealizing transference 
and self-serving motives themselves. If enough of the sycophants 
waiting to ride in the limo tell a wealthy man he is the epitome of 
wisdom, beauty, or skill, he may start believing them, despite evidence 
to the contrary. This impaired reality-testing can negatively infl uence 
the quality of any interpersonal relationships that remain. There is a 
Yiddish proverb that encapsulates a neat reality check for this: “With 
money in your pocket, you are wise and you are handsome and you 
sing well too.” And fi nally, to quote Miguel de Cervantes, “The fool-
ish sayings of the rich will pass for wise saws in society.”

FORFEITING TIME

One crucial non-money item is time. So here’s another paradox: 
being rich means having money, being wealthy means having time. 
If we waste our money, we may end up out of pocket, but if we waste 
our time, we forfeit—irretrievably—a signifi cant part of our life. Lost 
money can be replaced through new efforts, but lost time is lost for-
ever. While we are busily pursuing money and material success, we 
are in effect mortgaging our life. And the payments are onerous: we 
give up hours and days and months and years of our life to sustain 
our mortgage. Money can buy you everything except the chance to 
do it again. And we give up our energy as well. Many people, by the 
time they have money to burn, discover that their fi re has burned 
out. Their sense of playfulness and imagination is no longer what it 
was, and they are dull even to themselves.

The very busyness of business obscures the fact that, in life, the 
journey is all and the end nothing. Unfortunately, many of us come 
to this realization only when it is too late. We don’t understand, or 
we forget how important it is to be present at critical moments in our 
family or friends’ lives—moments that will fuel our memories in the 
future. Those moments will never come again, no matter how rich 
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we are. “Your money or your life” holds a deeper truth than the well-
known highwayman’s threat. Like the characters in The Treasure of 
the Sierra Madre, too many of us equate dollar bills with life. But if we 
stopped from time to time and took a hard look at ourselves and our 
circumstances, we would soon realize that dollar bills don’t represent 
what really matters in life. While it’s good to have money and the 
things that money can buy, it’s also good to evaluate our priorities 
once in a while to make sure that we haven’t lost out on things that 
money can’t buy.

As Ambrose Bierce said in his Devil’s Dictionary, “Mammon is the 
god of the world’s leading religion.” Unfortunately, in this wild 
dance around Mammon we may sacrifi ce everything that is essential 
to life: generosity, compassion, empathy, kindness, fairness, honor, 
justice, ethics, and esthetics. Moreover, while busily dancing around 
Mammon, we may forget that while ordinary riches can be stolen, 
real riches cannot. We all possess infi nitely precious things that 
cannot easily be taken away from us. If we ignore that reality and 
focus on material wealth over precious intangibles such as time, we 
will reap what we sow—in other words, if we make money our god, 
chances are it will plague us like the devil! 

FORFEITING INTEGRITY

Those who believe that everything can be done through money are 
frequently ready to do anything for money, compromising their 
integrity. Do honesty and material wealth need to be mutually exclu-
sive? Can great fortunes only be acquired dishonorably? A review of 
the careers of many of the world’s super-rich suggests that commerce 
is rife with immoral, if not villainous, acts. The writer Dorothy Parker 
expressed this behavior pattern well when she pronounced, “If you 
want to know what God thinks of money, just look at the people he 
gave it to.” We tend to be much more careful of our money than of 
our principles. 

One of the most dramatic examples of how money can affect an 
individual’s integrity is the story of Kenneth Lay and Enron. For 
many years Ken Lay seemed to exemplify the American dream. He 
had a very poor upbringing in rural Missouri; his father was rarely in 
regular work and Lay contributed to the household income by deliv-
ering papers and working as a farm laborer. His parents were deter-
mined that their three children should have the education they had 
missed out on and Lay won scholarships to the state university. He 
studied business, was an excellent scholar, and was persuaded to stay 
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on to do a masters degree. However, he disappointed his supervisors 
by insisting on leaving academic life: “I’ve got to get out and make 
money.” Lay started his career as a corporate economist in Exxon 
but academia still held appeal: he took time-out to do a doctorate 
in economics at the University of Houston and worked for a while 
as a federal energy regulator. He went back into business as head of 
a Texan gas company that, following the merger of two local fi rms 
in February 1986, became Enron. The new company took off during 
the dot-com-driven stock market boom of the 1990s. By the end of 
that decade, Enron had been named “America’s Most Innovative 
Company” by Fortune magazine for fi ve consecutive years and was 
on Fortune’s “100 Best Companies to Work for in America” list in 
2000. At its peak, Enron was worth about $70 billion, its shares trad-
ing at about $90 each. It had become the seventh biggest company in 
the US and the world’s largest energy trading fi rm. Lay, as chairman, 
became one of the best-paid executives in corporate America, making 
more than $217 million from stock options, and another $19 million 
in salary and bonuses. He was fêted both in Texas and nationally by 
infl uential and powerful people in politics and business (including 
both presidents Bush) and used a substantial amount of his personal 
wealth to support a wide range of charitable causes, including those 
not considered glamorous enough to attract other wealthy benefac-
tors. But while Enron’s top executives were counting their riches, the 
company was bleeding cash.

On December 2, 2001, Enron declared bankruptcy. Thousands of 
investors—including most of the company’s employees—lost billions 
of dollars as Enron’s shares plummeted in value. Twenty thousand 
people were left jobless when the company’s corrupt management 
(including false profi t projections and the use of offshore companies 
to hide huge losses) was exposed.

Lay continued to protest his innocence as investigators uncov-
ered evidence of the scale of Enron’s corruption. He had been lied 
to and cheated by people who worked for him; he had been work-
ing too hard to notice the problem; he was well intentioned toward 
the company and its people; he had done nothing wrong. On May 
25, 2006, Ken Lay and former Enron CEO Jeffrey Skilling were con-
victed of fraud, conspiracy, and other charges. Lay vowed to clear his 
name but died of a heart attack before he could be sentenced to what 
would surely have been a lengthy jail term. Skilling was given more 
than twenty-four years in prison. 

Instead of being remembered as a generous philanthropist (which 
he was), Ken Lay will always be associated with one of the biggest 
corporate scandals in US business history. His story is one of hubris 
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and white-collar crime, and tells how a number of smart and power-
ful men were blinded by greed and brought ruin upon themselves 
and thousands of innocent victims.

Greed’s regress

Is there such a thing as “enough” money? We might think so, but 
the Ken Lays of the world suggest otherwise. One of the tragedies of 
human existence is our restlessness: we accommodate ourselves rap-
idly to the things we set out to accomplish, then become accustomed 
to and bored with them. 

Evolutionary psychologists argue that natural selection has condi-
tioned us to adapt swiftly to new situations and then strive for a little 
bit more. Satisfaction with a stable state is not conducive to our sur-
vival as a species. We need to be kept on our toes. Following this line 
of reasoning, some of us end up on a hedonistic treadmill, endlessly 
motivated by the desire for pleasure and the avoidance of pain. And 
that treadmill never stops, because human desire is insatiable.

And yet can’t we accept these fi ndings from evolutionary psychol-
ogy and still concede that at some point enough is enough? Why 
is the concept of “enough” so hard to understand? When are we 
rich enough? When are we successful enough? When are we good 
enough? Why can’t we pick a moment of comfort and satisfaction 
and decide that we’re stepping off the treadmill? The needs of the 
wealthy seem to mount constantly, as we have seen in the case of 
Roman Abramovich: fi rst the successful executive wants a sports car, 
then a house on the Riviera, then a yacht, then a private plane, then 
multiples and epitomes of those things. Whatever they have, it’s 
never enough. They are always looking out for more; there’s always 
someone who seems to have a better deal. They can’t get off the 
treadmill, and they don’t even want to try, from fear of depression. 
And yet this preoccupation with possessions keeps them from truly 
living and examining what they are doing with their lives.

If we really believe that our journey is more important than our 
destination—something with which most people concur in principle 
but ignore in practice—then we need to focus on our journeying 
rather than our fi nances. We need to do things that we enjoy doing 
and concentrate on the small pleasures of the day. If we focus on 
fi nite material achievements, we will experience only a very tem-
porary sense of fulfi llment. Acquiring and spending are only very 
short-term antidepressants that need to be taken continuously. Thus 
we become like Sisyphus, pushing boulders up the hill, over and over 
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again. Instead of reveling in a glorious sunset or enjoying a family 
dinner, we stay late at the offi ce doing things we dislike, to be able 
to buy things we don’t need, to impress people we don’t care about. 
How’s that for irony?

FORFEITING HEALTH

Money cannot compensate for lost time and lost integrity; neither 
can it offset lost health. It is only when the rich get sick that they 
really understand the impotence of wealth. Money can buy us good 
medicine and good doctors but not good health. It can buy us a com-
fortable place to sleep but can’t ensure sleep itself. It can help us get 
material comforts but not true feelings of well-being. Ironically, far 
too many people spend their health gaining wealth, just to spend 
their wealth trying to regain their health. 

That’s not to say that the money we have amassed can’t have an 
ameliorating effect as we grow older. When our energy is no longer 
what it used to be, and our health grows precarious, it is good to have 
some money set aside. That money not only lets us enjoy our lei-
sure and retirement time, it also helps bolster our sense of self-worth 
and power. It will give some form of solace when beauty fades. The 
playwright Tennessee Williams was particularly forthright about this: 
“You can be young without money but you can’t be old without it.” 
Whatever age we are, however, we need to be cautious that money 
does not overrule the other facets of our lives. 

When money is seen as a solution to every problem it can itself 
become the problem. Instead of fi nding freedom through money, we 
become prisoners of money, because it cannot bring us the control 
or the vindication we may be looking for. Instead, we may have for-
feited the essential things in life in our pursuit of it.
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THE ZEN OF MONEY

When a fellow says it ain’t the money but the principle of the thing, it’s the money.

Artemus Ward

One must be poor to know the luxury of giving!

George Eliot

Why should people ever take credit for charity when they must know that they cannot 
gain as much pleasure out of their guineas in any other fashion?

Arthur Conan Doyle

If he had unlimited money at his disposal, he might go into the wilds somewhere and 
shoot big game. I never know what the big game have done to deserve it, but they do 
help to defl ect the destructive energies of some of our social misfi ts.

Saki

There is a Zen story that recounts how a famous Zen master was 
invited to a banquet. He arrived dressed in his beggar’s cloths. The 
host, not recognizing him, chased him away. The Zen master went 
home, changed into his ceremonial robe of purple brocade, and 
returned. With great respect, he was shown into the banqueting 
room. Once there the Zen master took off his robe and laid it care-
fully on the place where he had been asked to sit. “I have no doubt,” 
he said, “that it is my robe that is expected, as you turned me away 
from your door when I fi rst arrived,”—and left.

We often respond to the façade, or external presentation of a 
person, rather than the real person inside the clothes or behind the 
fancy title. But none of us is wealthy until we possess things that 
money can’t buy.

Since it is highly unlikely that our preoccupation with money will 
simply go away, we need to learn how to live with the quest for money 
without losing ourselves to it. We need to realize that in money matters, 
it’s all a question of balance. If too much money can be as demoralizing 
as too little, how can we juggle our need for it and our fear of it? 

M. K. Vries, Sex, Money, Happiness, and Death
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Of course, the simplest way of dealing with money matters is to 
change our need system—that is, to modify our desires. After all, 
wealth is a relative thing. People who want less may be far richer 
than people who forever want more. Interestingly, an emphasis on 
wanting little, on having a simple life, is a common theme in many 
of the world’s religions. Real freedom, according to many doctrines, 
consists in having no material desires; people are much freer—and 
indeed wealthier—when they do not have a penny to their name. 

This has also been a common theme in Western philosophy: “He is 
richest who is content with the least,” (Socrates); “The greatest wealth 
is to live content with little,” (Plato); “Wealth consists not in having 
great possessions but in having few wants,” (Epicurus). Apparently, 
we are wealthiest when our minds are satisfi ed. Can it possibly be true 
that the greatest single source of wealth we have is between our ears? 
The pioneer auto manufacturer Henry Ford, who saw the birth and 
early death of several companies before he hit upon his design for the 
Model T, thought as much: “If money is your hope for independence 
you will never have it. The only real security that a man will have in 
this world is a reserve of knowledge, experience, and ability.” It is our 
capabilities and the wisdom we possess that make us rich. According 
to Socrates, the best way for people to live is to focus on the acquisi-
tion of wisdom and truth. Material production and consumption are 
not serious ends in themselves, but at best a mere means to achieve 
something of far greater magnitude. Socrates argued that the challenge 
of a fulfi lled life is to concentrate on building friendships, on creating 
a sense of true community, and on searching for meaningful pursuits.

The truth of Socrates’ assertions is easy to test: if you were told 
that you had only six months to live, would your reaction be, “I have 
to make more money” or “I have to spend this time with my loved 
ones”? It’s been said that the best thing that can happen to some-
one is to have a mild coronary in middle age. That sort of medical 
emergency provides a compelling opportunity to take a serious look 
at life. Most people respond to that opportunity by concluding that 
the greatest wealth is being content with life as it is, appreciating the 
small pleasures as they come along.

LETTING GO OF MONEY

Another question that has preoccupied philosophers is what should 
we do with wealth once we have it? The general answer seems to be, 
put it to work and let it do good in the world. To quote the role model 
of refl ective practitioners, the philosopher-emperor Marcus Aurelius, 
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“The only wealth which you will keep forever is the wealth you have 
given away.” Much later, two well-known businessmen expressed a 
similar opinion. “Money is like manure,” the billionaire J. Paul Getty 
observed. “You have to spread it around or it smells.” Another tycoon, 
Andrew Carnegie, came to a similar conclusion: “Surplus wealth is a 
sacred trust which its possessor is bound to administer in his lifetime 
for the good of the community.”

In 1888, when Alfred Nobel’s brother Ludvig died, a French news-
paper mistakenly ran an obituary for Alfred, under the heading “The 
merchant of death is dead.” The obituary went on: “Dr Alfred Nobel, 
who became rich by fi nding ways to kill more people more quickly 
than ever before, died yesterday.” Nobel’s response was one of deep 
shock: the inventor of dynamite found that he did not want to be 
remembered as a “merchant of death.” The incident motivated him 
to live his life very differently. 

When Alfred Nobel died in 1896, and his will was opened, the 
world was shocked in its turn. Nobel left nearly all of his enormous 
wealth to establish fi ve prizes (for physics, chemistry, physiology or 
medicine, literature, and peace) to “those who, during the preced-
ing year, shall have conferred the greatest benefi t on mankind.” The 
Nobel Prize represented the greatest accolade to which anyone could 
aspire in these fi elds from its inception. 

A more recent example of a remarkable way of dealing with wealth 
has been presented by Warren Buffett, the billionaire investor of 
Berkshire Hathaway, who has pledged to give eighty-fi ve percent of his 
Berkshire stock to fi ve foundations. The largest part of his donation will 
go to the world’s biggest philanthropic organization, the $30 billion Bill 
& Melinda Gates Foundation. Stating his intention to give his wealth 
away, Buffett commented, “I’m not an enthusiast for dynastic wealth, 
particularly when six billion others have much poorer hands than we 
do in life.” In addition, he expressed his hope that other wealthy people 
“would pick up on this model; I think it’s a sensible model.”

Alfred Nobel and Warren Buffett demonstrate that the highest use 
of wealth is not to make more money but to make money do more. 
Of course, we may wonder whether some of these men—given the 
ruthless way they acquired their wealth—assumed an altruistic mask 
to disguise less lofty motivations, such as narcissistic self-aggrandize-
ment. It’s certainly true that giving money to worthwhile social causes 
brings more plaudits than buying expensive cars, lavish yachts, pri-
vate airplanes, or opulent villas. But even if a desire for recognition is 
the underlying cause, it is an effective motivator.

Unfortunately, very few people know how to give money away 
wisely. Strange as it may sounds, philanthropy can be practically 
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and emotionally diffi cult. Identifying the right causes is not always 
easy—giving is a very different game from acquiring. There will be 
some unscrupulous people out there, hoping to get at the money, 
and there is an emotional dimension as well. Giving away a lot of 
money might mean dropping off the “world’s richest” list. The com-
munications billionaire Ted Turner knows exactly how that feels: “As 
I started getting rich, I started thinking, ‘What the hell am I going to 
do with all this money?’ … You have to learn to give. … Over a three 
year period, I gave away half of what I had. To be honest, my hands 
shook as I signed it away. I knew I was taking myself out of the race 
to be the richest man in the world.”

In the end, however, all of us want be judged by the way we live, 
not by our standard of living, and measured by the way we help 
others, not by our wealth. As I have stated repeatedly, wealth is a 
state of mind. Anyone can acquire mental wealth by thinking rich 
thoughts. If we consider ourselves prosperous, we will be. If we see 
ourselves as continually hard up, that’s exactly what we will be.

Until we are happy with who we are, we will never be happy with 
what we have. Our thoughts and imagination are a great source of 
wealth, as are our friendships and familial ties, and our ability to take 
pleasure in the small things of life. I truly believe that the spiritually 
wealthy are the wealthiest of all—far richer than the richest billion-
aire, in a commodity that is far more valuable than money. It is our 
Weltanschauung, our outlook on life, which counts, as the following 
story illustrates. 

One day a wealthy businessman took his daughter on a trip to 
Bangladesh. The purpose of the trip was for her to experience how 
poor people lived and thus gain an appreciation of her own wealth. 
They spent a couple of days and nights traveling in the countryside, 
staying with a poor family in one of the villages. When they returned 
to Europe, the father asked his daughter what she thought of the 
experience. She said it had been a fantastic trip.

“Do you now understand how poor people live?” her father asked.

“Sure,” said the daughter.

“So what did you learn from the trip?” 

 “I realized that we have only one dog, while the family we stayed with had 
four—and cats and cows to boot. We have a large swimming pool but the chil-
dren who lived in the house where we stayed had the sea that never seemed to 
end. Behind our house we have a garden where I can play, but these children 
could play in a whole forest. We buy our food in the shopping center, but they 
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were able to grow their own food. We have a car that seats all four of us, but 
they had a bus that had room for the whole village.” The father’s surprised look 
turned to dismay when his daughter added, “Thanks, Dad, for showing me how 
poor we are.”

Something considered worthless or taken for granted by one person 
can be the prized possession of another. We need to  understand that 
all our money problems, worries, and shortages largely begin and 
end with the person staring back at us from the mirror. Although 
I’m by no means ignoring the fact that real money worries do exist, 
for many people, worrying about money is simply a state of mind. 
We are truly rich if we are happy with what we have and what we 
do. Infi nitely more important than money is sharing our human 
wealth—our time, energy, passions, and intimacy. Those intangibles 
are the only real security we have in an insecure world. They’re our 
essentials on the journey through life and all we really need to enjoy 
every moment of that journey.

To sum up, the words of one of England’s best-know literary fi g-
ures, Samuel Johnson, seem prophetic:

To purchase Heaven has gold the power?
Can gold remove the mortal hour?
In life can love be bought with gold?
Are friendship’s pleasures to be sold?
No—all that’s worth a wish—a thought,
Fair virtue gives unbribed, unbought.
Cease then on trash thy hopes to bind,
Let nobler views engage thy mind.



PART THREE: MEDITATIONS ON 
HAPPINESS
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LOOKING FOR WILD STRAWBERRIES

One is never as unhappy as one thinks, or as happy as one hopes to be.

François, Duc de la Rochefoucauld

There is no cure for birth or death except the capacity to enjoy the interval.

George Santayana

Happiness does not depend on outward things, but on the way we see them.

Leo Tolstoy

If I keep a green bough in my heart, the singing bird will come.

Chinese Proverb

“Animals are happy as long as they have health and enough to eat,” 
observed Bertrand Russell in his essay The Conquest of Happiness. 
“Human beings, one feels, ought to be, but in the modern world they 
are not, at least in a great majority of cases.” People can be happy 
only when they feel “part of the stream of life,” he observed, “not 
a hard separate entity like a billiard ball which can have no relation 
with other such entities except that of collision.” In other words, 
people need people. If we want happiness, we won’t fi nd it looking 
in the mirror; we need to look out the window.

Unfortunately, all too many people are like Russell’s billiard balls. 
Unable to reach out to others, they’re islands unto themselves, self-
focused and withdrawn, mirror-gazers rather than window-watchers. 
Eventually, through rampant individualism, they create a veritable 
prison for themselves, a self-imposed cage of unhappiness. Trapped 
in neurotic thoughts, they make not only themselves but also others 
miserable. And they have no idea how to free themselves or how to 
be good to themselves.

M. K. Vries, Sex, Money, Happiness, and Death
© Manfred Kets de Vries 2009
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TAKING TWO JOURNEYS

In his fi lm Wild Strawberries—an autobiographical tale in disguise—the 
famous fi lmmaker Ingmar Bergman tells the story of an old man, Isak 
Borg, who embarks on two journeys, one from Stockholm to Lund to 
receive an honorary doctorate, the other into his inner world. To all 
outward appearances Isak Borg is a very successful man, a respected 
medical doctor and scientist. However, his personal life reveals a very 
different picture. His relationship with his aged mother is devoid of 
warmth, while that with his father (who is apparently out of the pic-
ture) is all but nonexistent; Borg’s marriage, which was adulterous and 
unhappy, has ended in a divorce; and Borg has a very distant relation-
ship with his only son. Worse, the son is showing a relational pattern 
very like his own: an icy formality has grown up between father and 
son. It is no surprise to learn, in the introduction to the fi lm, that Borg’s 
outlook on life has become increasingly bleak. He is pessimistic about 
the entire human race. Distraught at the way his life has turned out, he 
has withdrawn from most human interaction. 

During the journey from Stockholm to Lund, Borg—accompanied 
by his daughter-in-law (who, like Dante’s Beatrice, plays a guiding 
role)—is confronted with various scenes from his past. Many of these 
revolve around critical incidents and elicit unhappy memories. To 
counter the feelings these memories stir up—and to avoid being over-
whelmed by anxiety and misery—Borg tries to recall happy memo-
ries. He tries to return to his “patches of wild strawberries,” symbols 
of the sweetness of life—memories of the fl eeting moments of bliss 
and happiness that we all cling to. As the journey progresses (and 
Borg is infl uenced by a number of character-building experiences), 
his outlook on life begins to change. He becomes happier, more play-
ful. He tries to reach out to people. Unfortunately, this transforma-
tion occurs when the clock of his life stands almost at midnight.

Refl ecting on happiness tends to send a person on a trip down 
memory lane. Writing this chapter on happiness has taken me back 
to my own “patches of wild strawberries,” but it’s also returned me to 
the many thorn bushes I’ve encountered in my life’s journey. There 
are echoes in my own background of both Bertrand Russell’s essay 
and Ingmar Bergman’s fi lm. Not surprisingly, then, writing about 
happiness has been a confl icted process for me. While I’ve found 
great pleasure in both the aesthetic aspect of writing (the creation of 
something tangible) and the pragmatic aspect (the creation of some-
thing meaningful), that satisfaction has at times been overshadowed 
by the personal journey into the self that thinking about happiness 
inevitably triggers. 



LOOKING FOR WILD STRAWBERRIES

111

Happiness is a hard topic to pin down. Feelings of distress are much 
easier to tackle than so-called positive feelings. They’re much more 
defi nite, more concrete. Though hard-nosed businesspeople may fi nd 
it unfortunate, happiness isn’t quoted on the stock exchange. It’s not 
something to which a specifi c value can be attached. It’s far less tan-
gible than that—far too elusive. Happiness sneaks up on us, and it 
slips out of our hands just as quickly. It’s often a totally unexpected 
gift. And yet slippery though happiness may be, its pursuit remains 
one of the major preoccupations of humankind. I’ll try to shed some 
light on the topic by looking at it from various angles. 

Although happiness is rarely mentioned as a goal on a résumé or a 
corporate report, the topic is nonetheless hard to escape profession-
ally. Over the years, in my role as a researcher, teacher, and consul-
tant, I’ve studied and given many lectures on the human life cycle, 
career development, leadership, organizational and personal trans-
formation, and individual and organizational stress. I’ve listened to 
many presentations by executives agonizing over the vicissitudes 
of their careers. Furthermore, as a psychotherapist, psychoanalyst, 
leadership coach and consultant I’ve worked to help people make 
sense of their life’s voyage; I’ve tried to be a guide in their internal 
and external journeys. And in each of these roles, over many years, 
I’ve seen the question of happiness pop up again and again as a key 
theme. People the world over, from the top-fl oor corner offi ce to the 
assembly line, ask, What can I do to become happier? What can I do 
to improve the quality of my life? What’s gone wrong in my work 
and relationships? Are there ways I can “repair” the confl icts I’ve 
created? Nothing triggers the imagination of an educator more than 
questions to which he has no cut-and-dried responses.
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THE ELUSIVE CONCEPT OF HAPPINESS

And what is Life?—an hour glass on the run
A mist retreating from the morning sun
A busy bustling still repeated dream
Its length?—A moment’s pause, a moment’s thought
And happiness? A bubble on the stream
That in the act of seizing shrinks to naught.

John Clare 
(“What is Life?” The Englishman’s Fire-side)

Two happy days are seldom brothers.
Bulgarian Proverb

Consider the following. We humans are social beings. We come into the world as the 
result of others’ actions. We survive here in dependence on others. Whether we like 
it or not, there is hardly a moment of our lives when we do not benefi t from others’ 
activities. For this reason it is hardly surprising that most of our happiness arises in the 
context of our relationships with others.

Dalai Lama

The French philosopher Jean de la Bruyère once said, “For man there 
are only three important events: birth, life, and death; but he is 
unaware of being born, he suffers when he dies, and he forgets to 
live.” Obviously, de la Bruyère had a well-developed predisposition 
toward unhappiness. He didn’t “enjoy the interval.” My objective 
here, unlike his, is to concentrate on the interval in an effort to better 
understand what happiness is all about. 

The desire for happiness is a universal human characteristic. It 
was so well developed in the ancient Greeks that they  formulated 
a self-realization theory centered on happiness: eudaimonism. 
Literally, eudaimonia means “good spirit” (eu plus daemon), a word 
that’s usually translated as “happiness.” In his Nicomachean Ethics, 
Aristotle examined a range of human experiences. According to 
him, the highest experience for humankind—and the only true 
 passion—is the attainment of happiness. His defi nition of  happiness 

M. K. Vries, Sex, Money, Happiness, and Death
© Manfred Kets de Vries 2009
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is the state of the soul in accordance with virtue. Aristotle saw the 
search for  personal well-being as the most important striving for 
humankind—the supreme goal of all human activity. Eudaimonia is 
attained, he said, by having a well-ordered lifestyle and engaging 
in those  activities for which one is best suited. He realized that the 
attainment of happiness is never easy, however: “One swallow does 
not make a summer, neither does one fi ne day; similarly one day or 
brief time of happiness does not make a person entirely happy.” As 
a matter of fact, according to his defi nition, happiness could only be 
assessed after a person’s death. 

But the search for happiness didn’t end with the Greeks. It has 
persisted through the centuries. Even in America’s Declaration of 
Independence—a formal political document—we fi nd the state-
ment that one of humanity’s “unalienable rights” is “the pursuit of 
Happiness.” Ironically, Thomas Jefferson (the document’s primary 
author) was a deeply melancholic man who didn’t know much about 
the pursuit of happiness. (And of course we realize that the pursuit of 
happiness is something quite different from its attainment.) 

Many psychologists have tried to make the meaning of  happiness 
more concrete by using terms such as self-actualization, peak  experience, 
individuation, maturity, sense of fl ow, and subjective well-being. To most 
students of the topic these labels imply a sense that life as a whole is 
good, fulfi lling, and meaningful. Unfortunately, eudaimonia— whatever 
label we give it—appears to be only an ideal. Many  circumstances, 
for example illness, injury, lack of education, lack of demand for 
the  activity we want to take on, or infl exible government policies, 
may prevent us from engaging in what suit us best. And yet despite 
the ubiquity of such hindrances, for most of us today the  pursuit of 
 happiness is the ultimate goal of existence; it gives us hope and a 
reason for living, motivating us to go on in spite of life’s hardships.

So why, despite the almost universal reverence for happiness, does 
it remain a mysterious concept? Why are we so cavalier about using 
the word but so hopeless at describing it? Is it because we haven’t 
yet found the answer or because there is no answer? Some individu-
als who have written on happiness believe that it’s a subject that 
shouldn’t even be explored. For example, the British writer Gilbert 
Chesterton noted, “Happiness is a mystery like religion, and should 
never be rationalized.” He preferred not to probe any further, because 
he felt that the inquiry wouldn’t lead anywhere. The American writer 
Nathaniel Hawthorn said, “Happiness is as a butterfl y, which, when 
pursued, is always beyond our grasp, but which, if you will sit down 
quietly, may alight upon you.”
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SEARCHING FOR “PARADISE LOST”

But mystery or no mystery, sporadic efforts at deconstruction have 
been undertaken. For example, some people have argued that happi-
ness isn’t a place or a condition but a state of mind, something that 
comes from within us—a fi gment of the imagination, if you will. 
(That widely accepted view of happiness as a product of our inner 
world may have contributed to the way it has become cloaked in mys-
tery.) Psychotherapists, on the other hand, have been known to com-
pare happiness to the “Paradise Lost” of early childhood—a vaguely 
remembered oceanic feeling of total togetherness with mother. (They 
see evidence of this in the interchange between mothers and infants 
and in the sense of bliss, or total engagement, revealed in children’s 
eyes when young ones snuggle up to their mother). Many of my 
patients have spoken of trying to recapture a fl eeting memory of a 
mystical union they once knew—a memory that can be captured for 
a brief moment only. This perception has been institutionalized in 
the biblical story of humankind’s fall from Paradise. It was Adam and 
Eve’s expulsion from the Garden of Eden that not only brought sin 
into the world, but also necessitated the quest for happiness.

Some psychiatrists and neurologists, however, have a more cynical 
view of the subject. They argue that happiness is nothing more than 
a physiological reaction, a product of body chemistry, or the result of 
neurotransmitters set into motion. That viewpoint prompts a debate 
over whether the happiness induced by drugs such as Prozac is real. 
If the emotion feels the same, and derives from the same chemical 
source, is it really the same? Is that all there is to happiness? Should 
we leave it at that?

Regardless of the approach they favor, most people who have stud-
ied happiness don’t see it as a long-term visitor; only occasionally, 
they say, does it make its home with us. And yet quite a few people, 
if asked, would say that they’re basically happy—though sometimes 
more, sometimes less. Perhaps, then, we should compare happiness 
to the sun breaking through on a cloudy day. Though the rays are 
seen only sporadically, we know that the sun is always there. And if 
we try to chase the sun, we discover that it’s moving away from us. 
Frustrating as this may be, it gives us something to strive for.

Ironically, the fact that happiness is never complete or con-
stant is one of its virtues. A state of unbroken happiness would be 
 monotonous at best, a nightmare at worst (like being in a state of 
perpetual orgasm). In fact, people who profess a constant state of 
happiness are likely to be diagnosed as hypomanic or in denial by 
psychiatrists, psychotherapists, or psychoanalysts. In other words, 
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there’s such a thing as being too happy. Ups and downs are required 
to give our experiences color. Dark is needed to highlight light. As 
Dante Alighieri said in Inferno, “No sorrow is deeper than the remem-
brance of happiness when in misery.” Many of us have discovered 
that there’s no pleasure without pain, just as there’s no joy with-
out sorrow. Carl Jung concurred when he noted, “Even a happy life 
cannot be without a measure of darkness, and the word happy would 
lose its meaning if it were not balanced by sadness. It is far better 
to take things as they come along with patience and equanimity.” 
Paradise without hell would be unimaginable. We need polarities; 
we need contrasts. There’s a good reason Dante dwelled so long in 
Inferno but moved relatively quickly through Paradiso.

Having established that happiness is both elusive and ephemeral, 
what else can we say about it? What are its constituent compo-
nents? We can’t answer that question defi nitively because happi-
ness means different things to different people. It’s a very subjective 
experience; we all have our own fantasies about what happiness is 
(or should be). Some people use the label happiness to describe a 
state in which they’re no longer plagued by desire (even though not 
every past wish has yet been fulfi lled). Others refer to happiness as 
the feelings attached to special moments retained in memory—a 
smile from a loving parent, a successful moment at school, a fi rst 
love affair, the birth of a child, a reunion of the family, or a get-
together with friends. Those of a scientifi c bent describe happiness 
as a sense of satisfaction with life as a whole, the absence of nega-
tive emotions or psychological distress, a sense of purpose in life, 
and feelings of personal growth. In all these defi nitions, though, a 
positive state of mind is crucial.

POSITIVE PSYCHOLOGY

There is even a relatively young branch of psychology that studies 
the strengths and virtues that enable individuals and communi-
ties to thrive: positive psychology, or the science of well-being. One 
of the leading fi gures in the positive psychology movement is the 
psychologist Martin Seligman who noted in 1998, in his inaugural 
speech as president of the American Psychological Association, that 
rather than devoting attention to negative experiences, psychologists 
should change focus, instead studying people for whom everything 
was going well. 

Positive psychology can be described as the scientifi c pursuit of 
optimal human functioning. Its purpose is to explore how  individuals 
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derive a positive sense of well-being, belonging, meaning, and purpose 
in life. Rather than focusing attention on lives that have gone desper-
ately wrong, the idea is that psychologists should change tack, focus-
ing instead on people for whom everything is going well. 

Disciples of this school of thought argue that while psychologists 
know virtually all there is to know about depression, very little time 
has been given to deciphering the secrets of a happy life. Positive 
emotions (joy, elation, contentment, pride, affection, happiness) 
should receive as much attention as feelings that counter happiness 
(guilt, shame, sadness, anxiety, fear, contempt, anger, stress, depres-
sion, and envy). They suggest that the focus needs to be shifted from 
mental illness to mental wellness. Thus while psychoanalysis once 
promised to turn acute human misery into ordinary suffering, posi-
tive psychology promises to take mild human pleasure and turn it 
into a profound state of well-being. Furthermore, according to advo-
cates of positive psychology, studying people’s well-being opens the 
door to understanding the prevention of ill health and the promo-
tion of good health. They argue that there is a set of human strengths 
that can serve as buffers against mental illness: courage, optimism, 
interpersonal skill, work ethic, hope, wisdom, creativity, honesty, and 
resilience.

Just as dwelling on negative events can lead to depression, dwell-
ing on things that have gone well can help pick you up. How you see 
things can matter more than what actually happened. To be seriously 
happy, according to positive psychologists, we have to set our sights 
on a good and a meaningful life. To do this we need to identify our 
signature strengths—the things we are really good at—which could 
be anything from perseverance and leadership to a love of learning.

Some critics have argued, however, that positive psychology has a 
very culture-specifi c outlook, fi tting the American emphasis on self-
reliance and self-expression particularly well. Others join the choir 
of critics saying it is nothing new, just a rehashing of older positive-
 thinking movements. In addition, positive psychologists stand accused 
of ignoring the fact that depressed, or even merely unhappy, people 
have real problems that need to be dealt with. It has even been argued 
that positive psychology has some characteristics of a sect, and cannot 
demonstrate much scientifi c research to support its claims. 

Whatever criticism positive psychology evokes, there is some-
thing to be said about the study of optimal human functioning and 
the building of a fi eld focusing on human strengths and virtue. It 
is a worthwhile endeavor to pay more attention to the effects of 
 autonomy and self-regulation, the role of optimism and hope in 
infl uencing health, and how creativity can be encouraged.
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THE HAPPINESS EQUATION

There are three kinds of lies: lies, damned lies, and statistics.

Mark Twain

That action is best, which procures the greatest happiness for the greatest numbers.

Francis Hutcheson

The reason people fi nd it so hard to be happy is that they always see the past better 
than it was, the present worse than it is, and the future less resolved than it will be.

Marcel Pagnol

If you can’t convince them, confuse them.

Harry Truman

Issues of defi nition aside, most of us agree that obtaining happiness 
isn’t easy. When I ask people if they’re happy, I often get evasive and 
confl icting responses. Many, though, describe their lives as distinctly 
unhappy. Philosophers, rarely the cheerleaders of the world, are 
among this cohort. Henry Thoreau believed that “most men live lives 
of quiet desperation,” while Jean de la Bruyère claimed that “most 
men spend the best part of their lives in making their remaining years 
unhappy.” The lexicographer Samuel Johnson was no optimist either, 
remarking that “human life is everywhere a state in which much is to 
be endured, and little to be enjoyed.” The psychiatrist Thomas Szasz 
was even gloomier, alleging that “happiness is an imaginary condi-
tion, formerly attributed by the living to the dead, now usually attrib-
uted by adults to children, and by children to adults.” The fi lmmaker 
and writer Woody Allen dresses his dark outlook in lighter colors: 
“More than any other time in history, mankind faces a crossroads. 
One path leads to despair and utter hopelessness. The other, to total 
extinction. Let us pray we have the wisdom to choose correctly.”

Are they correct in making these gloomy statements? Or do 
their words refl ect the dark Weltanschauung of only a selected few?

M. K. Vries, Sex, Money, Happiness, and Death
© Manfred Kets de Vries 2009
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Do writers, artists, and psychiatrists naturally have a more depressive 
outlook toward life? Perhaps they do. Surveys about happiness pro-
duce optimistic numbers that are hard to ignore, however. In surveys 
of subjective well-being (conducted in many different countries and 
subcultures), most respondents score themselves well above the neu-
tral point on a scale of life satisfaction. In other words, they generally 
score themselves as being more happy than unhappy. 

Of course, we can always question the results of such studies, since 
they’re self-reporting. Many processes, unconscious as well as con-
scious, are at work when people self-report, giving skewed responses. 
For example, the “social desirability factor”—the human urge to be 
accepted by peers—might lead someone to exaggerate their happi-
ness to maintain their social acceptability. It’s fair, then, to wonder 
whether people really are happy when they say that they’re happy. 
Researchers who have tried to tackle the question have gener-
ally found inconsistent validation of self-reported happiness when 
family members and close friends are questioned. In my own studies 
of mood states, however, I’ve found that a high percentage of people 
are very good at misleading those who are close to them, both at 
work and at home.

HAPPINESS FOR THE PURPOSE OF SURVIVAL

Reservations about self-reporting aside, why are the results so rosy? 
Why do people choose happiness over unhappiness, even when life 
is hard on them? At the most basic level, perhaps it’s a survival mech-
anism. If we want to survive as a species, we need to avoid the with-
drawal and apathy that negative mood states engender. Brooding and 
navel-gazing don’t make for effective action; on the contrary, they 
impede our efforts to look after ourselves, provide for our family, and 
serve our community. Because we’re social animals, the networks we 
build are important to building and maintaining society. Our human 
world functions best when people are able to reach out and engage 
with others in social interaction. Man alone is much more vulnerable 
than man as a group. Given all the adversities that we encounter, a 
team, a group, a clan, a tribe, a nation has much greater effi cacy than 
an individual alone.

In 1999 I spent some time in the rain forest of Central Africa hunt-
ing with the pygmies, who are a relatively primitive tribe. During my 
time with them, it became clear to me that their success as a people 
was very much infl uenced by their positive outlook toward life. The 
pygmies were dependent on each other for survival. They hunted 
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together; they gathered roots and fruits together; they built shelters 
together; they took care of each other’s children. All these activities 
were done to the accompaniment of cheerful banter—the fruit of a 
constructive, optimistic outlook on life. From my observations, pyg-
mies are happy people. They have a knack for reframing experiences 
in a positive way, and they love to laugh and sing. Jokes and laugh-
ter were common methods of resolving problems between members 
of our hunting team. The pygmies’ willingness to express positive 
emotions (and their outright enjoyment of those emotions) makes 
confl ict resolution much easier in all phases of pygmy life. In fact, I 
discovered quite quickly that a silent pygmy camp—a camp without 
expressed happiness—is a camp that has problems. 

Some social psychologists use the label “the Pollyanna Principle” 
(named after the heroine of a children’s book who always has a sunny 
disposition) to describe the tendency of humankind to process pleas-
ant information more effi ciently than unpleasant. The French expres-
sion la vie en rose (in English, seeing things through rose-tinted spec-
tacles) is a succinct description of this tendency. When I ask people 
about their past, in my initial interviews with them, they frequently 
portray an idyllic picture of childhood. This picture is quickly shat-
tered, however, when I probe deeper and begin to uncover the reality. 
Cynics say that nothing is more responsible for the “good old days” 
than a bad memory.

CORRELATES OF HAPPINESS

Interestingly enough, according to evidence from studies on identi-
cal twins, the state of subjective well-being that we call happiness 
appears to be heritable. In other words, there seems to be a genetic 
component to the ability to be happy, although estimates for the 
size of the infl uence vary widely (with the highest at about fi fty 
percent). Whatever the true percentage may be, current thinking is 
that genetically based personality dispositions (traits and tempera-
ment) predispose people to be more or less happy. This heritability 
factor may explain why the baseline for happiness remains relatively 
stable throughout their lifetime for many people (with variations 
on a day-to-day or even an hour-to-hour basis). The temperament 
bestowed on us at birth seems to play a signifi cant role in the happi-
ness equation. 

The French author François de la Rochefoucauld reached the same 
conclusion without benefi t of scientifi c research: “Happiness and 
misery depend as much on temperament as on fortune.” Does this 
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mean that we might as well give up trying to improve our feeling 
states? Fortunately not—life is not that deterministic. Because there’s 
no specifi c gene for happiness, genetics is only part of the picture. 
While we may be genetically hardwired with certain traits, as I have 
argued before, this wiring in our brains isn’t a static condition. Our 
developmental and current life experiences make a signifi cant differ-
ence to our state of mind. Most scholars who have researched this 
topic (geneticists included) agree that life circumstances have an infl u-
ence on subjective well-being. A large measure of what determines 
the way we feel, think, behave, and act is a result of our upbringing 
and social and cultural forces. In other words, while genetics plays 
a part, happiness and unhappiness are also learned behaviors. Many 
contextual factors play a role in whether we are happy or not. 

In addition to showing that people have a tendency toward hap-
piness, survey studies confi rm that money doesn’t bring happiness. 
As I explored in Part Two, rich people aren’t necessarily happier than 
people with more modest means, and we don’t need to be wealthy 
or famous to be happy. That said, however, happiness is independent 
of income level only for those whose basic needs have been met. 
Among the poorly fed and provided for, there seems to be a positive 
correlation between income and happiness. The slight increase in 
happiness that we see when income rises at the lower end of the 
income range levels off, however, at the higher levels. At all levels, 
what seems to matter more than absolute wealth is the person’s per-
ceived wealth. Feeling rich requires having desires that we can afford. 
All of us are wealthy to the extent that, rather than seeking to have 
what we want, we seek to want what we have.

Furthermore, happiness has a slight positive correlation with social 
status and level of education, perhaps because these factors often 
raise income levels. Job status and satisfaction have an even stronger 
positive correlation with happiness. People of working age with no 
job at all are unhappier than people who are employed. Numerous 
studies have shown that unemployment contributes to an array of 
psychological disorders ranging from apathy and irritability to vari-
ous somatic stress symptoms. These studies also suggest, however, 
that retired people on the average are happier than people who are 
still working (that excludes retired people who held interesting jobs 
that provided a great deal of job satisfaction and who now miss the 
challenge of their previous activities). 

Whether we are young or old makes no difference in the  happiness 
equation. Self-reports of happiness favor no particular age. Childhood 
happiness by no means guarantees happiness later on, and vice 
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versa, despite the genetic component. Our opening reference to 
Bertrand Russell’s experience is indicative of this. Russell seems to 
have become happier as life went on. Some happy children turn out 
to be neurotic and unhappy adults, while many people whose child-
hood was unhappy are happier as life progresses. Furthermore, age 
can change the intensity of happiness. We are not necessarily less 
happy when we get older, but our feelings tend to mellow; we have 
fewer high highs and low lows—in other words, our feeling of hap-
piness stabilizes. 

Happiness is as oblivious to gender as it is to age. The peaks and 
valleys of happiness between genders may be somewhat different—
women are likely to experience greater ups and downs in positive 
and negative feelings and moods—but the average level of happiness 
is about the same. Men and women differ, however, in experienc-
ing certain forms of unhappiness. For example, women are twice as 
likely as men to suffer from depression, while men are more likely 
than women to behave antisocially or become alcoholic.

People seem to have a remarkable elasticity as far as happiness is 
concerned. Social science research points out that we adapt to new 
situations very quickly. Objective life circumstances play a tempo-
rary role in mood states, but they have little effect in the long term. 
Extreme ups and downs in happiness or unhappiness are quickly 
neutralized through a process of habituation and we return to our 
customary state of being. 

Let’s take an example. When I’m at my house in the South of 
France in the summer and eating white peaches on a daily basis, I 
enjoy it, but not at the same level of temporary pleasure that miracu-
lously fi nding a peach in my backpack while hiking in the Pamir 
mountains or the Altai Republic would give me. I’ve often halluci-
nated about those white peaches as I’ve sat at the top of a mountain, 
exhausted, sore, and dehydrated. But that anticipated pleasure less-
ens with continuous satisfaction.

The forefathers of modern economics who introduced marginal 
utility theory understood this phenomenon well. Herman Gossen 
expressed it in his “fi rst law,” describing how the fi rst strawberry one 
puts in one’s mouth is much more satisfactory than the ones that 
follow. We all know this from our own experience: the second cup of 
tea or coffee in the morning is never as delicious as the fi rst; as we eat 
more and more strawberries, we become sated, and we don’t experi-
ence the same level of satisfaction as we continue eating. What was 
once a high, memorable experience quietly slips away. New stimuli 
need to be pursued to arrive at similar feelings. Fortunately, some 
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experiences—eating strawberries, a good meal, sex—become exciting 
again after some time has passed. Desire can resuscitate itself.

This human tendency to adapt quickly to a new state of being, 
reverting to our customary emotional baseline, is called “hedonic 
equilibrium.” Some social scientists use the more negative label 
“hedonic treadmill,” suggesting that we adapt to changing cir-
cumstances to the point of emotional neutrality. Researchers have 
long recognized that as soon as someone improves their life cir-
cumstances, their satisfaction with the new situation quickly wears 
off. Initial highs eventually give way to complete indifference. For 
example, million-dollar lottery winners—after a temporary state of 
euphoria—very quickly bounce back to normal state of moment-to-
moment happiness. Whatever triggers happiness, our individual per-
sonality plays an important role in returning us to our original state 
of emotional equilibrium.

Since we can be satiated by happiness, we might ask how long 
a person could really be happy in heaven. While theologians usu-
ally describe hell in great detail, they have very little to say about 
heaven. Perhaps that’s because descriptions of life in heaven make 
it sound rather tedious—happiness, happiness, and more happiness. 
None of the activities that are really exciting—if sinful—take place 
in heaven.

Although some of us may fi nd it diffi cult to imagine, even people 
who experience an extreme stroke of ill-fortune can fi nd happiness. 
Studies have shown that people who have been in extremely stress-
ful situations tend to be much less unhappy than others make them 
out to be. Many victims of extreme ill-fortune feel almost apologetic 
for not being unhappier than outsiders think they should be. Frank 
Reed, who was held as a hostage in Lebanon for forty-four months in 
the late 1980s, attributed the way he coped with his ordeal and his 
swift recovery from it to his “emotional equilibrium.” Questioned a 
month after his release, during which time he had regained 20 lbs 
in weight and overcome the severe anemia from which he had suf-
fered during captivity, Reed told journalists that he had “never been 
a person to go through super highs and super lows … That may have 
sustained me during the whole ordeal.” 

Many people are able to reconstitute their lives and fi nd new hap-
piness after serious physical setbacks. The late movie star Christopher 
Reeve (well known for his role as Superman) is probably one of the 
best-known examples of such a turnaround. Despite an accident that 
left him paralyzed from the neck down, he overcame suicidal depres-
sion and found new meaning—and happiness—in life by being a 
spokesman for paraplegics. “There’ll be a lot of nice years ahead,” he 
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said after his accident. “The only limits you have are those you put 
on yourself.”

Survey research suggests that happier people fi t a generic profi le: 
they are married, don’t belong to an ethnic minority group, have 
positive self-esteem, are extraverted, and have a feeling of personal 
control. They refrain from dwelling excessively on the negative side 
of things (they are more optimistic), live in economically developed 
societies (with a stable political system and political freedom), have 
social confi dants, and possess the resources to strive toward valued 
goals. They may practice a religion; religious people have established 
social networks and social support (through the church, synagogue, 
mosque, temple, or other gathering), especially valuable in times of 
crisis. They may participate in group leisure activities (social clubs, 
choirs, team, or sports activities), which offer similar support sys-
tems, and be able to take holidays, a break from the daily routine.

The question of causality begins to loom large as we consider these 
factors. What contributes to what? Are happiness and marriage cor-
related because marriage brings happiness or because happy people 
are more likely to fi nd marriage partners? How does the interchange 
work? Is it the external events that make the difference, or is it our 
outlook on life—our Weltanschauung? Do people who fi nd themselves 
in a perpetual state of unhappiness perceive and interpret situations 
more darkly than others do? The fi ndings about happiness and self-
esteem, extraversion, personal control, and optimism all point in this 
direction. Happiness may be, before everything, a state of mind—the 
way we look at the world. In other words, the way we think about the 
causes of our successes and failures in life really makes a difference.
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OUR WELTANSCHAUUNG

There is only one way to happiness and that is to cease worrying about things which 
are beyond the power of our will.

Epictetus

Every man is an architect of his own fate.

Appius Caecus

The novelist Anthony Powell said of one of his characters, “He fell 
in love with himself at fi rst sight, and it is a passion to which he has 
always remained faithful.” Witty as this observation may be, narcis-
sism is no laughing matter. The satisfaction that narcissism brings is 
very transient, because self-centeredness hinders the outward focus 
that is essential to good relationships. Bertrand Russell noted that 
we should “aim at avoiding self-centered passions and at acquiring 
those affections and those interests which will prevent our thoughts 
from dwelling perpetually on ourselves. It is not the nature of most 
men to be happy in a prison, and the passions which shut us up in 
ourselves constitute one of the worst of prisons.” Among the “pas-
sions” that can make us unhappy he listed fear, envy, competitive-
ness, the sense of sin, self-pity, and self-admiration. He concurred 
with the idea that, fi rst and foremost, happiness is a state of mind. 
Extreme self-centeredness is a delusionary way of fi nding happiness. 
We have to evict the ghosts that plague us. The art of happiness is to 
neutralize or minimize the internal forces that torture us. We need 
to break out of our self-imposed prison. As the saying goes, “Smile 
and the world smiles with you.” Happiness is like a magic potion we 
cannot pour on others without getting a few drops on ourselves.

Not only do we imprison ourselves with our self-centeredness; we 
also take on the role of torturer (though admittedly one among many). 
We are experts at seeking out ingenious ways to make our lives miser-
able. But why do we do that if, as research fi ndings suggest, happiness 
is largely dependent on our cognitive state—on how we interpret and 
respond to situations? Where do our ghosts come from?

M. K. Vries, Sex, Money, Happiness, and Death
© Manfred Kets de Vries 2009
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In almost all cases we are prisoners of our past. As the Danish phi-
losopher Søren Kierkegaard once said, “Life can only be understood 
backwards, but it must be lived forward.” Our internal theater—the 
themes that infl uence our behavior—is very much infl uenced by the 
kind of parenting we were exposed to. We internalize and model 
ourselves on the behavior of the people who take care of us during 
our impressionable years. 

Developmental psychologists and cognitive theorists have dem-
onstrated that much of our behavior is learned. The proof of the 
pudding is that when we unmask our torturer, we see familiar faces 
behind our own—the faces of the people who raised us. Their admo-
nitions still haunt us: Don’t do that! Put on your jacket or you’ll catch 
cold! If you behave like that, you’ll become like your uncle, and you know 
what happened to him! Don’t listen to what your friend says—his parents 
are no good! Your grandmother was a saint, but your grandfather was a 
good-for-nothing—and you’re behaving just like him! Don’t play with that 
girl; she’s a troublemaker! Messages like these are internalized when 
we’re young (since we model our behavior on that of our parents), 
and they have an effect on how we interpret life-events over the 
course of the years.

Many of us turn out to be proxies of our parents, sent on “missions 
impossible.” We carry their ghosts with us in the form of feelings 
of shame, guilt, anger, anxiety, fear, and sadness. These internalized 
feelings may continue to haunt us later in life, the critical voices of 
our caretakers still echoing in our heads and infl uencing our outlook 
on life.

As an English proverb says, “All happiness is in the mind.” The 
outlook that we carry into adulthood holds the key to our happiness, 
since events and situations can be interpreted in very different ways. 
One person may see as positive the same challenge another sees as 
negative. 

A good illustration is the parable of a poor man who was walking 
through the woods dwelling on his many troubles. He stopped to rest, 
leaning unwittingly against a magic tree that would instantly grant 
the wishes of anyone who came in contact with it. The man was 
thirsty and thought to himself, “Oh, I wish I had a drink.” Instantly 
a cup of cool water was in his hand. Shocked, he looked at the water, 
decided it was safe and drank it. He then realized he was hungry. “I 
wish I had something to eat,” he thought. A meal appeared before 
him. “My wishes are being granted,” he thought in disbelief. “Well, 
then—I wish for a beautiful home of my own,” he said out loud. The 
home appeared in the meadow before him. A huge smile crossed his 
face as he wished for servants to take care of the house. They appeared 
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and the man realized he had somehow been blessed with an incred-
ible power. He wished for a beautiful, loving, intelligent woman to 
share his good fortune—and there she was. “Wait a minute, this is 
ridiculous,” said the man to the woman. “I’m not this lucky. This 
can’t happen to me.” As he spoke, everything disappeared. He shook 
his head saying, “I knew it,” and walked away, dwelling once again 
on his many troubles.

This tale re-emphasizes that our Weltanschauung matters in the 
happiness equation. If we depend on others to make us happy, we’re 
endlessly disappointed. We have to take the initiative ourselves. Self-
pity doesn’t bring happiness, nor does giving up. Most people are as 
happy as they tell themselves to be. It’s the way we think about our 
successes and failures that makes a difference. Do we dwell on our 
incapacity to do things? Do we blame others for our failure to solve 
problems? Or do we tell ourselves that we can make a difference? 
Let’s look now at several more specifi c ways in which outlook and 
happiness are related.

INTERNAL VERSUS EXTERNAL LOCUS OF CONTROL

Psychologists sometimes distinguish between two ways of looking at 
the world. They categorize people as being either internals or exter-
nals, depending on their action orientation. An extreme internal 
is someone who thinks that he or she can do anything; nothing is 
impossible. Such people imagine that they are in control of their 
lives. Internals attribute events to themselves; they consider them-
selves master of their own destiny. They tend to be proactive and 
entrepreneurial. In contrast, extreme externals see themselves as 
being victimized by the environment; everything that happens is a 
question of chance or fate. Externals give up before they even start; 
they don’t think that they can accomplish anything. More reactive 
than proactive, they lack a sense of personal effi cacy. And yet giving 
up is the ultimate tragedy, because a defeatist outlook results in total 
passivity—a road that bypasses happiness. 

In laboratory experiments in which dogs or rats were given electric 
shocks, those animals that had no way to avoid being shocked even-
tually suffered from paralysis of the will and became apathetic. In 
short, they gave up. Even in new situations they wouldn’t try to help 
themselves. This belief that they couldn’t make a difference is known 
as learned helplessness. Like these research animals, human beings in 
extreme situations—a concentration camp, for example—often lose 
hope. Their experience teaches them that nothing they do makes 
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a difference. These animal experiments suggest that our cognitive, 
learned outlook matters. 

I’ve seen many situations of learned helplessness in organizations. 
For example, take the case of a company that for many years had 
been led by a conservative, autocratic leader. This person favored 
centralized power and took care of most of the decision-making. No 
initiative was permitted without his explicit permission; every deci-
sion had to pass through him. Eventually, this fi rm was acquired by a 
global company that had a very different outlook on business. When 
the new executives took the helm, they tried to disseminate their par-
ticular philosophy to the employees of the company through words 
such as empowerment, entrepreneurship, and accountability. But in 
spite of their encouragement to do things differently—to introduce 
more contemporary management practices—nothing happened. 
The employees continued in their usual ways, foregoing initiative 
and deferring to their supervisors on all decisions. Notwithstanding 
the new circumstances they found themselves in, the employees 
were frozen in dependency mode. They didn’t know how to take a 
fresh look at managing the business. Some employees were so bewil-
dered by the new corporate expectations that they left the company. 
Others, because of their lack of effectiveness, were asked to leave. 
Serious morale problems followed.

This period of confusion lasted for some time. Gradually, however, 
with the help of a number of newcomers, most of the remaining 
employees were able to transform their outlook. They discovered that 
making decisions on their own didn’t carry a penalty—the new lead-
ership had been serious when they said that employees were empow-
ered to take action. They discovered that people who stuck their neck 
out and engaged in entrepreneurial activities were rewarded rather 
than punished—even when their experiments were less than success-
ful. It took some time, however, for the employees’ trained incapac-
ity to disappear. The previous CEO had given the old employees too 
many “electric shocks” to allow them to believe that they had some 
control over their lives. Like the dogs and the rats in the research lab, 
the employees were initially incapable of moving forward.

Thus internals, who have a more positive, active outlook on life, 
are more likely to experience moments of happiness than are exter-
nals. Perceived control—and even the illusion of control—usually 
has a positive effect on personal well-being and serves as a buffer 
against stress. Perceived loss of control or learned helplessness—the 
perception that all our actions will be futile—leads to a sense of 
hopelessness and is widely seen as a recipe for depression and other 
psychiatric disorders.
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The moral meaning we can draw from such experiences is this: 
if we want a shot at happiness, we need to be proactive. Emulating 
internals, we need to believe that we can make a difference. When 
someone else writes the script—which is how life is in the externals’ 
world—we’re not really living, but just playing a part. Sitting down 
and waiting for miracles won’t get us anywhere, while articulating 
and doing what we want in life may well lead to meaning and fulfi ll-
ment. We need to follow our convictions. We need to tell ourselves 
that we’re not merely creatures of circumstances; we’re free agents. 

OPTIMISM VERSUS PESSIMISM

The link between happiness and personality dispositions is evidenced 
in our level of optimism as well. Do we see the glass as half full or 
half empty? Psychologists have known for some time that optimism 
is a good defense against unhappiness. Are we advocates of positive 
psychology or do we have a more cynical mindset? Are we optimists 
or pessimists? 

Optimists argue that we live in the best of all worlds, while pes-
simists worry that this may be the case. Optimists look at the bright 
side of things, seeing each defeat as a temporary setback. When faced 
with a bad situation, they perceive it as a challenge and work hard 
to turn it around. They have hope for a better future and believe 
that they can succeed in what they set out to do. Furthermore, they 
assume others take a positive view of them. Positive psychologists 
go as far as stating that optimism can be learned, that we can teach 
ourselves to see a half-empty glass as half full.

Having a positive attitude toward life makes optimists by defi ni-
tion happier than pessimists. And—a point that positive psycholo-
gists emphasize—optimism bears fruit: positive things are more likely 
to happen to people who think positively. They cope more success-
fully with stressful events, they enjoy better health, and they’re more 
successful. What’s more, their optimism is contagious. One person’s 
positive thoughts trigger positive thoughts in others.

In contrast, pessimists see everything through a negative fi lter. 
Regrettably, pessimism often becomes a self-fulfi lling prophecy. 
Pessimists may turn others off with their negative attitude, reinforc-
ing their own negative state of mind. While optimists create their 
own heaven, and enjoy the ride, pessimists are the architects of their 
own hell, taking on the role of torturer. Believing that bad events are 
inevitable and lasting, they give up on hope easily. They feel unable 
to change the course of events in their lives. 
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Of course, any outlook toward life needs balance. Too much opti-
mism—and there can be such a thing—leads to self-delusion and 
self-defeating action, while excessive pessimism leads to paralysis. 
If we are to engage in effective decision-making, we need the abil-
ity to distinguish between the things we can control and those we 
cannot—a distinction that healthy optimism heightens.

If we lack that ability—if we’re externals with a pessimistic orien-
tation—we are susceptible to cognitive distortions. As we saw ear-
lier, those distortions are generally learned; they’re hangovers from 
injunctions given by our caretakers when we were at a vulnerable 
age. Examples of cognitive distortions are the tendency to see every-
thing in black or white, exaggerating or diminishing events, jumping 
to conclusions, and “labeling” (the inclination to put people into 
specifi c “slots”). 

When I work with pessimistic executives, I try to help them 
reframe the way they look at life and at specifi c situations, encourag-
ing them to take small steps to bring about change even when events 
seem out of their control. I encourage them to look at setbacks as 
challenges and to try harder rather than giving up. It’s my belief—a 
belief supported by evidence—that we can think our way to success 
and happiness, just as we can think our way to failure and despair. 
Optimism is the best antidote to helplessness, enabling us to bounce 
back from defeat.

EXTRAVERSION VERSUS INTROVERSION

Along with optimism-pessimism and an internal versus external 
locus of control, extraversion plays a role in happiness. Extraverts 
tend to be more sensitive than introverts to the external environ-
ment. Because they react more strongly and more affi rmatively to 
positive emotions in that environment, they seem to fi nd it easier to 
be happy.

An indirect mechanism further links extraversion and happi-
ness. Extraverts are better able than introverts to search out people 
and engage positively with them. Given societal demands for social 
involvement, this trait allows extraverts a better fi t in the world. And 
because outgoing personalities feel more comfortable in social situ-
ations, they engage in more social activities. This explains why, in 
general, sociable, outgoing people have a greater sense of satisfaction 
with life. As the writer Aldous Huxley once said, “Happiness is not 
achieved by conscious pursuit of happiness; it is generally the by-
product of other activities.”
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HIGH VERSUS LOW SELF-ESTEEM

Another element of our Weltanschauung is our sense of self-esteem. 
For happiness to visit us we need a positive self-regard characterized 
by qualities such as self-acceptance and self-respect. Indeed, one of 
the best indicators of happiness appears to be how comfortable we 
are with ourselves. People who like themselves fi nd it easier to open 
up to others. That self-disclosure, and the two-way communication 
that generally results, helps to create bonds with others. People who 
engage in open communication have a wider social network and 
more social support, and engage more frequently in satisfying social 
undertakings.

People with low self-esteem, on the other hand, are more likely 
to display socially withdrawn, self-centered, antagonistic, or brood-
ing behavior. While those with high self-esteem see themselves as 
masters of their domain, believing that they can make a difference, 
those with low self-esteem tend to engage in scapegoating and other 
defensive behavior patterns. There is a strong correlation between 
low self-esteem and psychological disorders, especially depression. 

This brings us back to the question of nature versus nurture. Are 
positive self-esteem, extraversion, optimism, and an internal locus of 
control largely the result of genetic predisposition—that is, entirely 
predetermined—or do we have the power to affect our destiny? 
Fortunately, as we saw earlier, the genetic infl uence on personality 
traits isn’t completely hardwired. We’re left with quite a bit of room 
to maneuver. We should view the personality dispositions we dis-
play in adulthood as an intricate interplay between nature and nur-
ture. While the nature component is strong, there is ample space 
for developmental infl uences including—as neurological research is 
demonstrating—developmental changes later in life. We do have the 
power to affect our destiny, but we need to want to do it. By remind-
ing ourselves what went well instead of what went wrong in life, we 
may be able to build a buffer against unhappiness, making us better 
able to take life’s knocks when they come along.
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DECONSTRUCTING HAPPINESS

Not in Utopia—subterranean fi elds,—
Or some secreted island, Heaven knows where!
But in the very world, which is the world
Of all of us,—the place where, in the end
We fi nd our happiness, or not at all!

William Wordsworth

Enjoy yourself; it is later than you think.

Chinese proverb

Some cause happiness wherever they go; others whenever they go.

Oscar Wilde

In an old Chinese saying, happiness is said to consist of three things: 
someone to love, something to do, and something to hope for. 
There’s a lot of truth in this observation. We need love and hope in 
our lives, and we need activity. Sigmund Freud thought similarly: in 
his view, the two pillars of mental health are the ability to love and 
the ability to work. Unfortunately, workaholic that he was, Freud 
failed to note that play is also an essential part of human nature. We 
all have an exploratory, motivational side—one that we see in small 
children as they experiment and try new things. People whose work 
feels like play are fortunate indeed.

Let’s take a closer look at the three elements of that Chinese proverb: 
someone to love, something to do, and something to hope for.

SOMEONE TO LOVE

All of us need someone to love, someone we can feel close to and 
confi de in. The fi rst love relationship we experience (if we’re among 
the lucky ones) is with our parents. Later, other family members 
come into the picture: grandparents, brothers and sisters, perhaps 
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aunts, uncles, and cousins. When we grow older, there are friends, a 
spouse, and children. Sharing experiences with these people is part 
and parcel of the happiness equation. 

Happiness cries out to be shared. It’s like an embrace: for many of 
us the best way to enjoy it is by sharing it. In fact, happiness that’s 
shared is double happiness, while happiness hoarded is empty. The 
secret of happiness is the ability to fi nd joy in another’s joy, the 
desire to make other people happy. To experience true happiness, 
we need to learn to forget ourselves, because self-centeredness and 
happiness are mutually exclusive. We need instead to be generative; 
we need to care about others. Many of us have seen this phenom-
enon in action: when we bring sunshine into the lives of others, 
we get some rays in return. Even the littlest things can produce 
moments of happiness—a smile, a hug, and a heartfelt thank-you. 
These little gestures can turn into glorious feelings for both giver 
and recipient.

The reason true happiness frequently only comes through sharing 
is that (as I have explored in my chapters on sexual desire) the human 
need for connectedness runs deep. From birth onward, there are 
many fi bers that connect us to the human community. As mentioned 
before, social networks are critical to a person’s well-being. Attachment 
behavior is a deeply ingrained motivational human need. We have a 
great propensity to establish affectionate bonds with our mother and 
other caretakers as a means of establishing a feeling of security. As I 
earlier suggested in my discussion of attachment behavior, many 
forms of stress, and disturbances such as anxiety, anger, and depres-
sion, are the result of unwilling separation and loss.

Among humans there exists an innately unfolding experience of 
human relatedness. Humankind’s essential humanness is found in 
seeking relationships with other people, in being part of something. 
No person can remain an island unto himself or herself, notwith-
standing the literary fantasy fi gure of Robinson Crusoe. The need 
for attachment concerns the process of engagement with another 
human being, the universal experience of wanting to be close to 
others. It also concerns the pleasure of sharing and affi rmation. 
When this need for intimate engagement is extrapolated to groups, 
the desire to enjoy intimacy can be described as a need for affi liation. 
Both attachment and affi liation serve an emotional balancing role 
by confi rming the individual’s self-worth and contributing to his or 
her sense of self-esteem. Having close ties to friends and loved ones 
and being a member of a community of people are essential aspects 
of becoming a person. They’re critical not only to mental health but 
also to happiness. 
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Remember, though, that loneliness is not the same as being alone. 
Being alone is solitude; feeling alone is loneliness. The latter is an 
indicator of poverty of self. It signals an inability to reach out, to 
transcend one’s personal sphere, and it suggests underdeveloped 
social skills. Worse yet, loneliness is self-perpetuating: people unable 
to reach out to others have little hope of breaking their loneliness 
pattern. And yet a Moorish proverb suggests that, “to die with others 
is better than living alone.”

One of the most intense love experiences that people have comes 
through close partnership. As I have discussed previously, the most 
satisfying relationships people are involved in are the truly intimate 
ones. A relationship such as marriage brings out extremely intense 
feelings—including happiness. For many people, the intimacy of a 
true love affair results in many happy memories—memories that 
reinvigorate during down times. 

Researchers on family dynamics have shown that the amount 
of time couples spend together—their level of companionship—
 determines marital as well as overall happiness. As Friedrich Nietzsche 
once said, “The best friend is likely to acquire the best wife, because 
a good marriage is based on the talent of friendship.” When we 
experience genuine physical and psychological intimacy, we go from 
strength to strength. This intense relationship helps us to develop 
and grow; it serves as a base for both greater self-understanding and 
greater understanding of others. Bearing and raising children is often 
part of this learning process. Children are important as engineers 
of happiness because they’re catalysts, helping their parents trans-
form from a self-centered view to a more mature, exocentric perspec-
tive on life. Young children are the greatest narcissists in the world; 
they “teach” that happiness is often greater when it comes through 
giving rather than receiving. Thus, having children is a developmen-
tal experience that contributes to happiness. 

Although the good memories that grow out of an enduring part-
nership serve as a buffer against the stresses of life, spouses can also 
play an important containment function, helping each other over-
come confl ict and anxiety. If there’s mutual affection and trust in a 
marriage, the spouse takes on the role of “container,” or confi dant. 
Although having a loving spouse may be the best option, this role 
can also be taken up by close friends. For many, true happiness is felt 
while in the company of good friends. 

We draw great comfort from our friends when times are tough. 
Because friends help us work our way through life’s obstructions, 
they’re instrumental in creating happy moments. They also serve as 
a kind of supplemental memory bank, helping us recall experiences 
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and things about ourselves, including happy memories that we’ve 
forgotten. They affect our physical well-being as well: research has 
shown that having someone to confi de in reduces stress, appears to 
strengthen the immune system, and boosts longevity. Talking about 
intimate things—engaging in self-disclosure—has great prophylactic 
value. Sigmund Freud, when he started to experiment with psycho-
analysis, referred to the process of encouraging people to talk about 
whatever came to mind (unscreened by the normal conventions of 
daily life) as “the talking cure.”

Unfortunately, friendship isn’t particularly easy. It isn’t something 
we can buy in a store or create with a wish or a snap of the fi n-
gers. Building a friendship—and that includes a relationship with a 
partner—requires hard work and determination. We have to make 
an effort to understand and help others, giving a part of ourselves 
away in the process. And if we think only of ourselves—if we engage 
in excessive narcissistic behavior—it’s very diffi cult to establish real 
friendships. 

The groundwork for most friendships is laid early in life, during 
childhood, high school, and university. Friendships develop so easily 
in our youth that we take the whole process for granted. But keeping 
friends—that’s another story; it doesn’t occur the least bit automati-
cally. Keeping a friendship going, helping it to develop and mature 
rather than allowing it to stagnate, is a delicate process. Friendships 
are fragile entities that require care, nurturing, and even sacrifi ce. 
Maintaining friendships involves being loyal, affectionate, sym-
pathetic, and ready to help when the need arises. But we’re amply 
repaid for our efforts: having a friend means ready access to a willing 
ear, an understanding heart, and a helping hand. As a caveat it can 
be said that a person’s character can often be assessed in the selection 
of his or her friends.

What happens to our friendships as we grow older? Do the cru-
cial links we made early in life remain intact, or do we lose sight of 
the people who once were our friends? For many people the answer 
to the second question is affi rmative. And yet despite the fact that 
friendships are often very transitional, they become increasingly 
important as we age. In middle age and onward, they’re needed more 
than ever before. However, for many of us, the opportunity to make 
new friendships seems to diminish after the early stages in life. As a 
result, the friends we lose aren’t replaced.

And lose them we do. Sometimes distance separates us; sometimes 
our interests diverge; sometimes one of us outgrows the other; some-
times we drift apart for lack of effort. Even marriage can be a factor in 
the dissolution of other friendships. If the marriage bond is particularly 
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intense, all others may pale in comparison. Furthermore, the exclusiv-
ity of a partnership may bring out negative feelings such as jealousy. A 
spouse may look at the friend as a bad infl uence or fi nd certain of the 
friend’s behaviors disturbing. When the chemistry isn’t right between 
a partnered couple and a particular friend, a diffi cult choice has to 
be made. Having young children—with all the caretaking that this 
implies—may also hamper friendships. Taking care of kids often 
triggers an inward-looking pattern that leaves little time for the 
development of new friendships or the cultivation of old. 

But not all friendships end deliberately. As we get older, death 
becomes a more frequent visitor, diminishing our circle of friend-
ship against our will. All these transformations point out the need 
to be active in maintaining friendships. Samuel Johnson coined it 
very succinctly: “If a man does not make new acquaintances as he 
advances through life, he will soon fi nd himself left alone. A man 
should keep his friendships in constant repair.” Since life doesn’t 
stand still, we need to look forward, not just back. We need to be 
proactive in searching out people with whom we feel compatible, 
showing an interest in them rather than waiting for them to show an 
interest in us. If we don’t make an effort to establish new friendships, 
we may fi nd ourselves all alone in old age—a situation that unbal-
ances the happiness equation.

It’s important to treat the people we’re close to—partners, friends, 
neighbors, and colleagues—as we’d like to be treated ourselves. 
Confucius’ excellent advice was, “Behave toward everyone as if 
receiving a great guest.” Being fair to others is important as we pass 
through life, partly because we inspire fairness in return. If we treat 
people well, it’s likely that we’ll be treated well by them; on the other 
hand, if we feel a sense of entitlement and demand special treatment 
from those around us, it’s likely that we’ll alienate loved ones, sour-
ing crucial relationships.

Giving fair treatment—that is, ensuring reciprocity in our rela-
tionships—requires the ability to place ourselves in another person’s 
shoes. That’s why true narcissists, with their non-empathic outlook, 
have a hard time establishing real friendships. They simply can’t 
imagine how it feels to be in someone else’s situation. People with 
certain other personality disorders—those who are narcissistic, para-
noid or schizoid, for example—shouldn’t apply for friendship either, 
given their similar problems with empathy.

The reason empathy is such a critical element in interpersonal 
relationships is that life is a process of social exchange. People make 
 calculations—though not necessarily consciously—about what they 
get out of every relationship. Given the principle of distributive 
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 justice and equity that’s at work in every human interaction, what 
we put into a relationship and what we get out of it have to remain 
in equilibrium.

SOMETHING TO DO

There’s a cartoon from The New Yorker that shows an executive 
coming home from work, entering the house briefcase in hand. His 
wife looks at him expectantly, as if having asked him how his day 
went. The caption reads, “What kind of day it was? Well, it was a day 
like any other day. I loved, I hated. I laughed, I cried. I felt pain, I 
infl icted pain. I made friends, I made enemies.”

As the cartoon suggests, work, the second pillar of happiness, 
ties a person to the human community. It adds purpose to our 
living. It stimulates the senses. That’s why work is essential for our 
mental health. People who have nothing to do tend to be unhappy. 
Paradoxically, the hardest work of all may be doing nothing. 

Consider Oblomov, a prime example of impaired work perfor-
mance. The eponymous hero of this tragic tale of passivity, apathy, 
and indolence, as told by the nineteenth-century Russian novelist 
Ivan Goncharov, retains his powerful imagery to the present day. 
Oblomov is an exemplar of arrested character development, an indi-
vidual incapable of going beyond a functionally vegetative state. 
Sapped by passivity and apathy, he found both life and suicide too 
challenging. Oblomov never really lived his life (or what we think 
life is supposed to be) at all. He simply stayed in bed. (Of course, one 
could argue that bed is exactly the place to be if one wants to avoid 
risk. On the other hand, most deaths take place in bed.) Oblomov 
replaced real action with daydreams and fantasies, transferring to 
the reader his own sense of impending doom and futility. While 
Oblomov’s is an extreme case, it warns us of possible consequences 
of the passivity and inertia that we may fear in ourselves. Work in 
and of itself isn’t the answer, however. Doing work that brings no sat-
isfaction is likewise very draining. As the writer Maxim Gorky once 
said, “When work is pleasure, life is a joy. When work is duty, life is 
slavery.”

One of the best prizes in life is the opportunity to work at some-
thing we like and are challenged by. Unfortunately, far too often 
and for far too many of us, work is drudgery. Workplaces take on 
the appeal of concentration camps. While economic necessity forces 
some people into work that they fi nd meaningless, many of us can 
afford to be selective. Unless we fi nd ourselves unable to climb out of 
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that fi rst category, we need to stick with the good stuff and trim off 
the useless branches, focusing on work that we can do well and that 
makes us feel really alive.

If happiness is a goal, we should also look for work that gives us 
a sense of purpose. When we feel that what we do makes a differ-
ence, our life has more meaning. Work that allows us to feel that 
we’re making a contribution, work that really absorbs us, work that 
demands our total concentration—is the kind of work that makes for 
happy moments and creates happy memories to sustain us in diffi -
cult times. If we completely lose our sense of time when we’re work-
ing and if we are not fatigued at the end of the day, these are good 
indicators that we’re doing this kind of work. There is a German 
proverb that says, “When a man is happy, he doesn’t hear the clock 
strike.” As important as meaningful work is, however, it’s not as cru-
cial as close relationships. Even the person who spends every day 
waiting for the fi ve o’clock whistle to blow may consider himself or 
herself happy with a loving family and good friends to spend his or 
her free time with. 

SOMETHING TO HOPE FOR

Finally, we all need hope in our lives; we need something to strive 
for. Meaningful work is one of the ways in which we create hope 
but there are many other routes to take. Hope is a vital element of 
the human condition, spurring us on and encouraging us to explore 
and grow. As we go through the process of discovery that each life is, 
the makeup of our desires—the profi le of our hope—is the only real 
boundary we face. Thus the way we cultivate or abandon hope is an 
important part of our inner theatre and a key element in the script 
of life. 

Although we tend to think of hope as something ephemeral, it 
can also be tangible. It can take on many forms—a new love affair, 
an exciting job opportunity, the building of a dream house, a special 
trip. There’s something for everybody. The images attached to hope 
are registered with the other good memories that sustain us when 
times are tough. 

Hope gives us a sense of direction in our journey through life—
a sense of where we want to go. In fact, without hope, why undertake 
the journey at all? With despair at the helm, we might end up some-
where we don’t want to be. Hope takes the edge off melancholy and 
despondency and helps us to remember that the sun is always there 
above the clouds, even if we can’t see it. 
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People who have hope have an easier time dealing with the 
misfortunes that are part and parcel of life’s journey. They look at 
setbacks as temporary states, not permanent conditions. They get 
new strength out of the fact that they see each adversity as limited 
in time. They don’t despair. They are persistent; they don’t give up 
easily. 

We can reframe the concept of hope by referring to dreams. 
Because dreams give life meaning, emptiness and despair fl ourish 
in their absence. A life without dreams is little more than death. 
And yet our dreams often seem distant; they hover in the sunshine, 
tempting but elusive. Often they truly are beyond our grasp. But 
even if we’re never able to touch our dreams, we can look up to 
them and believe in them, and try to live our life accordingly. Our 
dreams can spur us on to higher and better things. Without dreams, 
we might just as well operate on automatic pilot, leading a life with-
out poetry or joy. 

The most impressive feats in the world have been accomplished 
by people who’ve had big dreams. But to be able to dream, we have 
to believe in ourselves. We have to have faith that we can be what 
we aspire to be. When we look at individuals who’ve made a dif-
ference in the world—famous dreamers such as Mahatma Gandhi, 
Martin Luther King, Jr., Mother Teresa, and Nelson Mandela—we see 
the evidence of dreams that gradually crystallized over time, endur-
ing despite the obstacles in the way. These dreamers envisioned 
lofty ways to create a better world and then set about realizing their 
dreams, one step at a time. 

The example of these individuals tells us that we should hold on 
to the dreams of our youth, or at least retain our willingness to dream 
the way we did then—to aim for the stars, transcending what others 
think is possible. “We are all in the gutter,” Oscar Wilde said, “but 
some of us are looking at the stars.” 

But dreams are delicate fl owers, easily crushed. That’s the reason 
many of us fi nd it diffi cult to talk about our dreams or to share them 
with others. We are afraid that people will laugh at us, deride us, and 
consider us fools. Yet that’s a risk we need to take. If we dare to share 
our dreams with a few select people we trust, those loved ones can 
help us hold on to our dreams. Even if our worst fears come true and 
our dreams are dismissed as foolish, we need to pursue them relent-
lessly, because our chance for happiness lies in that pursuit. We’re 
the architects of our own ambitions. We’re happy as a result of our 
own efforts once we know what course to take. Dreams are our pos-
sibilities. We need to use all our talent and energy and courage to 
fulfi ll those dreams.
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Unfortunately, there’s a dark side to dreams as well. Excessively 
high aspirations, as symbolized in these kinds of dreams, can be as 
great a threat to happiness as a lack of dreaming. When challenges 
consistently exceed our abilities, we become stressed. If the discrep-
ancy between where we are and where we’d like to be or where we feel 
we ought to be is too high, we may become depressed and unhappy. 
If we stop worrying about things that are beyond the power of our 
will, however, we’ll feel much better. It’s often better to break big 
dreams down into manageable parts. Think big thoughts but enjoy 
the small pleasures. Doing so gives us a sense of control and lets us 
celebrate small milestones along the way.

For example, if a publisher asks me to write a book and suggests 
that it should run to about three hundred pages, it seems a daunting 
assignment. But if I break that assignment into manageable parts 
and resolve to write three pages a day, the task is more manageable. 
I feel good about myself each day when I’ve fulfi lled that specifi c 
commitment. And earlier than I had expected, the book is ready to 
be handed to the publisher. Nothing is impossible if we divide it into 
small jobs. In any case, the process of moving toward our dreams 
may be more important to the feeling of happiness than reaching 
that goal.

People without dreams feel disoriented, drifting restlessly through 
life. Sometimes only an enforced challenge such as a life-threatening 
accident, a serious illness, or a dramatic outside event, such as a war, 
can save them. Paradoxical as it sounds, such events give people a 
new lease on life because they force a hard look at reality. People 
who have come through such circumstances often reset their priori-
ties, reestablish fl oundering relationships, and identify and pursue 
meaningful tasks and commitments. Drifters thus are given a new 
beginning, and happiness may follow. 

One of my students gave me a vivid description of how he 
was almost crushed under debris following a bomb explosion in 
a hotel in Lebanon during the internecine war that took place 
in that country. He had been a rather confused, happy-go-lucky 
drifter until this experience, which transformed him. Getting out 
of the rubble relatively unscathed made him really appreciate 
being alive. He felt as if he had been reborn. Having become a 
“twice born” (to quote the psychologist William James), he rear-
ranged his priorities. He felt that he had been given a new chance 
in life and didn’t want to waste any more time. He returned to his 
medical studies, became a physician, and turned into a major AIDS 
activist, spending most of his time in Africa implementing preven-
tive programs. 
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Even if we fi rmly believe in our own effi cacy, pursuing our dreams 
can be daunting. Those dreams can seem so formidable, and our 
powers so slight. But life is made up of little things. When we tackle 
our dreams step by step, they’re achievable. The sage Lao-Tzu said, 
“The journey of a thousand miles begins with one step.” The great-
est things ever done in life have been done little by little. Our initial 
efforts, paltry though they may seem, can turn into big things later. 
Those tentative fi rst steps point us in the right direction and color 
the rest of the journey.
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STRIKING THE RIGHT BALANCE

I have measured out my life with coffee spoons.

T. S. Eliot

What I dream of is an art of balance, of purity and serenity devoid of troubling or 
depressing subject matter… a soothing, calming infl uence on the mind, something like 
a good armchair which provides relaxation from physical fatigue.

Henri Matisse

Man is fond of counting his troubles but he does not count his joys. If he counted 
them up as he ought to, he would see that every lot has enough happiness provided 
for it.

Fyodor Dostoyevsky

Happiness is no laughing matter.

Richard Whately

Even when we have people we love, work that’s meaningful, and 
hope to sustain us, happiness can be elusive if we fail to keep our 
private and public lives in balance. Achieving balance sounds like 
a simple goal, but it’s easier said than done. The pressures of the 
workplace can be tremendous. Because the corporate culture of 
many organizations negates family values, those pressures affect not 
only the employee but also the family. And as if workplace pressures 
weren’t enough, we’re apt to throw in a few self-infl icted ones. We 
may be trapped in a career maze, for example, obsessed with beat-
ing our offi ce competitors to the next step in the career trajectory. 
And yet when we confuse happiness with success—at least the out-
ward version of success, as represented by wealth, position, power, or 
fame—we all but guarantee that the various components of our life 
will be thrown out of joint (though the unbalancing process can be 
so insidious that we don’t realize what’s happening).

M. K. Vries, Sex, Money, Happiness, and Death
© Manfred Kets de Vries 2009
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LIVING A WHOLE LIFE VERSUS A DEFERRED LIFE

The fact that many of us are masters of self-delusion, having a great 
capacity for rationalization and intellectualization, adds to the dis-
equilibrium between private and public life. We try to fool ourselves 
into believing that we’re well balanced. For example, most people, 
when asked how much time they spend at home, give an answer 
that’s far from the truth (though they don’t necessarily distort the 
facts consciously). And even those who are aware of the dispropor-
tionate amount of time they spend at the offi ce may console them-
selves by referring to their non-work time as “quality” time. They 
may try to convince themselves that it’s not the length of time they 
spend at home with the family that counts, but rather the quality of 
that time. But do they really believe what they say? And would the 
other members of their family agree with their conclusions? 

I often hear executives say that they’re working very hard now so 
that their wife and children will have a better life later. (It is usually 
men who make this comment.) All too frequently, however, when 
this famous “later” arrives, there’s no longer a wife. She’s moved in 
with someone else, and the children have become strangers. They 
call another man “Daddy” and don’t really know their father any 
more. All that the dedicated worker gets for following the build-
for-the-future, deferred-life strategy is isolation and loneliness. It 
seems to be so much easier to make a success of oneself than to 
make a success of one’s life. We can get ‘A’s in all our courses but 
fl unk life itself.

We need to remind ourselves, as we strive for that fi rst kind of 
success—the kind that, as a Yiddish proverb says, “makes you drunk 
without wine”—that certain important moments will never come 
back. We need to cherish those passing moments; we need to seize 
the day. Life isn’t a rehearsal; it’s the real thing. If we want to enjoy 
life, we have to do it today, not tomorrow nor some faraway time in 
the future. We have to ask ourselves what we really want. Do we want 
a whole life or a deferred life? 

Many investment bankers and consultants at high-powered fi rms 
I’ve worked with have struggled with this choice. Some of them, 
because of hardships experienced at an impressionable period in 
their lives, made an early and deliberate career decision never to 
be poor again. Their main goal in life was fi nancial independence. 
Through extreme hard work, they succeeded in meeting that target, 
often acquiring money beyond their wildest dreams. To quote one 
person, “I earned more money in one year than my father did his 
whole life.”
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People caught in this bind are like rats on a treadmill, unable to get 
off. As they meet the initial need for fi nancial security, new needs—
mostly imagined, as I discussed in Part Two, on money—begin to 
emerge. They want a bigger house, a more exclusive sports car, and 
a special summerhouse. Their “toys” get more expensive as well. 
The more they have, the more they want, not realizing that happi-
ness doesn’t cost anything. They mutter that they’re going to stop 
working soon; that they’re going to pursue the things they’ve always 
wanted to do soon. Sometime in the future, when they have more 
time, they’ll take piano lessons again; sometime in the future, they’ll 
go back to university to do art history; they’ll take up painting. But 
that “sometime” never seems to come around. And in the meantime, 
life is passing them by. Even if their work is exciting, they’re leading 
a one-dimensional life. There’s no time for anything but work. Such 
people have mortgaged the present for the future (or so they hope).

Sometimes we want to live for today but feel that we don’t have 
the luxury of that choice. Perhaps there’s an overseas trip that just 
can’t be missed if we want to be promoted, even though it means 
missing a son’s birthday. Or a presentation that has to be given (and 
given well) if we hope to boost our sagging sales fi gures but confl icts 
with a daughter’s tennis competition. These are diffi cult choices, to 
be sure, especially with a job or career on the line. But the family is 
on the line as well. Kids grow up and leave home quickly enough. 
Before we know it, we no longer have any infl uence in their lives; 
they make their own decisions without consulting us. And if we were 
seldom with them in their early years, what will our legacy be? How 
will they remember us? What will they say at our funeral (and what 
would we have liked them to say)? 

A fulfi lling life is meaningless unless it’s lived in the present. Far 
too many of us fail to live for today. And yet if we put all our energy 
into reaching out for the future, the things that are now within our 
grasp will be lost. Nothing matches the pain of realizing the full 
importance of time only when there’s very little of it left.

The most important infl uence on the life of any child is the par-
ents, who shape character and values through personal guidance and 
unconscious suggestion. How can we help our children grow up as 
well-rounded adults if we’re not there? How can we instill values if 
we’re always at the offi ce? How can we give our children valuable 
memories if we’re too busy to spend time with them? The bottom 
line: despite all the fantasies about quality time, meaningful relation-
ships imply sustained relationships.

With organizations as demanding as today’s typically are, we have 
to be fi rm in setting boundaries in order to preserve those aspects 
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of life that are truly important. Perhaps if enough people speak up, 
in this age of the knowledge worker, employers will have no choice 
but to make the proper adjustments. And even if we have to take a 
solitary stand on this issue, our efforts at balancing life are an invest-
ment in the future. No one on his or her deathbed has ever been 
heard to say, “I should have spent more time at the offi ce.” Having 
special moments with family members is critical to the attainment 
of happiness. Furthermore, being able to look back at these moments 
with happiness is to enjoy life twice.

OUTWARD SUCCESS VERSUS INNER SUCCESS

Albert Einstein had a formula for success that says a lot about bal-
ance—A � X � Y � Z—where A stands for success, X stands for work, 
Y stands for play, and Z stands for keeping one’s mouth shut. Like 
Freud with his formula of love and work, Einstein pointed out some 
of the essentials that affect happiness.

No person will ever know true happiness without having a few 
successes to his or her credit. Success creates a feeling of competence, 
a sense that one is capable of addressing creatively the demands of 
any situation. A satisfactory self-evaluation depends on meeting per-
sonal or group-determined standards. In other words, it relies on 
comparison against an explicit or implicit goal. However, successful 
accomplishment of a specifi c goal or broad dream doesn’t guarantee 
happiness. The destination we reach after months or years of striv-
ing may turn out to be a disappointment. That discovery can plunge 
us into despair, if we let it, or it can prompt us to embark on a new 
journey—one that will foster meaning and happiness.

True happiness depends on our coming to grips with feelings of 
inner restlessness and anxiety resulting from self-imposed percep-
tions of a discrepancy between where we are and where we would 
like to be—that is, the comparison between our aspirations and our 
actual achievements. And for many of us that discrepancy looms 
large. The fact is, we won’t all be CEOs; we won’t all discover the 
cure for cancer—and we need to accept that. Our success needs to 
be measured not by what we’ve achieved but by the obstacles we’ve 
overcome. We need to celebrate the small victories along the way. 

As I already emphasized in Part Two, on money, many of us tend 
to focus on outward success—what we equate with wealth, position, 
power, and fame; we think that happiness consists of having and 
getting. But pursuing those goals is like chasing a rainbow. All we 
see when we arrive is a gray mist. What makes for happiness is inner 
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 success—the kind that results from living life to the fullest. Play and 
listening—in Einstein’s equation, keeping your mouth shut—are 
essential to inner success, because they help us to acquire precious 
possessions such as friendship, love, goodness, concern, kindness, 
and wisdom. The success that really satisfi es and contributes to 
moments of happiness often comes to people who aren’t looking for 
it. That’s because the road to true success lies off the beaten track. 

Not only is the outward success of the beaten track ephemeral, it’s 
downright dangerous. I fi rmly believe that the unrelenting pursuit 
of outward success is one of today’s chief sources of unhappiness. 
An obsession with success can have serious dysfunctional conse-
quences, because it snowballs: people driven by success are rarely 
satisfi ed, no matter how high they climb—no accomplishment gives 
lasting satisfaction. Whenever they reach one level of success, they 
imagine yet another, higher level. The income they once dreamed of 
now looks like a starvation salary. It comes down to this: people who 
equate happiness with success will never achieve enough success to 
be happy. They’re like Sisyphus, interminably pushing a rock up a 
hill. Ironically, Sisyphus’s only period of happiness was probably that 
short moment when the rock was rolling down—when he wasn’t 
pushing, when he had time for self-refl ection. But self- refl ection 
would probably have been the last thing he’d have wanted. His con-
clusions would have been depressing indeed.

The inner restlessness and discontent that accompany the pursuit 
of external success have ruined many a person. Paradoxically, hap-
piness rests on being satisfi ed both with what we have and what we 
don’t have. That dual satisfaction is a solid foundation for a feeling 
of well-being. The happiest people are often those who are content 
with their present state, and who don’t want things they can’t get.
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PUTTING THINGS IN PERSPECTIVE

He will be loved when dead, who was envied when he was living.

Horace

Envy never makes holiday.

Francis Bacon

Fools may our scorn, not envy raise,
For envy is a kind of praise.

John Gay

The neighbor’s cooking always smells better.

Maltese proverb

An important ingredient in the recipe for happiness is comparison, 
though too much of that essential ingredient can spoil the stew. Let’s 
look at the ways comparison can further or hinder our happiness, 
something in which envy once more plays a prominent role. 

Putting things in perspective, regularly reminding ourselves 
that our life isn’t that bad after all, helps to keep unhappiness at 
bay. This healthy process can involve both intrapsychic compari-
son (when we compare our present state to a past, less desirable 
state) and interpersonal comparison. We might, for example, be 
grateful that when our car breaks down we have the money to pay 
for repairs (whereas ten years ago we would have had to abandon 
the clunker). Or we might, when facing surgery, be grateful that 
we have someone to hold our hand (unlike our solitary elderly 
neighbor). In other words, when we feel low, we may visualize past 
stressful situations, or others’ stressful situations, to make us feel 
better in the here and now. Reminding ourselves of how bad things 
could be in comparison with our comparatively more comfortable 
day-to-day existence—a universal and constructive way to boost 
morale—generally raises our spirits. 

M. K. Vries, Sex, Money, Happiness, and Death
© Manfred Kets de Vries 2009
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SOCIAL COMPARISONS

There are both upward and downward comparisons, of course. 
Things aren’t always better than they used to be, and we’re not 
always healthier or better paid or smarter than our neighbor. In gen-
eral, however, happy people make more downward comparisons 
than upward. No matter what their situation, they can see others 
who have it worse, which helps them realize how well-off they really 
are. They’ve learned to appreciate the things they have rather than 
dwelling on what others have—a lesson they probably mastered with 
their ABC. Perhaps when they complained as children about feel-
ing disadvantaged in some way, their parents gave them examples of 
other people who were worse off than they were. 

While unhappy people inevitably make both upward and down-
ward comparisons in assessing their life situation, it’s the upward 
comparisons they dwell on. Feeling a deep sense of having been 
wronged, they spend their days searching for confi rmation that life 
has dealt them a poor hand of cards. As a result, their selection of 
targets with which to compare themselves is biased. By primarily 
making upward comparisons, they focus on the fact that others have 
a better deal in life. “Why does my neighbor have a better car than I 
have?” they ask. “How does my sister manage to go on such expen-
sive vacations?” When occasionally they focus on someone who is 
worse off than they are, they savor that sensation, but their pleasure 
is quickly overshadowed by the envy of the many others who are 
perceived as having gotten a much better deal in life.

People fi xated on the idea of having been given a bad deal see one 
person’s gain as another’s loss. They look at everything as a zero-sum 
game. Regardless of what they’re in pursuit of—whether it’s love, 
power, or money—they’re always able to fi nd someone who appears 
to be better off, and they see that other person as hoarding what 
should rightfully be theirs. 

All of us feel disadvantaged at times, particularly when we compare 
ourselves to others a few steps up the ladder in status, looks, income, 
or power. Our challenge is to work through our mixed emotions. For 
the purposes of mental health, it’s important not to dwell on nega-
tive comparisons, nor to become obsessed by a sense of having been 
wronged. Otherwise envy rears its ugly head once more and threat-
ens to devour us.

Social comparison and envy are part of a single continuum. The 
former shades gradually into the latter, which brings out the worst in 
people. Bertrand Russell recognized this when he said, “Few people 
can be happy unless they hate some other person, nation, or creed.” 
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We should ask ourselves, though, if happy is the right adjective to use 
in such a situation. Russell continued, “If you desire glory, you may 
envy Napoleon. But Napoleon envied Caesar, Caesar envied Alexander, 
and Alexander, I daresay, envied Hercules, who never existed.”

As I indicated earlier, some people fi nd a kind of enjoyment in 
other people’s misery. Those same people favor upward comparison, 
which generally triggers an envious, hostile reaction. That reaction 
isn’t entirely other-directed, however. As the writer Hermann Hesse 
observed, “If we hate a person, we hate something in our image of 
him that lies within ourselves. What is not within ourselves does 
not upset us.” As Hesse clearly understood, envious people have seri-
ous problems centered on self-esteem. They’re more unhappy with 
themselves than they are with those they deride. But they are also 
masters of splitting and projection and have diffi culty dealing with 
the unacceptable parts of themselves.

I doubt that there’s a person alive who, at one time or another, 
hasn’t been troubled by envy—that is, by the painful or resentful 
awareness of an advantage enjoyed by someone else (such as wealth, 
power, status, love, or beauty) combined with the desire to possess 
that advantage. As I already suggested in my essay on money, envy is 
a universal emotion and it spawns a range of equally painful feelings: 
frustration, anger, self-pity, greed, spite, and vindictiveness. While 
acting out of envy may give temporary relief, any of these negative 
emotions can cause substantial subjective distress. Envy and all its 
offshoots are dangerous to one’s self and others and they take pris-
oner those who indulge in them.

Not that people deliberately reveal or verbalize such feelings. Envy 
isn’t for public consumption. We prefer to hide it or at least dress it 
up in lofty imagery. Although envy has a positive side—it can be a 
great equalizer, reducing differences and reinforcing a sense of equity 
in relationships—too often it leads people to demand an eye for an eye. 
The result? One more blind person in a world already full of suffering.

As we know, envy is also one of the seven deadly sins. The Bible 
is full of stories about envy. The last of the Old Testament’s Ten 
Commandments is, “You shall not covet ….” Literature gives us 
numerous examples of envy, and one of the best known of these is 
John Milton’s portrait of Satan in Paradise Lost. In Milton’s poem, 
Satan is a fallen angel who, seething with envy and wanting revenge, 
fabricates man’s dismissal from Paradise. The universal nature of 
envy is also attested to in the proverbs of many different societ-
ies: for example, in Bulgaria, “Other people’s eggs have two yolks”; 
in Denmark, “If envy were a fever, all the world would be ill”; the 
Swedes talk about “royal Swedish envy” (warning against provoking 
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envy by being too conspicuous); and in various countries we hear 
about “tall poppy syndrome” (highlighting the enjoyment people 
seem to get out of the downfall of “tall poppies”). 

The most dramatic story about envy that I know is Russian. It con-
cerns a peasant to whom God granted the fulfi llment of any wish. 
There was, however, a catch. Whatever the peasant chose, God would 
do twice as much for his neighbor. The idea that his neighbor would 
be better off than he was, whatever he did, troubled the peasant. 
After mulling over the offer, the peasant fi nally said, “Take out one of 
my eyes.” The novelist Gore Vidal acknowledged that same dynamic: 
“It is not enough to succeed; others must fail.” 

Sometimes envy is packaged (and successfully disguised) as moral 
indignation. We pretend to be very righteous about people who we 
claim have transgressed some kind of moral code—for example, 
denouncing a colleague for living ostentatiously in a world plagued 
by poverty. However, this sense of righteousness very often masks a 
desire to be in the transgressor’s situation. When people obsess over 
someone else’s “despicable” behavior, they may well be tempted by 
it. The target of their wrath may represent what they most fear in 
themselves. Often, this indignation is related to sexuality. A homo-
phobe, for example, might target homosexuals as a way of trying to 
master his concerns about his own gender identity.

The indiscretions of a number of American televangelists bear this 
out. They have preached about vice and sin, avarice and greed, while 
at the same time visiting prostitutes and misusing the money given to 
them by their constituencies. The book Elmer Gantry by Sinclair Lewis 
(later fi lmed with Burt Lancaster) is the story of a preacher who is a 
con man, and is an attack on the ignorant, gross, and predatory lead-
ers who had crept into the Protestant Church. The novel describes how 
Elmer Gantry, a “God-fearing” man, preached against sin and damna-
tion by day, and then by night engaged in the same activities he had 
earlier condemned. Moral indignation is often envy with a halo. 

Ambrose Bierce, in The Devil’s Dictionary, touches dramatically on 
the destructiveness of envy when he describes happiness as an “agree-
able sensation arising from contemplating the misery of another.” 
The German language has given us the word Schadenfreude, meaning 
pleasure at the misery of others. But if a person bases his or her hap-
piness on enjoying the misery of others, what does that say about the 
overall quality of that life? Although the misery of others can bring 
moments of pleasure, true happiness can’t coexist with envy, spite, 
or vindictiveness. If envy takes a person prisoner, it limits human 
potential, makes for disconnectedness, stifl es the ability to play, and 
leads to unhappiness.
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COPING WITH STRESS

Don’t remain a dependent, malleable patient:
Become your own soul’s doctor.

Epictetus

The trouble with being in the rat race is that even if you win, you’re still a rat.

Lily Tomlin

Sometimes when people are under stress, they hate to think, and it’s the time when they 
most need to think.

Bill Clinton

A heart attack is nature’s way of telling us to slow down.

Proverb

Albert Schweitzer once said that happiness is nothing more than good 
health and a poor memory. While his comment about poor memory 
may meet with objections—after all, who wants to be accused of 
being in a state of denial?—monitoring health is undeniably impor-
tant. If we don’t protect our health, the attainment of happiness is an 
impossible pursuit. When all is said and done, our physical condition 
strongly infl uences (and in some cases even determines) our mental 
state. According to many stress researchers, physical state is a strong 
predictor of happiness, particularly for the old. The ego is fi rst and 
foremost a bodily ego. It’s hard to think clearly when we’re in poor 
physical condition. As a result, when we’re assailed by ill health, our 
thoughts and conversation tend to be limited to a discussion about 
our various physical ailments. At times, all of us have encountered 
people who converse only in somatic language—the language of 
bodily concerns.

Being healthy can be compared to burning a candle wisely. If 
we take excellent care of our candle, it burns for a long time. If we 
start to mess with it, it can go up in smoke in a very short time. 

M. K. Vries, Sex, Money, Happiness, and Death
© Manfred Kets de Vries 2009
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Unfortunately, in my dealings with executives I’ve met quite a 
few people with the habit of burning the candle at both ends—
anger-prone, Type A people. They experience a sense of great time-
urgency, they’re restless, impatient, and extremely competitive, 
and they demonstrate a high level of aggressiveness and free-fl oating 
hostility. This constellation of behaviors is a major risk factor in coro-
nary heart disease.

You may know the kind of people I’m talking about. They’re like 
rats on a treadmill or the White Rabbit in Alice in Wonderland—always 
in a hurry and never getting to their destination. Do you recognize 
the type? Do you perhaps recognize yourself? When these people 
go to a restaurant, they eat fast, talk fast, and pay the bill fast. They 
have no time to enjoy their meal. They certainly don’t linger over 
wine or coffee. Their speech is loud, at times even explosive; their 
facial muscles are tense. Poor listeners, they always try to dominate 
the conversation. Because they’re under constant pressure (whether 
self-induced or external), they feel guilty when they attempt to 
relax. In fact, whenever possible they do more than one thing at 
a time. Even during the night they’re not at peace. They may, for 
example, grind their teeth as an accompaniment to stressful dream 
imagery—a pastime that’s made many a dentist happy.

HEALTH AS A BANK ACCOUNT

Physical health can be compared to a bank account. This is an 
unusual account, however—one from which we can only withdraw; 
the bank doesn’t allow deposits. Some people tend to be spendthrifts. 
Unable to save, they squander their health as readily as they do their 
money, committing suicide slowly. They realize the importance of 
their health only when there’s very little of it left. 

Stress researchers sometimes make a distinction between physi-
ological and chronological age. For some—the candle-burners and 
bank-account raiders—physiological age overtakes chronological 
age. Since physiological age is to some extent within our control, we 
need to monitor our health vigilantly—exercising regularly, eating 
sensibly, drinking only in moderation, and recognizing what smok-
ing and drugs can do to us.

Furthermore, we need to remember that, while old age will come 
to all of us if we are lucky, our so-called golden years will be brighter 
if we’ve managed throughout our life to maintain a low-stress, posi-
tive state of mind. People under stress are more susceptible to illness. 
Findings from the fi eld of psychoneuroimmunology indicate that 
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pleasurable experiences and positive states of mind enhance the 
immune system. It appears that our body’s immune system fi ghts 
disease more effectively when we’re happy. As a result, happier 
people live longer. Worry, lack of physical and emotional contact, 
anger, and hostility, on the other hand, are hazardous to our health. 
Negative moods encourage illness.

Of course, there’s more to physical health than taking practical 
steps toward fi tness. Some of us have had bad luck with genetic 
inheritance, for example; others have had the misfortune to be 
tapped by a disease that vigilance couldn’t have prevented. Still, far 
too many people mortgage their future, only to regret having done 
so later in life.

The American humorist P. J. O’Rourke once said, “There is one 
thing women can never take away from men. We die sooner.” We can 
discern a moral underlying the humor of that remark: men would 
do well to adopt certain “female” characteristics—among them, 
emotional intimacy, which most people would concede women 
are better at than men. As indicated repeatedly, social support—the 
sense of being liked and appreciated by friends and family mem-
bers, the comfortable give-and-take of confi dants—provides a buffer 
against stress and promotes happiness. Someone to talk to about 
intimate matters helps alleviate stressful situations. The people 
(men and women alike) most at risk from ill health and unhappi-
ness are those who bear their problems alone, unable or unwilling 
to talk about what’s troubling them. Fortunately, disclosure begets 
disclosure. When we express our fears to other people, they gener-
ally share their own concerns in turn, and we come to understand 
that we’re not alone; others struggle with similar issues. For most of 
us that’s a reassuring discovery that leads to peace of mind.

Statistics tell us that people in close relationships tend to have 
better health-behavior practices. People who care about each other 
make an effort to monitor each other’s health. When there’s intimacy 
in a relationship, the partners tend to drink and smoke less, avoid 
drugs, have a better diet, and follow their doctors’ orders.

Sexual activity, as I described in Part One, can also counter 
stress. It has a positive effect on relationships and enhances physi-
cal fi tness. If sex is mutually satisfying, it improves self-esteem, 
works as an anti-depressant, and counters stress by boosting the 
immune system. In contrast, sex without love can negatively affect 
one’s health and happiness. As the philosopher Epictetus said, “An 
active sex life within a framework of personal commitments aug-
ments the integrity of the people involved and is part of a fl ourish-
ing life.”
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As I indicated before, an optimistic mood state also serves as a 
buffer against stress, a fact that has been known for a long time. In 
the Old Testament, book of Proverbs, King Solomon says, “A merry 
heart doeth good like a medicine.” Stress researchers concur with 
this. Laughter is an essential component of both mental and physi-
cal health. People who laugh often really do live longer. In his book 
Anatomy of an Illness, the journalist Norman Cousins explained his 
theory that his recovery from a potentially life-threatening illness 
could be attributed in part to his active use of laughter. An increasing 
number of studies show that humor has a healing quality. Because 
laughter decreases stress hormones in the blood (such as adrenaline, 
epinephrine, and norepinephrine), it relaxes us, bringing us into a 
calmer, more homeostatic state. Laughter makes the body young 
and lively, exercises various organs, and (like positive mood states 
generally) increases our immune response. 

We can laugh to forget, but we shouldn’t forget to laugh. People 
who can’t laugh are psychologically incomplete. Because laughter, 
that audible sign of transient happiness, is an antidote to anxiety 
and depression, it makes tough times more tolerable. The ability 
to laugh at ourselves is of special signifi cance because it guards 
against arrogance and pomposity. In fact, it’s a good test of mental 
health.

Regular exercise is also essential to both physical health and hap-
piness. We feel better, both physically and mentally, after doing 
exercise. We’re in a more relaxed state of body and mind. When 
we exercise regularly, we reduce our stress level, enjoy more energy 
and stamina, strengthen the heart, and have better circulation, 
lower blood pressure, faster metabolism, and more resistance to 
life-threatening diseases. Furthermore, regular exercise lessens the 
odds of becoming depressed or burnt out. The Roman poet Juvenal’s 
adage Mens sana in corpore sano—a sound mind in a sound body—
still rings true.
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HOMO LUDENS

He who would learn to fl y one day must fi rst learn to stand and walk and run and 
climb and dance; one cannot fl y into fl ying.

Friedrich Nietzsche

All work and no play make Jack a dull boy.

Proverb

Men deal with life as children with their play,
Who fi rst misuse, then cast their toys away.

William Cowper

Why not go out on a limb? Isn’t that where the fruit is?

Frank Scully

One sunny afternoon I was walking over the Pont des Arts, the 
pedestrian bridge over the river Seine in Paris. There was a special 
buzz in the air. A sense of excitement and enthusiasm permeated the 
whole area. People—old and young—thronged the bridge, sitting, 
standing, even lying down. All of them were painting or comment-
ing on each other’s paintings. In the typical French proclivity for 
wordplay, the event was called “Faites de la peinture,” which means 
more or less “Get painting.” But the event’s title was also a pun on 
“Fête de la peinture”—pronounced in exactly the same way—meaning 
“festival of painting.” Looking at the scene, I could see that all the 
people taking part were totally absorbed, cognitively, emotionally, 
and sensually. And that is what play is all about. While playing, we 
lose ourselves; interior and exterior worlds merge. We transform as a 
person. We lose the baggage of daily life. There is a fusion between 
childhood and adulthood. And on the bridge, the usual separation 
between children and grown-ups dissipated. They were all “playing” 
together.

M. K. Vries, Sex, Money, Happiness, and Death
© Manfred Kets de Vries 2009
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THE ROLE OF PLAY

Einstein was correct in pointing out the importance of play in our 
lives in his equation for happiness. Play is closely tied to creativity 
and has a regenerative function. It implies a diversifi cation of inter-
ests, doing things outside our normal routine. As the saying goes, “all 
work and no play make Jack a dull boy.” We gather happy life expe-
riences (and therefore memories) by having a variety of interests. 
Leisure activities serve a revitalizing function. As I mentioned earlier, 
research has shown that people who enjoy leisure tend to be happier. 
Leisure helps us to look at old situations in new ways. Real recreation 
(think of it as “re-creation”) stimulates aspiration and makes us more 
innovative and effective at work and in our relationships. 

Many people don’t know how to manage leisure; they don’t know 
how to play. An executive in one of my leadership seminars was just 
such a man. Listening to his story, I was reminded of the paintings 
of Diego Velázquez (one the most important painters of the seven-
teenth century), which featured children of the Spanish royal family, 
looking eerily adult. This executive (I will call him Jan) could have 
stepped out of such a painting. He had been forced into an adult 
role prematurely because of a depressed mother and a father who 
had disappeared when Jan was two years old. With no other support 
fi gure around, Jan had assumed a responsible role in the family at 
an early age. In that role he became his mother’s confi dant, trying 
to help her overcome her dark moments and sharing her emotional 
burdens. As he grew older, Jan increasingly took care of household 
duties. Meanwhile, his childhood slipped away. Like the children in 
Velázquez’s paintings, he never had the opportunity to play or to 
engage in make-believe.

As an adult Jan focused on his work, becoming a very success-
ful businessman. His colleagues and subordinates described him as 
quite caring but too serious. Unfortunately, he compartmentalized 
his caring, saving it for the offi ce. At home he was detached from his 
wife and son, probably in reaction to having been overinvolved with 
his mother in the past. Having relegated the childrearing to his wife, 
Jan remained so distant from his son that the young man became 
like a stranger to him. When alone with his son, he felt awkward, 
uncomfortable; he didn’t know what to say or how to handle himself. 
When I fi rst met this man, late in his life, he was trying to pick up the 
broken thread of his childhood and to make a belated effort at play.

While some people—Jan among them—don’t know how to play, 
dedicating all their energy to work, others play too hard and too 
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much. But does life have to be either/or? I don’t think so. We increase 
the probability of attaining happiness when we learn to fi nd play at 
work and learn to work at play. Well-balanced personalities don’t 
work all the time. They know how to laugh; they know how to play; 
they know how to do fun things with others. 

When we play—even when we play at work—we return to the 
world of childhood. We experience once more the feelings of joy, 
surprise, and anticipation that make up the world of an infant. We 
feel as alive, as intense, as we did when we were young. We enter a 
world of fantasy, daydreams, and night dreams, where time doesn’t 
matter. And it’s in the transitional world of play—the domain that 
fl oats between make-believe and reality, between teddy bears and 
adult responsibilities—that creative processes take place. It’s a world 
of intuition, free association, metaphors and images, and imagina-
tion without limits—in short, a world of infi nite possibilities. It’s a 
world of divergent thinking, leading to connections and associations 
that contribute to new insights. When adults are in this world of 
play, periods of private, creative inner work alternate with experi-
ences of reality testing, illumination, and reintegration. Minds are 
like parachutes; they work better when they are open. Getting into 
such a state of mind enables us to fi nd new ways to deal with ques-
tions, issues, sensibilities, and problems that have left us puzzled. 
While we’re playing, and doing out-of-the-ordinary things, solutions 
emerge that have eluded the traditional work approach. Such cre-
ative insights often make for intense moments of happiness.

REGRESSION IN THE SERVICE OF THE EGO

To understand better the underlying dynamics of play and the cre-
ative process, psychoanalysts have made a distinction between pri-
mary and secondary process thinking. They noted the connection 
between primary process thinking and creativity. Here primary pro-
cess thinking refers to primitive mental processes that are directly 
related to unconscious mental activity. They are characterized by 
unorganized, non-logical thinking and by a tendency to seek imme-
diate discharge and gratifi cation of instinctual (that is, sexual) urges. 
Dream work, to give an example, can be seen as a vivid illustration 
of primary processes at work. In contrast, secondary process thinking 
consists of the kind of mental activity that’s characteristic of con-
scious and preconscious mental activity, marked by logical thinking 
and by the tendency to delay gratifi cation by regulation of the dis-
charge of instinctual demands. It’s at the primary process thinking 
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level, however, where sexual desire plays a signifi cant role, and infl u-
ences the creative process. 

Psychoanalysts have also introduced the concept of “regression in 
the service of the ego.” It is a form of regression to playful, primitive, 
and unconscious modes of thought whereby secondary processes will 
be part of the equation. Creative products will be the outcome of this 
form of regression. It’s a very constructive process of dealing with 
confl icted material. Starting with the early experiences of childhood, 
creative people seem to alternate between imagination, fantasy, and 
a rooted sense of reality. The creative process implies a miraculous 
coming together of the imagination of the child with its apparent 
opposite and enemy, the sense of order imposed on the disciplined 
adult intelligence. 

This form of expression is quite different to what happens with 
“crazy” people. Although such people may fi nd “creative” solutions 
to their confl icts, their creativity is of a more magical nature. Their 
“products” have a private meaning, and lack the connection with an 
audience. The way “crazy” people express their creativity is an exam-
ple of regression gone awry. Whatever the outcome of their creative 
products, they do not reverberate with the social context. Symbolic 
products have been created that are too private, having become too 
unintelligible. 

When we take a closer look at the creative process we might see 
that much of our creative work is energized by unresolved memo-
ries, the “ghosts” in our inner theater. These ghosts, which fi ll us 
with wonder and desire, feed our imagination. Children’s play takes 
on an important role in exorcising and metabolizing these internal-
ized ghosts. If parents and caregivers show excitement and interest 
in children’s play, they can perform an important role in managing 
these “ghosts.” By participating, they share the child’s transitional 
space—the place of wonder and illusion between fantasy and reality. 
Unrestricted, imaginative play is central to the development of cre-
ativity in children. It will establish the building blocks for things to 
come. Very much will depend, however, on how the child copes with 
the constraints imposed on him or her by societal forces. To quote 
Picasso, “Every child is an artist. The problem is how to remain an 
artist once he grows up.”

Meeting creative people, we may discover that they can be more 
primitive and cultivated, more destructive and constructive, a lot 
madder and a lot saner, than the average person. They are willing to 
go where others do not dare. This is what creativity in the arts and 
sciences is all about—going beyond everyday reality, and creating a 
new reality. It is the ability to see what others can’t. As Michelangelo 
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supposedly said, “I saw the angel in the marble and carved until I set 
him free.” Creative people are able to recognize the shapes in a cloud 
formation, not just the clouds.

It may be a truism to say that every new idea looks crazy at fi rst; 
genius is little more than the faculty of perceiving things in different 
ways. Creative people are able to take a fresh look at things others 
take for granted. This is very much a triumph of originality over 
habit. It is the ability to connect the unconnected. But although 
creativity implies a certain amount of fl uidity between fantasy and 
reality, we need to remember that creativity also requires a cer-
tain degree of order. Although a playful attitude may be typical 
of creative people, the truly creative combine playfulness and dis-
cipline, responsibility and irresponsibility. Playfulness without its 
antitheses—doggedness, endurance, and perseverance—is unlikely 
to produce results. In the creative process, thought comes fi rst; 
then the organization of that thought into ideas and plans; then 
the transformation of those plans into reality. The germ of an idea 
needs to be combined with the perseverance to make it a reality. To 
quote the painter Francisco Goya, “Fantasy, abandoned by reason, 
produces impossible monsters; united with it, she is the mother of 
the arts and the origin of marvels.”

Dealing with loss

The painter Edvard Munch once said, “Sickness, insanity and death 
were the angels that surrounded my cradle and they have followed me 
throughout my life.” Munch was able to utilize these experiences of loss 
and bereavement creatively. In dealing with the hurts of childhood, 
some of us—as children—are able to manage, while others may have 
greater diffi culty. These diffi culties can be life limiting, as is the case for 
the mentally impaired. There is often a relationship between creativity 
and some forms of mental illness, including depression, schizophrenia, 
and attention-defi cit hyperactivity disorder. Many studies have shown 
that eminently creative individuals have a much higher rate of bipolar 
disorder, or manic depression, than the general population. 

Staying in touch with our crazy side

Given its importance for attaining happiness, each of us should 
evaluate our ability to engage in play. Do we ever question things 
that have long been taken for granted at work? Are there things that 
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really fi re us up at the offi ce? Do we have any passions outside work? 
Do we engage in activities that tap other parts of our brain? Are we in 
touch with our own crazy side? Do we daydream and pay attention 
to our nocturnal dreams? The more “yeses” we can give to this set of 
questions, the better off we are. Taking a playful approach to respon-
sibilities at work fosters creativity, while engaging in after-work hob-
bies and pursuits improves our outlook toward life and reenergizes 
our spirit, whether we opt for relatively tame activities such as fl y-
 fi shing, bird watching, or cultivating roses, or more risky ventures 
such as hunting, skydiving, or helicopter-skiing.

If diversity of leisure is missing, we may be in for a big surprise 
when the time for retirement comes and our options are limited 
by physical and situational changes. I’ve known quite a few single-
minded people, men and women whose only interests were career-
related, who found themselves at a complete loss upon retirement. 
While working, they never thought to seek pleasure outside the 
offi ce. Their development was totally career-related. When they left 
the workplace in late middle age, they experienced a sense of aban-
donment and isolation, becoming disoriented and depressed and 
experiencing a variety of other stress symptoms. Some even died pre-
maturely; having made no time for leisure, they had to make time 
for illness.

EXPLORATORY NEEDS

The growth that human beings experience through play is closely 
related to their exploratory need—the need on which cognition and 
learning are based. The developmental psychologist Robert White 
called this need “competence motivation.” Although infants are born 
conspicuously incompetent, they are programmed not only to learn 
a great deal about their environment but also to fi nd ways to affect 
and manipulate it. White (and other developmental psychologists) 
views exploratory behavior as a basic motivational need, the purpose 
of which is to acquire competence in dealing with the environment. 
The successes that are attained during that acquisition contribute to 
feelings of effi cacy, which signifi cantly enhance a person’s sense of 
self-esteem. 

This exploratory motivational need is shown soon after birth. Child 
observation studies report that novelty, as well as the discovery of the 
effects of certain actions, stimulate the brain cells in infants and cause 
a prolonged state of attentive arousal. Similar  reactions to opportu-
nities for exploration continue into and throughout adulthood.
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Closely tied to the need for exploration is the need for self- assertion—
the need to be able to choose what to do. Playful exploration and 
manipulation of the environment in response to exploratory- assertive 
motivation produces a sense of effectiveness and competency, autono-
my, initiative, and industry. 

Understanding this basic motivational need helps us realize that 
learning shouldn’t be seen as something we do only as preparation 
for adult life. On the contrary, the learning process should never 
stop. We need to continue developing our potential, growing and 
expanding as individuals. We need to be open to new challenges and 
tasks at different points in our lifespan. 

As we look around us, we see a world that’s in constant fl ux, with 
new things happening all the time. With all these changes, there 
are myriad discoveries waiting to be made. Ongoing learning means 
being passionately involved in life—attending to life’s movements, 
sounds, and colors; using our senses of smell, taste, touch, hearing, 
and sight; cultivating our aesthetic side; and being adventurous.

What we learn in formal educational environments is important. 
Frequently, though, it’s the studying done after school that has the 
greatest impact. In fact, many things that need to be learned simply 
cannot be taught. We learn those things by doing—and we remem-
ber them as a consequence. The recall factor of experiential learning 
is much greater than that of classroom learning, because the memo-
ries of critical incidents in life remain prominent. 

The more we learn, the more we discover how ignorant we are. 
That’s no bad thing: it’s important to know how little we know. In 
fact, we should cherish our ignorance, because it’s what pushes us 
toward further exploration. One of the secrets of a fulfi lling life and 
the attainment of happiness is maintaining intellectual curiosity. But 
to be curious and learn, we also have to unlearn; in other words, we 
have to be prepared to take risks, to go out on a limb. As the econo-
mist John Maynard Keynes once said, “The greatest diffi culty in the 
world is not for people to accept new ideas but to make them forget 
about their old ideas.” 

All life is a process of growth and motion. Human beings are no 
exception: we need to make a continuous effort to reshape ourselves. 
We also need to experiment. The more we do so, probing our limits 
and our surroundings, the more we develop. At times we’ll fail at our 
endeavors. That’s guaranteed. But temporary setbacks lead to learn-
ing experiences that are retained. 

Nothing is interesting if we’re not interested. The more things we’re 
interested in, the more alive we are. It’s a lonely person who thinks 
that he or she can no longer learn from others. That presumptuous 
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stance is an invitation to disaster. Just as continuing to learn keeps us 
young, ceasing to learn hastens aging. In fact, nothing ages a person 
faster than not thinking, not exercising the brain. Few minds wear 
out; most rust away. For our survival we need to remain intellectually 
curious, striving for personal growth.

Our efforts to remain receptive to learning are made easier if we 
can retain certain childish qualities. Playfulness helps us to see new 
circumstances as adventures. Imagination allows us to explore the 
vast, unmapped country within, that secret reservoir of promise and 
potential that few adults tap. Creativity permits us to use our imagina-
tion constructively, making use of childhood experiences recalled at 
will. Finally, inquisitiveness brings us moments of happiness that stem 
from discovering new things. More often than not, the challenge isn’t 
to arrive at new answers but to pose new questions. What we don’t ask, 
we’ll never know. The words why and how can’t be used too often. 

The joy of learning also helps us to become more effective teach-
ers and in that teaching process we learn ourselves. It’s important, 
however, that we teach others how to think, not what to think. 
Generativity—the willingness to be a mentor and teacher to others, 
to really care for others—is an even more important factor as we 
grow older. Seeing young people who’ve been under our wings do 
well can bring moments of happiness, while envying the next gen-
eration stifl es happiness. 

François de la Rochefoucauld once said, “The only thing constant in 
life is change.” If we’re open to learning, that ubiquitous change can 
be our teacher. In fact, since being mired in the rut of old habits leads 
to infl exibility and stagnation, we should not only accept change but 
seek it out, breaking routines and surprising ourselves and others. We 
need to let go of the past. We need to keep trying new things and 
congratulate ourselves when we fi nd ways to break monotony when 
it threatens, and fi nd ways to be players, rather than spectators, in 
the game of life. It’s better to be eighty years young than thirty years 
old. We grow old not by living but by losing interest in living.

Far too many of us, jump restlessly from one desire to the next, 
never being content with how things really are, never taking a holis-
tic view of life. The poet T. S Eliot once said, “We shall not cease from 
exploration, and the end of all our exploring will be to arrive where 
we started and know the place for the fi rst time.” Let me end with a 
Zen story that illustrates the ethereal nature of happiness. 

Once upon a time there was a stonecutter. He lived in a land where 
a life of privilege meant being powerful. Looking at his life he decided 
that he was unsatisfi ed with the way things were and so he set out to 
become the most powerful person in the land.
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One day he passed a wealthy merchant’s house. Through the open 
gateway, he saw many fi ne possessions and important visitors. “How 
powerful that merchant must be!” thought the stonecutter. “I wish I 
could be like him.” 

To his great surprise, he suddenly became the merchant, enjoy-
ing more luxuries and power than he had ever imagined, but envied 
and detested by those less wealthy than himself. Soon a high offi cial 
passed by, carried in a sedan chair, accompanied by attendants and 
escorted by soldiers beating gongs. Everyone, no matter how wealthy, 
had to bow low before the procession. “How powerful that offi cial 
is!” thought the merchant. “I wish that I could be a high offi cial!” 

And he became the high offi cial, carried everywhere in his embroi-
dered sedan chair, feared and hated by the people all around. It was a 
hot summer day, so the offi cial felt very uncomfortable in the sticky 
sedan chair. He looked up at the sun. It shone proudly in the sky, 
unaffected by his presence. “How powerful the sun is!” he thought. 
“I wish I could be the sun!” 

Then he became the sun, shining fi ercely down on everyone, 
scorching the fi elds, cursed by the farmers and laborers. But a huge 
black cloud moved between him and the earth, so that his light could 
no longer shine on everything below. “How powerful that storm 
cloud is!” he thought. “I wish that I could be a cloud!” 

Then he became the cloud, fl ooding the fi elds and villages, shouted 
at by everyone. But soon he found that he was being pushed away by 
some great force, and realized that it was the wind. “How powerful it 
is!” he thought. “I wish I could be the wind!” 

Then he became the wind, blowing tiles off the roofs of houses, 
uprooting trees, feared and hated by all below him. But after a while, 
he ran up against something that would not move, no matter how 
forcefully he blew against it—a huge, towering rock. “How powerful 
that rock is!” he thought. “I wish that I could be a rock!” 

Then he became the rock, more powerful than anything else on 
earth. But as he stood there, he heard the sound of a hammer pound-
ing a chisel into the hard surface, and felt himself being changed. 
“What could be more powerful than I, the rock?” he thought. 

He looked down and saw far below him the fi gure of a stonecutter.
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YOU DON’T GET OUT ALIVE

Death is a debt we all must pay.

Euripides

People living deeply have no fear of death.

Anais Nin

Death is nothing, but to live defeated and inglorious is to die daily.

Napoleon Bonaparte

Once upon a time, in a small country located in the foothills of the 
Himalayan Mountains, there lived a king, Shuddodana Gauthama, 
whose wife was expecting her fi rst child. Before the birth of the child 
she had a strange dream in which a baby elephant blessed her with 
his trunk. When she recounted the dream, it was perceived by her 
courtiers as a very auspicious sign. The infant when born was named 
Siddhartha, which means “he who has attained his goals.” After his 
birth, Siddhartha’s father consulted an illustrious soothsayer, and 
asked him about the future of his son. The soothsayer proclaimed 
that his son would be one of two things: he could become a great 
king, even an emperor, or he would be a great sage and savior of 
humanity. As Siddhartha was the only heir to the throne, his father 
did not want him to renounce the world. Eager that his son should 
become a king like himself, he was determined to shield him from 
anything that might result in taking up the religious life, that is, reli-
gious teachings or knowledge of human suffering. King Shuddodana 
told his courtiers that his son was not permitted to see the elderly, 
the sick, the dead, or anyone who had dedicated themselves to spiri-
tual practices. He wanted Siddhartha to grow up surrounded only by 
beauty and health. 

Siddhartha studied science, technology, art, philosophy, and reli-
gious studies under the tuition of famous scholars. In addition, he 
excelled in riding, archery, and fencing. Living in the luxury of his 
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palaces, he grew increasingly restless and discontented, however, 
curious about the world beyond the palace walls. Finally, he decided 
to ask permission from his father to leave the palace grounds and 
get to know the world. The king carefully arranged that Siddhartha 
would still not see the kind of suffering that he feared would lead 
him to a religious life, and told his courtiers that only young and 
healthy people were permitted to greet the prince. But while ventur-
ing outside the palace, and despite his father’s effort to remove the 
sick, the aged, and the suffering, Siddhartha saw a couple of old men 
who had accidentally wandered near the parade route. Amazed and 
confused, he chased after them to fi nd out who they were. While 
doing so, he came across a number of people who were severely 
ill. And fi nally, by the side of the river, he chanced upon a funeral 
ceremony where for the fi rst time in his life he encountered death. 
Deeply depressed by these sights, he decided to transcend old age, 
illness, and death by living the life of an ascetic. Abandoning his 
inheritance, he left the palace, took up the lonely life of a wandering 
monk, dedicating his life to learning how to overcome suffering. From 
the age of thirty-fi ve onward, Siddhartha became known as Buddha, a 
title meaning “the awakened one,” or “the one who knows.”

TRAGIC MAN

As the story of Buddha tells us, we don’t get out of life alive. Or to 
quote a well-known statement by John Maynard Keynes, “In the 
long run, we are all dead.” Humankind faces a terrible experiential 
burden: there is an omnipresent, half-hidden terror in the form of 
plain, ordinary, but inevitable death. Death is the shadow that fol-
lows us wherever we go. Thanks to the development of our frontal 
lobes—the last part of the human brain to develop—Homo sapi-
ens has the ability to look toward the future. No other animal has 
the kind of frontal lobe we have. And although thinking about the 
future can be pleasurable, the future also includes death. It is a high 
price we pay for our development as a species.

As humans, we live our entire lives with the knowledge that we are 
going to die. Like it or not, every moment of our life is another step 
towards death. Death anxiety is a most profound source of misery. 
In the words of the psychologist William James, it is “the worm at 
the core” of man’s existence, as the fi rst breath we draw predicates 
our last. The knowledge of death creates the conundrum that some 
people are so afraid to die that they never even begin to live. It is as 
if they tiptoe through life carefully, to arrive, safely, at death. They 



YOU DON’T GET OUT ALIVE

167

seem to have never understood Socrates’ admonition that “the unex-
plored life is not worth living.” Spending all our time worrying about 
dying doesn’t make living pleasurable. Our greatest tragedy is that we 
try to fi nd ways to suppress our anxiety about death, annihilation, 
and defi nitive separation, but because this anxiety is caused by our 
wish to live, it makes it diffi cult for many of us to live our lives to 
the fullest. 

Death anxiety is increased because the recognition of our mortal-
ity runs counter to our survival instincts. How can we deal with this 
existential confl ict? What can we do about it? How can we cope?

Our ways of dealing with our knowledge of death varies. Some 
people will go into overdrive to fi nd ways to suppress it, while others 
may fall into a state of resignation and depression. These are the 
people who ask themselves, why bother to live, knowing that all our 
efforts in life will come to nothing because we are going to die. Why 
spend the energy? Why not just give up? Some people see a hope-
less end, while others see an endless hope. Of these two choices, the 
second is more constructive.

Whatever route we take, many of us feel compelled to alter or to 
repress this troublesome awareness in one way or another. These 
attempts at suppression, however, create a constant supply of repressed 
psychic energy, which, shaped by cultural and historical forces, may 
transform itself into a rich kaleidoscope of human creativity and 
resourcefulness. Thus we can say that the drive for self-preservation 
(which runs counter to the fear of annihilation and death) lays the 
groundwork for learning, shaping how we think and what we do. It 
will affect our thoughts, emotions, and motivations. But this energy 
isn’t only used constructively; it can also contribute to racism, reli-
gious fanatism, political intolerance, violence, and many other types 
of troublesome activities.
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THE DENIAL OF DEATH

Of all the wonders that I yet have heard,
It seems to me most strange that men should fear;
Seeing that death, a necessary end,
Will come when it will come.

William Shakespeare

Men fear death as children fear to go into the dark; and as that natural fear in children 
is increased with tales, so is the other.

Francis Bacon

I’m not afraid of death. It’s the stake one puts up in order to play the game of life. 

Jean Giraudoux

There is nothing certain in a man’s life but that he must lose it.

Owen Meredith

Animals don’t face the kind of existential confl ict that we have to 
deal with. Generally, we assume that they go through life in their 
merry, instinctual ways. Homo sapiens isn’t so lucky and may envy 
their situation. Ironically, it’s our evolutionary progression, our abil-
ity to acquire knowledge, and our capacity for refl ection that make 
death such a fearsome encounter for us. It puts our defensive appara-
tus on alert; it’s the reason behind the heroic efforts we make to push 
thoughts of death away. But despite these, the alarming reality of our 
impending death continues to intrude. Periodic reminders that the 
Grim Reaper is waiting for us are announced to us through the death 
of loved ones, wars, natural disasters, or a lump in our breast, admo-
nitions that are very hard to ignore. We only begin to understand the 
truth of death for the fi rst time, however, when it touches someone 
whom we dearly love. 
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THE TRIUMPH OF IRRATIONALITY

Although at a rational level we know that death is the inevitable out-
come of life, at an irrational level we see things quite differently. The 
idea of being swallowed into a complete void, faced with the disinte-
gration and decay of the body, isn’t easily faced or accepted. Instead, 
we often act as if death can happen to everyone except to ourselves. 
One of the heroes of the famous Indian epic the Mahabharata, when 
faced with the riddle “What is the most perplexing thing in the 
world?” answers the question by saying, “Man’s unfaltering belief in 
immortality, ignoring the inevitability and omnipresence of death.” 
This riddle is a reminder of our ambivalent attitude toward death. 
Sigmund Freud described the psychological imagery associated with 
death in his essay Thoughts for the Times on War and Death (1915): “It 
is indeed impossible to imagine our own death; and whenever we 
attempt to do so we can perceive that we are in fact still present as 
spectators.” Hence many psychoanalysts argued that at the bottom 
no one believes in his own death, or to put the same thing in another 
way, that in the unconscious every one of us is convinced of his own 
immortality.” The Spanish philosopher Miguel de Unamuno concurs 
and writes in The Tragic Sense of Life: “What distinguishes man from 
other animals is that in one form or another, he guards his dead. And 
from what does he so futilely protect them? The wretched conscious-
ness shrinks from his own annihilation.”

Death reawakens in us basic fears that center on themes of annihi-
lation, loneliness, abandonment, rejection, and separation. With our 
instincts for survival, it can cause outbursts of panic. 

One morning in Huizen, the village in Holland where I lived as a 
small child, the enormity of death was sprung upon me. I remember 
happily sitting in a bathtub being sponged down by my grandmother 
who was singing a song to me. Out of the blue, she asked me if I 
would remember her when she was no longer there. I recall that her 
question fi lled me with panic. How could she be out of my life? How 
could she no longer be there? She was an essential part of my small 
world. The idea was horrid, scary, and unthinkable. I had no idea 
how to respond. I didn’t want to believe that she could die. But there 
was nothing I could say. But her question stayed with me. Thinking 
about it as I write, her question and the feelings it gave rise to are as 
fresh today as though it had happened yesterday. Like Siddhartha, I 
felt as though I had been thrown out of Paradise; it was as if I had lost 
my innocence. Of course, I had known about death, insofar as I had 
seen dead birds, insects, and animals lying at the side of the road. But 
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this was different. This was very personal. The notion of death would 
now be with me, a fear that would gnaw at my insides. Occasionally 
I would ask myself, how would I be able to live with it? When would 
the day of reckoning come? 

A few years later—far too soon—my grandmother died of pneumo-
nia. It was the fi rst in a series of other death experiences. I remember 
very clearly how her body was laid to rest for all to see in the main 
room of my grandparents’ farmhouse. Rows upon rows of visitors 
passed by to pay their last respects. I also remember the funeral pro-
cession in the village, with hundreds of people following the hearse. 

I recall the grief of my mother, and my feelings of helplessness 
at how to deal with it. I felt somehow responsible. Had I been good 
enough? Was I to blame? But I was somewhat reassured that my 
mother was still there to take care of me. I stayed in the background 
of all the family activity, a small child overwhelmed by grief, trying 
to recapture all the good memories I had of being with my grand-
mother. It took me some time to accept that she would no longer 
be there, that she was gone, that things were irreversible. For some 
time, I even engaged in magical thinking that she would come back. 
I remembered a coin she had given me the last time I saw her, to buy 
some candy. Where was that coin, that memory of her? I kept on 
looking for it as if the possession of that coin would bring her back, 
in a magical way. I didn’t want to accept that death was irreversible. 
But I had to learn to accept that death, the one certainty in all life, 
would be life’s greatest uncertainty.

THE VICISSITUDES OF GRIEF

But the story is not fi nished. Fifty-fi ve years later the thing happened 
that I had been dreading for many years: my mother died. Although 
her death, given her advanced age and state of health, didn’t come as 
a surprise, the impact was far more devastating than I ever expected. 
Anticipatory grieving, which I had thought would mitigate the pain, 
turned out to be nothing compared to the feelings I experienced when 
her death really happened. I had been fooling myself into thinking 
that I was prepared for her death. It has been said, “The death of a 
mother is the fi rst sorrow wept without her.” I was surprised by the 
intensity of my emotional reactions. I also felt deeply—and I realize 
that I’m not alone in having these feelings—that I could have done 
so much more before she had died. I felt guilty. So many things were 
left unsaid; so many questions remained unanswered. I hadn’t asked 
them before, and now I couldn’t ask at all. It really brought home to 
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me that there is a high price attached to our fear of death; it deprives 
us of the opportunity truly to say goodbye, leaving unfulfi lled a basic 
human need for making meaning and achieving closure.

When I was informed of my mother’s death, I experienced a kalei-
doscope of reactions. I was overwhelmed with sorrow, depression, 
guilt, loneliness, and intense longing for my lost mother. Most strik-
ingly, there was a sense of disbelief at the fi nality of her death; I found 
it diffi cult to accept that there was no way I could talk to her any 
longer. At the same time, I felt numb. It was as if I was going through 
the motions of life while actually feeling very little. I had a sense of 
depersonalization. Although I normally have a busy life, I felt a loss 
of interest in the outside world; there was an inhibition of all activity. 
I felt paralyzed. Only my interior world seemed to matter. 

In hindsight, I realize that by shielding myself from all external 
stimuli, I was striving for some kind of psychological restoration 
through grieving. I was taking stock of what would never be the same 
again. Of course, my behavior could also be seen as a way of negating 
what had happened, of denying the reality of what had happened, of 
refusing to believe that my mother was dead. Confused thoughts kept 
popping up. I had a sense of disbelief that this had happened to me. I 
wondered if it was just a bad dream. I kept searching for my mother. 
I had continual fl ashbacks of her, and dreamed about her. I had seen 
her body laid out in the funeral parlor. Recalling the sight, my mind 
would be fl ooded once more with the feelings of dread, horror, and 
sadness I had felt at the uncanny—to use the German expression, 
“unheimlich”—combination of familiarity and the unknown, of 
being attracted to, yet repulsed by the dead object that was once my 
mother. I would hear her talk—and then realize it was only my imag-
ination. Admonitions she had given me kept fl oating through my 
mind. Objects, incidents, encounters, everything that came my way, 
reminded me of her presence. And I remembered other deaths—in 
particular my grandmother, a close cousin, and two friends. 

Ironically, dealing with the loss of my mother, being in the throes 
of the grieving process, meant that she was more than ever present 
in my inner world. The work of mourning can be defi ned as excessive 
attention paid to a person in order to come to terms with his or her 
defi nitive demise. It made me more than ever aware of the fact that 
while it’s true that we require air, food, water, clothing, and shelter 
in order to survive, we must also add relationships to the equation. 
It’s a rare person who is able to thrive in the absence of intimate 
relationships with other people, places, and things. Having taken my 
mother for granted, I now realized how much she had contributed to 
my mental equilibrium.
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In my state of grief, I was on emotional roller coaster. Tears would 
fl ow easily. It was very diffi cult for me not to cry. Having so little 
control over my emotions wasn’t easy. I found it diffi cult to accept 
being in a situation that I couldn’t control. Anything that I associ-
ated with my mother would set this grieving process into motion. In 
hindsight I look at this period as part of a struggle to maintain the 
emotional bond with my mother, while simultaneously experienc-
ing the reality of loss. I became aware that the goal of the grieving 
process was learning to live with her absence. I had to accept, not 
just rationally but also emotionally, that death is part of the cycle of 
life. It dawned on me that we do not forget the person who has died, 
nor stop loving that person. The memories remain. The challenge is 
to grow to accept the death and our feelings about it, and move on 
with our own life. 

Interestingly enough, trying to deal with my own grief I was 
reminded of a painting by Edvard Munch, “The Dead Mother and 
Child.” I have always found it a very striking but disturbing piece 
of work. Death was a recurring theme in Munch’s life and illness a 
frequent visitor. As a child he had lost a young brother and sister 
to illness and one of his younger sisters was diagnosed with mental 
illness. Another brother died only a few months after he had mar-
ried. Both of Munch’s parents died early, his mother of tuberculo-
sis when Edvard was only fi ve years old. Munch himself was also 
often sick.

The painting is a striking portrait of a young girl with her back 
to her mother, who is lying on her deathbed. Nobody else is there 
to break her sense of isolation. The eyes of the girl are wide with 
disbelief, her face distorted in sorrow, her hands cover her ears as if 
to block out reality. It looks as if the girl is ready to scream—in that 
way, the painting is reminsicent of Munch’s most famous work, “The 
Scream.” “The Dead Mother and Child” very much portrayed the 
feelings I experienced on the death of my mother. 

I was entering an unknown territory characterized by an over-
whelming sense of pain and loss. I was totally preoccupied with 
thoughts about my mother. I felt her presence more than once. I was 
taken with feelings of anger, guilt, and regret. I was mad at myself 
for what I had or hadn’t done while she was still alive. The words “I 
should have done more” haunted me. I could have done so many 
things differently “if only I had known.” Although my rational self 
told me that “grief work” was a necessary process to enable me to 
resume daily life, it also involved separating from my mother, adjust-
ing to a world without her, and forming new relationships. I wasn’t 
yet ready to do so.
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I realized that grief is the internal meaning given to the experience 
of bereavement. It is an integral part of most life changes and experi-
ences. It stands for the emotional, cognitive, behavioral, and physi-
cal reactions that follow the death of a person close to us. In contrast, 
mourning is taking this internal experience of grief and expressing it 
outside oneself. It’s the formalized process of responding to a death. 
It includes the funeral service, the wake, the dress code, and other 
formal conventions. In a way, we can look at mourning as “grief 
gone public.” The funeral service is a ritualized way to comfort the 
living, a communal effort to share thoughts of the dead. 

The death of my mother brought home to me the degree to which 
grief and mourning are part of the human condition. These painful 
processes are ways of acknowledging the signifi cance of the person 
who has been lost, and to take stock of how one’s life has been 
affected by that person both before and after the loss. It’s a way to 
honor the strong feelings that are stirred by the sense of sadness and 
unfairness at having a loved one taken away. 

Gradually, I began to realize that there is a tendency in our  society 
to move away from their grief instead of toward it. This made griev-
ing more diffi cult. I felt, from some of the reactions around me, that 
grieving is not encouraged in present-day society. People ( particularly 
men) are supposed to keep a stiff upper lip. Crying was an embar-
rassment. After all, men are not supposed to cry. Many people view 
crying as a sign of weakness. In contrast, suffering in silence is con-
sidered admirable behavior. The all-too-frequent advice is to “carry 
on” with whatever you are supposed to be carrying on with, and 
“to keep busy.” I was supposed to deal with my grief in isolation 
or fi nd a way to run away from it, or repress it. Expressing my grief 
openly might be seen as “weak,” “crazy,” or “self-pitying.” Grieving 
should be done effi ciently. But I became aware that my attempts to 
mask or move away from the grief resulted in greater internal anxiety 
and confusion. Keeping a “stiff upper lip” is not only diffi cult, but 
it represses your feelings, often bottling them up only to have them 
erupt at a later time and in a way you do not expect. I had to give 
myself permission to express through crying the many thoughts, 
feelings, and memories going through my head.

Just as failing to take care of a physical injury is likely to result in 
further physical damage, failing to attend to an emotional hurt can 
lead to a similar outcome—from grief to depression. I realized that I 
had to face my pain and emotions. All losses need to be mourned in 
one way or another. I also came to be aware of the fact that families 
who can acknowledge their grief and learn healthy ways to express 
their pain can then free their emotional energies to focus on life and 
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the challenges ahead. It was important for me to share my pain with 
family members and friends. It was important to talk about it. 

In spite of my hesitancy to cry, I found crying a very good way 
of releasing internal tension in my body. It made me feel better. I 
looked at crying as a way of ridding my body of “toxic” thoughts of 
self-blame. Indirectly, I think that crying was a way of asking to be 
comforted. It helped me to start a discussion about my mother with 
others. Also, crying had a delusionary component. It felt as if I was 
trying to express my sense of abandonment through crying. It was a 
magical way of creating a reunion with my lost mother. I also think 
that being able to cry helped me in the work of grief and the mourn-
ing process. While I cried, I thought about past joys and sorrows, 
decided what to do next, faced the guilt that I felt, and acknowledged 
the hostility and resentment I felt toward the hospital that wasn’t 
able to keep my mother alive. 

As the days passed, I realized that things would never be the same. 
I came to understand that I needed to integrate the new reality of 
moving forward in life without the physical presence of my mother 
who had died. I needed to acknowledge the reality of her death and 
that pain and grief are inevitable parts of living. I needed to work 
intellectually and emotionally through a life without my mother. 
Although my sense of loss didn’t disappear, it became somewhat less 
acute and the intense pangs of grief became less frequent. I knew 
that I couldn’t call her back. But I also knew that my mother would 
live within me and never be forgotten. However, I also became more 
cognizant of the fact that I had to move forward in my own life and 
fi nd the capacity to re-engage with the activities of living. I had to 
become reconciled to my loss. 

I was greatly helped by going through albums of photographs of 
my mother. I seemed to develop an inner representation of her by 
recognizing her behavior in myself, seeing the degree to which I had 
internalized her attitudes, behavior, and values. When I looked in 
the mirror, I would recognize aspects of her face in my refl ection. I 
became much more aware how much I resembled her and to what 
an extent I was my mother’s living legacy. I realized how interdepen-
dent I had been with my mother. Many elements I disliked in my 
mother were really parts of myself. It seemed that I was making a 
heroic effort to fi nd a place for her inside me. 

Looking at those old photographs, I became aware of the continu-
ity between past memories and present events, the extent to which 
memories constitute a meaningful life. Relationships with others, 
living or dead, seemed to frame my sense of self and the way I was 
living. Throughout this process of reconciliation, I talked to my 
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mother, a process that had begun when I was alone with her at the 
mortuary; I talked to her in my dreams, and felt her presence at cer-
tain places. She was both always present and absent. Furthermore, I 
had to talk about her. Although I wanted to be left alone, I also needed 
the help of others to assist me through the grieving process. To quote 
a Turkish proverb, “He that conceals his grief fi nds no remedy for it.” 
Grief has to be dealt with, otherwise it will come back with multiple 
strength. It needs time to be digested. It’s an essential process of the 
human condition.

I realized that I was not going to fi nd a simple formula for get-
ting over the loss of my mother. It was going to be slow, hard work. 
In order to metabolize my loss, it was going to be essential to allow 
myself to feel all the emotions that would arise, painful as they might 
be, and to be patient. Some words from Shakespeare’s Richard II reso-
nated with me: “My grief lies all within, / And these external manners 
of lament / Are merely shadows to the unseen grief / That swells with 
silence in the tortured soul.” Grief has no timetable: there would be 
no completion date for grieving. Most likely, the emotions would 
come and go for weeks, months, or even years. Time would be the 
only but the best medicine. From a conceptual point of view, I knew 
that I should not suppress these feelings, but emotionally I was not so 
consistent. I realized the importance of talking about my feelings but 
sometimes I was hesitant to do so. Unresolved grief tends to close our 
hearts down. At the same time, although other people made efforts 
to console me, I realized that no one can really feel another’s grief.

THE STAGES OF GRIEF

Researchers have distinguished four stages in the grieving process:

1. Shock and numbness: This stage usually occurs immediately after a 
death. As my example illustrates, the grieving person will fi nd it 
diffi cult to believe the death has occurred. He or she feels stunned 
and numb. 

2. Yearning and searching: As the feelings of shock and numbness 
recede, there is a tendency to “forget” that the person has died. 
The person in mourning tries to maintain the illusion that it all 
has been a bad dream. 

3. Disorganization and despair: The reality of the absence of the person 
who has died makes itself felt. This is the period of grief during 
which the person gradually comes to terms with the reality of 
the loss. The suffering process typically involves a wide range 
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of feelings, thoughts, and behaviors, as well as loss of a sense of 
meaning in life. As my own experience illustrates, it is common 
to feel depressed and have diffi culty thinking about the future. It’s 
a period in time when interest in the external world has dimin-
ished and planning for the future is put on hold.

4. Reorganization: Gradually, the reality of what has happened will 
fi lter through. The person realizes that life has dramatically 
changed because of the loss. But one has to move on and lead a 
more normal life. A sense of reorganization and renewal begins 
to evolve. The person who has died will be remembered but one 
begins to learn how to live with the loss.

The poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow once wrote, “Well has it 
been said that there is no grief like the grief which does not speak.” 
We cry most about the things we left unsaid and undone concerning 
the dead. All of us deal with grief differently. It’s a process that we 
have to do alone, everyone in their own way. Tears can be compared 
to the blood of the soul; they are a way to heal the wound. But as 
Epicurus said, “It is possible to provide security against other ills, but 
as far as death is concerned, we men live in a city without walls.” 
Grief never dies and it doesn’t take much to reawaken it.
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DEATH AND THE HUMAN LIFE CYCLE

While I thought that I was learning how to live, I have been learning how to die.

Leonardo da Vinci

Ivan Ilych’s life had been most simple and most ordinary and therefore most terrible.

Leo Tolstoy

Since the day of my birth, my death began its walk. It is walking toward me, without 
hurrying.

Jean Cocteau

Death is psychologically as important as birth … Shrinking away from it is something 
unhealthy and abnormal which robs the second half of life of its purpose.

Carl Gustav Jung

As my personal example has illustrated, death is perhaps the most 
diffi cult of life’s events to cope with, yet one that we prepare for least. 
We’ve to come to grips with the fact that loss and grief are a natu-
ral part of life. Unfortunately, rationality and emotionality do not 
go hand in hand with death. Instead, the denial of death is a more 
common pattern of human behavior and remains a force throughout 
the human life cycle. Fortunately, the forces of suppression, repres-
sion, and other mind-numbing practices help to reduce our preoccu-
pation with death and facilitate our ability to function. Whatever we 
do, however, a lingering feeling of sadness remains. This feeling has 
been described by the Japanese as the experience of mono no aware, 
the “pathos of things.” 

Human behavior reveals that the adult outlook toward death is 
not greatly different from that of children. What’s remarkable is not 
that children arrive at adult views of death, but rather how tenu-
ously adults hold on to childhood beliefs throughout life and how 
readily they revert to them. Children’s views of dying and death are 
inseparable from the psychological defenses against the reality of 
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death that they acquire early in life. The study of child development 
reveals that death anxiety and the misery associated with separation 
from the original object of attention and preservation—the mother 
or other caretaker—have a lot in common.

From an ethological perspective, the source of these behavior pat-
terns is basic attachment behavior with species survival as its original 
objective. As I have noted in Part One, on sexual desire, attachment 
behavior (like crying and searching) among young children can be 
viewed as an adaptive response to separation from a primary attach-
ment fi gure, the person who provides support, protection, and care. 
Because human infants, like other mammalian infants, cannot feed 
or protect themselves, they are initially totally dependent on the care 
and protection of others. Over the course of evolutionary history, 
infants who were able to maintain proximity to an attachment fi gure 
were more likely to survive to reproductive age. Species survival means 
that attachment behavior is a basic characteristic of humankind and 
attachment behavior patterns dominate the human experience from 
the cradle to the grave. The more secure the mother-infant relation-
ship has been, the fewer problems the adult will have with issues of 
separation and abandonment—and less death anxiety also. How an 
adult deals with separation in his or her adult relationships—and by 
extrapolation death anxiety—can be presumed to be a refl ection of 
the quality of his or her attachment experiences in early childhood.

Our fear of death changes with age. As we age, getting closer to an 
appointment with death contributes to a change in attitude. Under 
the age of forty, we’re immortal, measuring our lives as time-lived-
so-far; over forty, and probably more aware of our physical frailties, 
our measure of life changes to time-left-to-live. To the young, death 
is merely a distant rumor: no young person truly believes he or she 
will ever die. But our awareness of death becomes clearer as age and 
infi rmity bring it nearer. 

Adolescents can simultaneously harbor a sense of immortality but 
experience feelings of vulnerability and incipient terror when they 
fi rst begin to think about death. This is a point in life where they 
frequently transform suppressed death-related anxiety into death-
defying, daredevil activities. Young adults are often concerned about 
dying before they have had the chance to do and experience all 
they hope for in life. Adult parents are more likely to worry about 
the effect of their possible death on other family members. Elderly 
people often express concern about “living too long” and becoming 
a burden on others and useless to themselves. 

These perceptions of death at different points in the life cycle 
remind me of a story. One day a rich merchant asked a Zen master for 
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a good saying that would help preserve the prosperity and  happiness 
of his family. The master took brush and ink, and wrote: “Grandfather 
dies, father dies, son dies.”

The merchant was very angry. “What kind of evil spell are you 
writing against my family?” he demanded. “It is no evil spell,” said 
the master, “but a hope for your greatest good fortune. I wish that 
every man of your family shall live to be a grandfather. And I wish 
that no son may die before his father. What truer happiness than life 
and death in this order can any family desire?”

INTEGRITY VERSUS DESPAIR

An astute observer of human development, the psychoanalyst Erik 
Erikson, describes the last phase of life as a confl ict between two 
opposing positions or attitudes (or dispositions or emotional forces) 
in the form of a polarity between integrity and despair. According 
to Erikson, integrity has to do with our capacity for creating order 
and meaning in life, a feeling of being at peace with oneself and 
the world, and having no regrets or recriminations. People with this 
disposition are more likely to look back positively on their lives and 
feel that they have left the world a better place than they found it. 
Despair represents the opposing disposition, a “sour grapes” attitude 
toward what life might have been, a feeling of wasted opportunities 
and regrets, the yearning to turn back the clock and have a second 
chance. People with this disposition are also characterized by a strong 
fear of loss of self-suffi ciency and of their own death. 

Erikson also points out how generations affect each other. A par-
ent’s or grandparent’s behavior obviously affects a child’s psycho-
social development (which will include attitudes toward death and 
dying). In turn, the parent’s or grandparent’s psychosocial develop-
ment is affected by their experiences of dealing with the child. 

Leo Tolstoy’s famous story The Death of Ivan Ilych is one of the 
single most moving and unforgettable works of fi ction to explore 
the psychology of mortal illness, the act of dying, and spiritual 
resurrection.

The Death of Ivan Ilych

This novella, written in 1886, is an account of the writer’s personal 
struggle for meaning in the face of the terrifying inevitability of 
death. Tolstoy’s story is an exposition of everything contemporary 
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culture tells us is important: wealth, stability, reputation, and family. 
It also presents a rich kaleidoscope of how others react to the process 
of dying. Tolstoy’s story is a challenge to all who would like to die 
well, to make the most of the little time we’ve on earth, to create a 
life that has sense, and to build a life that is real.

Ivan Ilych is a conventional family man, and a judge, with a high 
social standing. He seems to have it all: a good career, a wife, chil-
dren, friends, and hobbies. He is married to a handsome woman, 
although theirs is a marriage based more on external qualities than 
mutual attraction. He’s a very successful judge, with the political 
savvy to advance his career. 

Over time Ivan has developed an attitude of complete indifference 
toward his family. From his wife, he requires only general conve-
niences such as serving him dinner, being a housewife, or being a 
companion in bed. His relationships with his children aren’t much 
better; his dealings with them are quite superfi cial. Moreover, his 
activities as a judge are perfunctory. The story leads us to under-
stand that, like many people in contemporary society, money and 
work is the root of all happiness for Ivan. However, work and money 
also seem to be an escape from his artifi cial married life. His is an 
unexamined life, in which he is simply going through the motions. 
Ironically, although he’s a judge dealing with death all the time, he 
never seems to have given much thought to his own life. 

As the story continues, it plunges us into the confused mind of 
Ivan who wakes up one day with a pain that will not to go away. 
It becomes more and more excruciating, and Ivan is forced to visit 
physicians. None of them, however, can give him a solid diagnosis, 
although it soon becomes clear that his condition is terminal. Ivan 
is now brought face-to-face with his mortality, a baffl ing process, as 
until now the idea of death and dying has been a complete abstrac-
tion to him. 

As Ivan’s pain continues, it contributes to an increasing number 
of problems in his life. First it interferes with his ability to work, so 
he can no longer use work as an escape. Then, because of his illness, 
people begin to look down upon him. There’s very little sympathy 
for his ordeal. His illness frightens them. They are very uncomfort-
able dealing with a dying man. 

The people he once called his friends treat him the same way he 
treated them in the past: with total indifference. Even his wife consid-
ers his illness a nuisance. All he wants is pity, but nobody is prepared 
to give it to him. These disturbing experiences make Ivan increas-
ingly aware that he has lived his life as an automaton, never allow-
ing his emotions to affect the way of how he acted or performed his 
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duties. He never has built up true, meaningful relationships. But now 
when he’s dying, he permits himself to be more refl ective. 

On his deathbed, Ivan still hopes for a miraculous recovery. At 
the same time, he consoles himself with the thought that although 
his death will be an unfortunate event, his wife and children will 
be taken care of after he is gone. Then Ivan comes to the sudden 
realization that the accumulation of wealth, the big house, politi-
cal power, and a beautiful wife, turn out to be meaningless, sterile 
things. Terrifyingly, he confronts the question, “What if my whole 
life has been wrong?” It’s a frightening conclusion for a person to 
arrive at just before dying, and it causes Ivan more pain than his 
illness. It’s the pain of knowing the truth that his life, which could 
have had meaning and substance, has been of no value. And now it 
is too late to do anything about it.

Many of us, like Ivan Ilych, lead shallow lives of quiet desperation. 
Many of us do not dare to probe into the feelings deep down inside 
us, fearful of what we may fi nd. Many of us disregard the feelings and 
sufferings of others, fearful of stepping outside the lines of propriety. 
Many of us don’t create meaningful relationships. Ivan Ilych’s life 
demonstrates all of this. 

Tolstoy’s story shows us that what’s really important in life is cre-
ating meaningful relationships, having people around who care. He 
also shows us that death is an inevitable part of life, and the active 
acceptance of this simple fact is a necessary precondition for leading 
a meaningful life. None of the characters surrounding Ivan (with the 
exception of his servant), seem to have yet understood these lessons, 
however. They all treat the dying Ivan as an unpleasant and foreign 
intrusion into their otherwise comfortable world. They hope that his 
bothersome presence will just go away.

Tolstoy describes how on his deathbed Ivan seems to oscillate 
between despair at the expectation of incomprehensible and terrible 
death and hope. At the end of the story, Ivan’s pain becomes not 
only the central fact of his existence but also the means of his sal-
vation. The pain saves him by sharpening and heightening all his 
senses. Ivan discovers that the pain that accompanies the process 
of his dying is a catalyst for self-knowledge and spiritual renewal. 
Ironically, in accepting the pain of death, Ivan symbolically rediscov-
ers life. 

This epiphany underlines the grave consequences of a life lived 
mechanically rather than holistically. But with this story, Tolstoy also 
shows us that a person can change, even at the eleventh hour. Even 
if it has to be through pain and suffering, every one of us is capable 
of redemption. Only in the face of death, however, is Ivan able to 



SEX, MONEY, HAPPINESS, AND DEATH

182

gain the requisite distance to behold the true meaning of his sense-
less life. Once he sees this, he sees the trajectory of a life well lived. 
At the end, seconds before his death, Ivan sees what he describes as a 
light, and realizes that his past life was death itself and that the real 
life is only beginning.

Although The Death of Ivan Ilych is the story of a nineteenth- century 
man, it has all the characteristics of a modern, twenty- fi rst-century 
individual: a person alienated from others, and one only compelled 
by his impending death to seek and fi nd true meaning. Before death 
knocked on his door, Ivan happily believed that death was something 
that happens to other people, not to himself. The denial of death 
had been a major theme in his life. As we see in his situation, hope is 
independent of logic. Ivan’s fate, however, which is everyone’s fate, 
suggests that the inevitability of death ought to have consequences 
for how we live our lives. And here we have to thank Tolstoy for deliv-
ering this seemingly simple message in a story that transcends both 
time and culture.

Furthermore, as Tolstoy unravels Ivan’s ongoing struggle to come 
to grips with his own mortality, we’re faced with the challenge of 
looking at our own life and the manner in which we are living it. 
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TRANSCENDING THE ULTIMATE

NARCISSISTIC INJURY

Trust yourself, then you will know how to live.

Johann Wolfgang Von Goethe

The most I ever did for you was to outlive you. But that is much.

Edna St. Vincent Millay

Pray that your loneliness may spur you into fi nding something to live for, great enough 
to die for.

Dag Hammarskjold

There is a Tibetan Buddhist saying that tells, “When you are born, you 
cry, and the world rejoices. When you die, you rejoice, and the world 
cries.” Because our apprehension about death has its precursor in separa-
tion anxiety, complete severance from life can be viewed symbolically as 
the ultimate form of separation. Like Ivan Ilych, we use denial and ritual 
to cope with our lingering knowledge of death and keep our basic anxi-
ety under control. We like to exert a modicum of control over the cycle 
of life. Rituals help us deal with the distress that accompanies death.

Symbolically, death is a long goodbye, the fi nal separation, the 
ultimate rejection. Death is interpreted by loved ones as a form of 
total abandonment, creating a sense of complete loneliness. Our 
helplessness in the face of death contributes to defl ation of the self; 
it is the ultimate narcissistic injury. 

RITUALS OF DYING

It’s not only the idea of death but encounters with death that trou-
ble all of us. Coming face-to-face with death has an enormous effect 
on our thought processes and behavior. To deal with this dreaded 
encounter, we’ve devised numerous rituals to work through the 
horror that death represents to many of us. 

M. K. Vries, Sex, Money, Happiness, and Death
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With every death, the fi rst question that people ask is: who’s next? 
When will it be my turn? Human beings have always looked for ways 
to overcome this anxiety. This explains why every society has con-
structed rituals around death that do more than simply address the 
practical disposal of the corpse. The dead need to be mourned prop-
erly; they aren’t surrendered that easily. To deal with our own fear of 
dying, we have developed a plethora of ways to mitigate our fear of 
annihilation, or total loss of the self. 

Many societal beliefs and practices in many cultures appear to 
be in denial of death. Primitive societies rely heavily on ritual and 
ceremony to shield individuals and their community from evil 
and death. To placate the living, in many cultures the dead are sur-
rounded by elaborate rites and ceremonials that provide some form 
of  continuity. These rituals are connected to the cycle of life and 
attribute cosmic meaning to suffering and the ending of life. They 
are ways to ease the terror of death, to provide reassurance, enabling 
people to die with courage and dignity, and to help the living con-
tinue their journey, having mourned their loved ones. Cultural tradi-
tions vary, however. Some cultures view death as a transition to other 
forms of existence; others propose a continuous interface between 
the dead and the living; some cultures conceive a circular pattern of 
multiple deaths and rebirths; and yet others view death as the fi nal 
end, with only nothingness following. 

Whatever form these rituals take, these processes of mourning are 
very important to the living. The main purpose of all these rituals is 
to alleviate our anxiety about the inevitable encounter with death—
to help us to go on with life. They help us to cope with our existential 
dilemma (fueled by death anxiety), making us feel that we’re still alive. 
Without these rituals, the fear of death would not stay submerged but 
would be far more present and possibly defl ect us from living. With 
the help of ritualistic cultural activities, however, we’re more able to 
manage our fear of death and create meaning, organization, continu-
ity, and instill hope in our lives. To create hope, these transition ritu-
als provide a broad context of meanings and routines for securing the 
doubts and unknowns of individual experience. These rituals offer 
solace both to dying individuals and to their loved ones.

FEELING ALIVE

From the primary, self-contained narcissism of the infant, to the narcis-
sism of the adult, a degree of narcissism—the possession of a solid dose 
of self-esteem—is necessary for human functioning and survival. 
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Feeling good about ourselves—having a narcissistic investment 
in the self—forms the foundation for self-assertion, creativity, and 
leadership. A solid dose of self-esteem reassures us that we count, 
and that we can make a difference, in spite of the knowledge of our 
inevitable, impending demise. Demonstrating our accomplishments 
to others is a way of asserting our existence. It’s a way of reassuring 
ourselves that we aren’t dead yet. Our capacity to believe in ourselves 
is vitally important. 

The most important judgment we make in life is our judgment 
about ourselves. But to establish a positive sense of self-esteem, we 
must appreciate our successes and not just harp on the negatives in 
our lives. Having a morbid preoccupation with death is like driv-
ing through life with the handbrake on. Obsession with our future 
encounter with the Grim Reaper isn’t a great way to build (and main-
tain) our sense of self-esteem. To retain a sense that we’ve a role to 
play in our world, we need to remain with the living. At the same 
time, we shouldn’t be blind to the fact that our role is temporary.

Dealing with our fear of death while maintaining our sense of 
self-esteem isn’t easy. Self-esteem doesn’t exist in isolation. Societal 
validation will always be needed to establish and maintain a positive 
sense of self-esteem. The help of others is vital to our mental equi-
librium. We judge and measure ourselves not against our own norms 
but against the norms of people who are important to us. We make a 
great effort to have our cultural worldviews validated by others, and 
compliance with cultural values will enhance our feeling of belong-
ing and our sense of self-esteem. Being part of a greater scheme of 
things, from the nuclear family, through social groups, to society as a 
whole, makes us feel better. Feeling good about ourselves is an excel-
lent antidote to death anxiety. Nothing builds self-esteem as much as 
others acclaiming our accomplishments. 

Self-esteem should be seen as a cultural construct, starting with 
the kind of developmental experiences we’ve with our parents. In all 
cultures, the family imprints its members with selfhood. Our fami-
lies introduce us to systems of meaning that are compatible with 
societal belief systems—including beliefs about the nature of death. 
We acquire a positive sense of self-esteem when we believe that we’re 
living up to the values inherent in the cultural worldview of which 
we are a part. Failing to live up to these standards creates a sense 
of insecurity. For reasons of self-affi rmation, we want others to sub-
scribe to our way of looking at the world. If they do not, it may be 
interpreted as an assault on the self, a threat to our existence. 

To reaffi rm our self-esteem, to assert our existence and ward off the 
ultimate assault against the self—the inevitability of death—we go 
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to great lengths to invent systems of “meaning” and “ immortality.” 
These “immortality” systems are ingenious ways of repressing and 
overcoming our inner fears about being insignifi cant within the 
greater scheme of things. To ward off the fear of death and nothing-
ness, we’re compelled to create mental constructs to create conti-
nuity. The creation of self-esteem enhancing systems seems to be 
the garment with which we protect our nakedness; the creation of 
systems of meaning helps us reaffi rm that there is more to life than 
death. We hang on to the wish that life has meaning and that each 
of us has a special mission in life to negate the deterministic notion 
that we live to die. 

To illustrate this point, I would like to refer once more to Ingmar 
Bergman’s memorable fi lm Wild Strawberries. In the opening scene of 
the fi lm, Isak Borg is haunted by a nightmare that is full of death sym-
bolism. The dream features a funeral procession, imagery of clocks and 
time running out, and Isak Borg fi nding himself in a coffi n. Almost 
paralyzed with fear he wakes up and says aloud, “My name is Isak 
Borg. I am still alive. I am 76 years old. I really feel quite well.” While 
he’s awake, Isak tries to push away what his dreams are trying to tell 
him at night: he is very close to death. He reaffi rms that he’s still alive 
and who he is. Anxious not to fall back into his nightmare and have 
another encounter with death, Isak becomes restless. He wakes up the 
whole house and decides to drive from Stockholm to Lund where, at 
the university, a great affi rmation of the self will take place, in the 
form of an honorary doctorate. He needs this fl ight into action to re-
establish that he still exists, enhance his sense of self-esteem, and ward 
off his emerging death anxiety. His nightmare about his approaching 
death appears to have increased his need for self-affi rmation. It also 
contributes to his need to repair confl ict-ridden relationships before 
it is too late, especially rebuilding a relationship with his son.

This vignette within a fi lm illustrates why we do what we do—how 
self-affi rmation, self-esteem, and death anxiety are closely linked. 
However, we’ve to bear in mind—strange as it may sound— that our 
awareness of death remains quite symbolic. Most of our lives, we look 
at death as a merely abstract possibility. As Freud noted, we assume 
the role of spectators, even when contemplating our own death. 
Death only becomes a reality—as Ivan Ilych discovered—when we 
are actually dying, when we experience a serious decay of the body, 
or when we see someone or something die. But whether we’re spec-
tators or not, there will always be lingering feelings of anxiety about 
loneliness, and the ultimate separation. These thoughts touch the 
narcissistic core of our being. Loneliness is very frightening. It’s a 
feeling that can break our spirit. 
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Self-esteem can only serve its anxiety-buffering function as long 
as faith is sustained in a specifi c cultural worldview about the con-
tinuity of the self in the greater scheme of things. Faith in a spe-
cifi c cultural worldview is maintained through secular and religious 
teachings, associated cultural rituals, and continual social validation 
in interpersonal and intergroup contexts. 

Because faith in the cultural worldview depends on continuous 
consensual validation from others, those who question that world-
view, or advocate a different one, threaten our equilibrium. Doubts 
are perceived as an attack on the self and create existential anxiety. 
If history is a teacher, it shows us that we’re prepared to do anything 
to ward off these threats to our self-esteem. This explains our often 
violent reactions to people with different ideological or religious 
outlooks.

To maintain our sense of who we are, to create a strong foundation 
of the self, we try to adhere to the standards of appropriate conduct 
associated with the social roles that exist in the culture in which we 
live. Ideas right or wrong vary from culture to culture. Our need for 
affi rmation of the self means that outsiders are frequently considered 
a threat. Being different is interpreted as a rejection of the belief sys-
tems we cherish—and those most susceptible to attack are those that 
concern our efforts to deny our mortality. Noncompliance with the 
prevalent systems of meaning will arouse an enormous amount of 
anxiety, all too frequently followed by aggression. 

Unfortunately, human history is full of inhuman acts, acted out 
as a way to deny our mortality. Homo sapiens seems to be reluc-
tant to follow the rule that when you can’t have what you want, it’s 
time you started wanting what you have. Instead we resort to vio-
lent action to demonstrate to others that what they believe is wrong. 
Anxiety about the inevitability of death is the greatest threat to our 
self-esteem, and explains the passions that become aroused when 
other people’s systems of meaning don’t conform to ours. Ironically, 
being a meaning-making species seems to be accompanied by intol-
erance for systems of meaning that differ from our own. As the Arab 
proverb says, “Make sure you have a different opinion and people 
will talk about you.” In general, however, I have learned that argu-
ments only confi rm people in their own opinion, or, as Voltaire said, 
“Opinion has caused more trouble on this little earth than plagues 
or earthquakes.”
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IMMORTALITY SYSTEMS

Everything is the product of one universal creative effort. There is nothing dead in 
Nature.

Seneca

Do every act of your life as if it were your last.

Marcus Aurelius

What matters, therefore, is not the meaning of life in general, but rather the specifi c 
meaning of a person’s life at a given moment.

Victor Frankl

Man is not just a blind glob of idling protoplasm, but a creature with a name who 
lives in a world of symbols and dreams and not merely matter. His sense of self-worth 
is constituted symbolically, his cherished narcissism feeds on symbols, on an abstract 
idea of his own worth, an idea composed of sounds, words, and images

Ernest Becker

A sense of meaning counters feelings of worthlessness and alienation. 
Creating meaning means creating hope. And hope is to the meaning 
of life what breathing is to the body. If we can fi nd something to live 
for, if we can fi nd some meaning to put at the center of our lives, even 
the worst kind of suffering becomes more bearable. In this context, 
the torturous lives of many saints can be read as examples of people 
who managed to transcend suffering. Meaning, self-affi rmation, and 
self-esteem are closely intertwined. Finding meaning in whatever we 
do will bolster our sense of self-esteem as it affi rms our existence.

WHERE ARE WE GOING?

As I have already suggested in my comments on Gauguin, we ask 
ourselves existential questions like “Who am I?”; “Where did I come 
from?”; “What should I do?”; “And what happens when I die?” to try 
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and make sense out of things, to establish our place in the general 
scheme of things. Refl ecting on these questions helps us to construct 
meaning, permanence, and stability. It fosters our sense of self-esteem 
and conveys hope of symbolic and even literal immortality. 

Immortality through a religious belief system

Every culture, in upholding standards by which its people are sup-
posed to abide, affords opportunities for us to fi nd meaning and to live 
forever—symbolically, through the production of great works, creat-
ing institutions that extend beyond an individual’s lifetime, through 
political ideologies, philosophical systems, scientifi c theories—and/
or literally, through religious beliefs of an afterlife in heaven or by 
means of reincarnation. We base our self-esteem on something that 
offers permanent or enduring meaning: the nation, the tribe, the 
race, the new world vision, the timelessness of art, the truths of sci-
ence, the rhythms of nature, or religious belief. Identifying with reli-
gious, political, or cultural immortality systems is a way of assuring 
ourselves of continuity and permanence. 

Each of these belief systems promises to connect our lives with 
an enduring meaning that will not perish. These immortality 
 systems help us believe that despite our personal insignifi cance, our 
 weakness, and our inevitable death, our existence has meaning in 
some ultimate sense because it exists within an eternal and  infi nite 
scheme of things designed and brought about by some creative 
force. 

All of us are aware of our need to combat our fear of insignifi cance. 
We want to be recognized; we want to be appreciated; we want to 
affi rm our self. Our narcissistic disposition, our need to be recognized 
as important, our wish to be part of a greater scheme of things, is an 
essential part of the struggle to deal with our lingering fear of death. 
It appears to be the tragic destiny of our species that we feel this need 
to justify ourselves as an object of primary value in the universe; we 
want to stand out; we want to be heroes; we want to show the world 
that we matter. We want to be able to say, and have other people 
say when it’s all over, that we made a difference. But the deeper we 
plunge into our narcissistic soup of self-admiration and idolization, 
the harder it becomes for us to come to terms with our inevitable 
fate—and the less able we are to face up to the fact of death in our 
daily activities. But as we have to accept that we all die—that we will 
not live forever—the challenge for many becomes to fi nd something 
that does not die, something that will outlive us.
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Religion has always been a great ally in alleviating feelings of 
annihilation, helplessness, separation, and abandonment, thoughts 
viewed as threats to the self, endangering self-esteem. The Bible tells 
us, “The last enemy that shall be destroyed is death,” and offers eter-
nity as the Promised Land. Religion, a complex belief system and 
set of rituals used to ward off feelings of fear and anxiety, is one of 
humankind’s most ingenious solutions for dealing with our fear of 
death. By fostering a belief in a life hereafter, religion has assumed 
a consoling function and has played an integrative role in society. 
Moreover, with heaven as the ultimate destination, a religion like 
Christianity has provided an obvious incentive to living a true life, 
even if that means more melancholy and less fun. And religion pres-
ents a specifi c proposition: the reward we get in heaven will be pro-
portionate to the amount of suffering we’re prepared to endure on 
earth. If there is heaven, then of course we may be willing to accept 
the world’s suffering for greater, later, longer lasting rewards. It has 
been suggested that true believers whose head is in heaven need not 
fear to put their feet in the grave. 

Thus in our search for immortality systems we identify with 
religious or even political ideologies (Communism includes many 
aspects of an immortality system) and adopt a specifi c, culturally 
sanctioned viewpoint that we invest with ultimate meaning, and 
to which we ascribe absolute and permanent truth. But although 
religions emphasize leading a virtuous life on earth, all too often reli-
gious conviction has resulted in endless cycles of violence. Religions 
tend to single themselves out by a sense of invulnerable righteous-
ness. Having selected one specifi c immortality system seems to 
necessitate protecting it against other “false” systems. The way we 
do this is to insist that all other absolute truths, all other systems of 
immortality, are incorrect. Time and again, we see religious  leaders 
and followers incite aggression, fanaticism, hate, and xenophobia—
inspiring and even legitimizing violent and bloody confl icts. At the 
core of these we frequently fi nd a mindset that limits eligibility for 
immortality only to true believers. As the French mathematician-
philosopher Blaise Pascal once said, “Men never do evil so com-
pletely and cheerfully as when they do it from religious conviction.” 
So we attack and degrade—preferably kill—the disciples of different 
immortality systems. Christians kill Jews or Muslims, Protestants kill 
Catholics; Muslims vilify and kill Christians, Buddhists kill Hindus, 
and so the murderous clash of belief systems goes on. It seems as if 
we’re asked to believe—madly—that a country or a specifi c group 
of people is ordained by heaven to commit unspeakable acts in the 
name of God.
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Immortality through procreation

However we view the role of religion in society—as either a force for 
good or for evil—religion is the most prominent of our  immortality 
systems. But there are many other ways of denying the reality of 
death and pursuing the concept of eternal life. We only have to 
remind ourselves of Freud’s dictum that the “normal” personality 
should possess the ability “to love and to work.” Deconstructing the 
fi rst part of Freud’s statement brings us to the act of procreation. 
One way of coping with the unacceptable notion of death is through 
the creation of children. As the philosopher John Whitehead said, 
“Children are the living messages we send to a time we will not see.” 
Children are refl ections of the self on which the adult can project his 
or her own aspirations and achievements. Children will perpetuate 
our beliefs and values. If we can’t come to terms with the annihila-
tion of our own aspirations and achievements, children may become 
our escape valve. Living through one’s children—sending them on 
this “mission impossible”—is a way of overcoming death anxiety 
and arriving at a new psychological equilibrium that centers on 
life’s meaning and continuity. Procreation is a natural immortality 
system. As Albert Einstein once said, “Our death is not an end if we 
can live on in our children and the younger generation. For they are 
us, our bodies are only wilted leaves on the tree of life.” The creation 
of children as a way of indulging in the myth of immortality is a cru-
cial variable in many societies. A Moroccan proverb explicitly states, 
“If a man leaves children behind him, it is as if he did not die.” One 
hundred years from now it will not really matter what kind of car 
we drove, or what kind of house we lived in. It will not matter how 
much money we had, or what our clothes were like. What will matter 
are the memories about ourselves we give to our children. 

Immortality through work

But there was a second part to Freud’s equation. Work is another 
way of coping with the anxiety of death. Work can be an effec-
tive  immortality system in many different ways. Some people—
 hyperactive individuals, workaholics who are totally preoccupied by 
work—overdo it. They only feel alive when they’re working. They 
need to be engaged; and to accomplish things. This manic defense is 
their way of dealing with death anxiety.

Some may also suffer from the “edifi ce complex,” the need 
to create a legacy in the form of a company, a building, or other 
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 tangible achievements. These are the people who like to see their 
name on the building. Creating a business entity that will be contin-
ued by other family members is their way of attaining some form of 
immortality. Many family business dynasties—especially those who 
are determined to keep the business in the family—have the search 
for immortality at its core.

For some people, work becomes a narcotic. They cannot relax. 
They are consistently preoccupied with performance, adding respon-
sibility to responsibility, working incessantly to ward off the specter 
of the Grim Reaper. To them, life without the continuous pressure of 
work would be unimaginable. Only through work—reaching specifi c 
targets—can these people ward off depressive thoughts (which have 
death anxiety at their core) and share up a fragile sense of self-esteem. 
Their motto is, “I work, therefore I am.” Work is their means of self-
affi rmation, their way to feel virtuous. These people need the struc-
ture of work to ward off the demons of loneliness, separation, and 
death anxiety. Unfortunately, their manic behavior to ward off these 
fears can be counterproductive. Increased anxiety leads to increased 
activity, which instead of having an anxiety-reducing effect, leads to 
even more activity, making the person a slave of specifi c metrics. The 
question is then, how long can they keep up the pace? How long can 
they drive away the depression that dogs our awareness of the end 
of life?

Several times, I saw an executive—I will call him Armand—who 
exemplifi ed this fl ight into work. Armand was the CEO-owner of a 
construction fi rm. During my discussions with him, I saw him dem-
onstrate increasingly manic-like behavior to fi ght his fear of getting 
older. He “worked hard but not smart,” doing more and more work 
for work’s sake. Sundays—days without a specifi c structure—were 
diffi cult for him. What he was failing to deal with was the big ques-
tion: life after him. Although I tried to bring up this issue in our 
conversations, it was clear that Armand didn’t like to think or talk 
about succession. Merely touching on the topic was anxiety provok-
ing. From his reaction, he experienced it as a threat to his sense of 
immortality. 

From what I could infer, Armand—who had evidently always 
been somewhat hyperactive—had been pushed into overdrive by a 
recent coronary bypass operation. His elevated mood state, expan-
sive talking, and increased activity—although seductive—had begun 
to worry other executives in the corporation. They were concerned 
about his new, poorly thought-through efforts at diversifi cation, 
especially recent investment in a fi lm company, which they thought 
was too risky. 
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Not only did Armand invest in the fi lm company, he also asked 
it to make a very expensive documentary of his organization. Its 
alleged purpose was to help them better articulate their brand iden-
tity. The documentary turned out to be a hagiography about the 
Armand’s career. It was as if he had wanted to create a monument 
for posterity. This action (confi rmed in further discussions with him) 
amounted to some kind of “anti-necrologic notice”—a major defense 
against emerging death anxiety. The work with the fi lm crew, how-
ever, had given Armand an even greater taste for the fi lm business, 
which increased the anxiety of other executives in the company. A 
small investment was one thing but taking the company into the 
fi lm industry on a large scale was another matter altogether. It was 
not a domain where they had any expertise. What would be next? 
Would other fi lm projects follow? Not only were his executives wor-
ried that Armand’s frantic work pace would contribute to another 
coronary incident, but they also began to question his sense of judg-
ment. They were fearful about the company’s future viability. And 
there was still that unsolved problem of succession. 

Armand’s case is only one among many examples I have seen of 
people using work to ward off the fear of death. Besides engaging in 
frantic, even meaningless business activities—a process where means 
and ends may have lost their signifi cance—at the other end of the 
spectrum there is the example of creative work. Creative work is not 
the monopoly of artists, writers, or scientists. Any work that is inno-
vative, deviates from routine activities, or—more importantly—is 
valued by the creator, is creative. It is done in the hope and belief 
that the things that are created are of lasting worth and meaning, 
that will outlive or outshine death and decay. The art of creation, 
supposedly for posterity, is another immortality system that may 
provide historical continuity. It is an open question, however, how 
many of us are truly creative or even have the opportunity to be 
so. Maybe Woody Allen had a point when he said, “I don’t want to 
achieve immortality through my work. I want to achieve it through 
not dying.”

Immortality through nature

In the book of Genesis we are told, “Dust thou art, and unto dust 
thou shalt return.” All that lives rises from the body of earth, and will 
go back into that body. Our ancestors never lost sight of this truth. 
In many primitive cultures, cycles of existence, life and death, body 
and soul, earth and underworld, were interwoven in the cycle of the 
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seasons. Many of these cultures honored the Fruitful Provider, often 
imagined as Gaia, the Great Mother. Mother Earth may sustain the 
crops, but Mother Earth can also generate terrible forces—earthquakes, 
fl oods, and volcanic eruptions. Thus the Great Mother needs to be 
pacifi ed. Grain from the fi rst harvest of every season was offered to 
her, and nourishing gifts of milk, wine, or blood were poured directly 
into the ground as an expression of gratitude. Remnants of these tra-
ditions still survive, even in developed countries. In addition, earth is 
also home to the dead. Agricultural peoples all over the world would 
plant their dead into the ground like seeds, expecting them to be born 
again from the earth in one way or another—to spring up new from 
another woman’s womb, or in the body of an animal. 

Dante said, “Nature is the art of God,” and Rembrandt, “Choose 
only one master—nature.” A Greek proverb says: “A society grows 
great when old men plant trees whose shade they know they shall 
never sit in.” These sayings suggest that nature can be viewed as 
another immortality system—and that we don’t inherit the earth 
from our ancestors; we borrow it from our children.

I subscribe very much to this feeling of unity with nature— viewing 
the earth as a single integrate organism—having crossed many rivers, 
forests, steppes, and mountains. Climbing to the top of a mountain, 
and seeing the landscape—sky, snow, rivers, other mountains—these 
images always leave me with a feeling of being part of a larger whole. 

Many other people seem to agree. For example, the French 
Renaissance scholar Michel de Montaigne once noted, “If you don’t 
know how to die, don’t worry; nature will tell you what to do on the 
spot, fully and adequately. She will do this job perfectly for you; don’t 
bother your head about it.” Or to quote Albert Einstein, “What I see 
in nature is a magnifi cent structure that we can comprehend only 
very imperfectly, and that must fi ll a thinking person with a feeling 
of humility. This is a genuinely religious feeling that has nothing to 
do with mysticism.”

To some of us, nature is full of meaning while to others it means 
little. But symbolically, our perceptions of nature and our associa-
tions with immortality are closely connected. Whatever an indi-
vidual’s inner world, nature contains imagery that simultaneously 
frightens and attracts. There is respect and fear for the  elements—
storms, fl oods, thunder, and lightning. But besides the awe for 
nature, people also experience a feeling of warmth and continuity 
fostered by the existence of natural laws: the daily cycle of darkness 
and light, the  passing of the seasons, the growing of plants, and the 
falling of leaves. Being surrounded by mountains, valleys, forests, 
streams, and oceans becomes a form of communion of life and death 
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for many. Merging with nature in death is viewed as being part of 
an eternal cycle of life of the self with others, a place of resurrection. 
Every night that folds us up in darkness may have associations with 
death but with the fi rst of dawn, life seems to be renewed. All forms 
of decay are just masks for regeneration and life. 

People with this particular outlook toward nature don’t view death 
as an end, but as a transition. They may even experience a sense of 
unica mystica, or oceanic feeling, a state of boundlessness whereby 
the individual seems to merge with the universe. To quote the avia-
tor Charles Lindbergh, “In wilderness I sense the miracle of life, and 
behind it our scientifi c accomplishments fade to trivia.” This is one 
thing that makes the threat of global warming and the destruction of 
nature such a frightening possibility.

But do these various immortality systems still fulfi ll their  purpose? 
Do these edifi ces of self-affi rmation still function effectively in post-
industrial society? These are not easy questions to answer. Obviously, 
many people still resort to them. They need these systems to over-
come existential anxiety. Doing without them would be catastrophic. 
Others, however, have a more pragmatic outlook, acknowledging the 
fi nality of their stay on earth. For them, it is only a brief visit. For 
them, to pick up a phrase I used earlier in this book, “The journey is 
all, the end nothing.” They take to heart the text written on a Roman 
tombstone:

Do not pass by my epitaph, traveler. But having stopped,
listen and learn, then go your way. 
There is no boat in Hades, no ferryman Charon, 
No caretaker Aiakos, no dog Cerberus. 
All we who are dead below
Have become bones and ashes, but nothing else.
I have spoken to you honestly, go on, traveler,
Lest even while dead I seem loquacious to you.

When we fi nally are able to face the fact that we will die, as will 
everybody else, we will come to the realization of the fragility of 
life and the preciousness of every moment. And hopefully, from this 
realization of the tragic transience of things will grow a deep compas-
sion toward humankind. 

This sense of pragmatism doesn’t mean, however, that we should 
adopt a mechanical outlook on death. We need to respect the  mourning 
process. Whatever society we live in, we need rituals,  specifi c rites 
of passage, to help the living deal with the dying. Rituals are very 
important in the transition process; they create peace of mind and 
reassurance.
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DEATH IN OUR POST-INDUSTRIAL AGE

Old friends pass away, new friends appear. It is just like the days. An old day passes, a 
new day arrives. The important thing is to make it meaningful: a meaningful friend—
or a meaningful day.

Dalai Lama

I often say a great doctor kills more people than a great general.

Gottfried Leibniz

To die proudly when it is no longer possible to live proudly. Death of one’s own free 
choice, death at the proper time, with a clear head and with joyfulness, consummated 
in the midst of children and witnesses: so that an actual leave-taking is possible while 
he who is leaving is still there.

Friedrich Nietzsche

We all die. The goal isn’t to live forever, the goal is to create something that will.

Chuck Palahniuk

But how effective are these rituals in our post-industrial society? 
Haven’t they become rather hollow and stale? 

In his age of narcissism, preoccupied as we’re with our personal 
well-being, hedonism reigns. Sleeping pills, anti-depressants, and 
Prozac have become popular crutches. What our reliance on these 
kinds of drugs tells us about the society we live in? Why are people 
drugging themselves out of awareness? 

Emptiness, anomie, and alienation have become the great affl ictions 
of modern life. The sense of community so common in pre-industrial 
society has largely been lost. Many of the meaningful rituals that once 
bound members of society together have vanished. In our narcissistic 
age, self-seeking materialism and the promised salvation by science 
and technology have become the prominent forces that shape our 
daily lives. 

In this environment, the notions of suffering, dying, and death 
have been pushed to the periphery of cultural experience. In the 
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 process, however, we are violating something that is most sacred to 
us. Fueled by man’s denial of death, popular culture—more than in 
the past—has found it expedient to expel any thoughts of dying and 
death from our daily existence. However, things that are pushed out 
of conscious awareness will re-emerge from a more subterranean ter-
rain through our dreams, daydreams, and fantasy life. Creating a cul-
ture of denial will not create a stable mindset and drugging ourselves 
into denial will bring only temporary respite. 

Medical technology, in particular, has been instrumental in push-
ing death anxiety underground and has contributed to the deperson-
alization of the death experience. While death is already frightening 
enough in itself for many people, our ways of dying in contempo-
rary society have become an additional terror. Dying has become 
extremely undignifi ed, depersonalized, and dehumanized. As the 
Swiss playwright and novelist Max Frisch stated, “Technology is a 
way of organizing the universe so that man doesn’t have to experi-
ence it.” Medical technology has steamrolled us. For some of us, it’s 
not the ending of life that precipitates the most fear but the thought 
of how life ends. As the American architect Buckminster Fuller once 
said, “Humanity is acquiring all the right technology for all the 
wrong reasons.” 

Technology is replacing meaningful ritual with the mechanization 
of death. Dying people are defi led, stigmatized, and relegated to the 
role of second-class citizens. They aren’t listened to or taken seriously; 
things are done to them. This situation is aggravated by the view that 
dying people can have a contaminating effect on others: we try to 
contain and sanitize their experiences so that they can’t push our 
noses in the kind of reality that we’d rather not see. Technological 
advances aid and abet this process by fostering a culture of detach-
ment, disengagement, and depersonalization.

The tendency to hide and exclude death from everyday life has 
been helped by the transfer of the place of death from the home to 
the hospital. The social innovator Florence Nightingale was already 
worried about this trend, and its implications for the dying, when 
she said, “It may seem a strange principle to enunciate as the very 
fi rst requirement in a hospital that it should do the sick no harm.” 

In pre-industrial society the care of the dying took place at home, in 
plain sight, as it did for my grandmother. It was part of the cycle of 
life. But in post-industrial society the burden of care has been del-
egated to medical professionals. The dying process has been confi ned 
to hospitals and long-term care facilities. Nowadays, family members 
and friends who used to accompany the dying on their last journey 
are largely removed from the equation. To quote the movie tycoon 
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Samuel Goldwyn, “A hospital is no place to be sick.” He had a point. 
For most of us, dying in a hospital is a highly unattractive prospect. 

Delegating the dying process to the medical profession, with its 
“professional” resources and sophisticated medical equipment, is 
now de rigueur. Hospitals, it’s argued, can take better care of the 
dying. But underneath the rational explanations of this system-
atic delegation lurks another: the unpleasant and disturbing sights 
of the dying process are removed from our day-to-day experience. 
And this delegation—where death is hidden away and institution-
ally confi ned—is quite an attractive option. It’s a very effective way 
of neutralizing our anxiety about death and dying. It’s the story of 
Siddhartha revisited.

MANAGING DEATH

In the hospital, dying is redefi ned as a technical process that’s profes-
sionally and bureaucratically managed. The horribleness and enor-
mous suffering of dying is banished from public visibility as it’s 
isolated within the professional, technical confi nes of the health care 
facility. But although the dying process is removed from public sight, 
it’s very much present for the professional caretakers. Hospital per-
sonnel have to cope with their own death anxiety, reactivated when 
dealing with the dying. They have to manage these fears one way or 
another. 

The psychoanalyst Isabel Menzies, in a study of nurses who dealt 
with the seriously ill or dying, noted that their work was organized 
to maximize containment and modifi cation of emerging anxiety. 
There was a prevailing perception within the medical establishment 
that if the relationship between nurse and patient was too close, the 
nurse would experience too much distress when the patient died. 
Consequently, nurses were required to perform a few specialized 
tasks with a large number of patients, restricting contact with any 
single one of them. This approach helped foster a culture of distance, 
detachment, and depersonalization. According to Menzies’ observa-
tions, no direct attempts were made to address the issue of the fear 
of death and develop the nurses’ capacity to respond to anxiety in 
a more psychologically healthy way. Menzies’ example is revealing 
of how the medical establishment tries to shore up dysfunctional 
methods of death denial. And her disturbing observations are still 
valid. One of the most diffi cult things to contend with in a hospital 
is the assumption by the staff that if you’re old and sick, you have 
also lost your mind.
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The problem is aggravated by the tendency of many health profes-
sionals to view death as a defeat and a failure on both personal and 
professional fronts. Death is seen as a sign of incompetence. They 
are trained to prolong life: dealing with the dying isn’t really part of 
their education. 

So it shouldn’t really surprise us that not only nurses but also 
most doctors have very poor training in talking to patients, espe-
cially about death. Because of their discomfort, these fi nal guard-
ians of life assume a professional shell of detachment, denial, and 
depersonalization. It’s interesting here to turn to an insightful and 
touching book, Final Exam, by Pauline Chen, a surgeon specializ-
ing in liver transplants, who wrote: “During almost fi fteen years of 
school and training, I faced death over and over again. And I learned 
from many of my teachers and colleagues to suspend or suppress 
any shared human feelings for my dying patients, as if doing so 
would make me a better doctor.” She describes how, in a patient’s 
fi nal hour, the doctor would close the curtain around the hospital 
bed, and disappear quickly, leaving family members alone with their 
dying relative.

The training these doctors receive may supply a high level of pro-
fessional competence but fall desperately short in helping them to 
express empathy or confront their own fears of death. Death pres-
ents medical personnel with a double whammy: a reminder of their 
personal vulnerability and a signifi er of professional failure. It’s no 
wonder that the profession seems to have instituted a strong aver-
sion to anything to do with death. Ironically, in the dying process, 
many things happen to the dying person, but he or she has very little 
say in what goes on. In modern medicine, death is everywhere and 
nowhere at the same time.

Death denial by health professionals and the people close to the 
dying hampers our ability to understand that some very elderly people, 
with no hope for recovery, may have reached the point when they want 
to die naturally. Instead, hospital personnel, often encouraged by dis-
traught family members, may resort to overly complex technological 
solutions to prolong life, regardless of the patient’s wishes, in an effort 
to master their own anxiety. They are in denial of what they’re really 
doing, and how the patient experiences it. People in the helping profes-
sion may act in this way as a reaction to their own fear. These practices, 
however, degrade the dying process. It’s a very troublesome develop-
ment that contributes nothing to dying with dignity. 

In modern society, forces in the cultural and medical establishment 
converge in a conspiracy of silence surrounding suffering, dying, and 
death. Many of the norms and rituals that once helped to sustain, 
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guide, and comfort people in the dying process have vanished or 
have been downgraded. Death has been managed out of common 
awareness and incorporated within a technological, medical model. 
Death and dying now lie at the periphery of human existence.

Refl ecting on this, I realize that I’ve never been taught many of 
the important things in life. Death wasn’t discussed when I was at 
school. In retrospect, now I have reached a different stage in life, 
these unsaid things may be the most important things that are to 
be learned. But as these things were never taught to me, like many 
people, I had to learn about them on my own. Why are these impor-
tant issues not taught? It almost makes me wonder why we have 
schools. Schools don’t teach us how to love; they don’t teach us how 
to deal with money; they don’t teach us how to be somebody; they 
don’t teach us how to divorce; they don’t teach us how to grieve; 
and, to top it all, they don’t teach us how to die. 

But perhaps I’m getting things out of perspective. No form of 
teaching will be enough to create a greater understanding of what 
dying is about. Certain things can’t be taught; they have to be expe-
rienced. As Jim Morrison, the American poet and singer once said, 
“I wouldn’t mind dying in a plane crash. It’d be a good way to go. I 
don’t want to die in my sleep, or of old age, or OD … I want to feel 
what it’s like. I want to taste it, hear it, smell it. Death is only going to 
happen to you once; I don’t want to miss it.” Perhaps the important 
thing—when we’re at death’s door—is to have no regrets. We should 
do the things we want to do, and do them now. The elderly rarely 
express regrets for the things they did, but rather for the things they 
didn’t do. Perhaps the only people who fear death are those with 
regrets. 

There is a Zen story about a monk who asked his master, “What is 
the way?” The master responded, “An open-eyed man falling into a 
well.” Our challenge is to keep our eyes wide open as we look death 
in the face.
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GOING INTO THAT GOOD NIGHT

The art of living well and the art of dying well are one.

Epicurus

Only cowards insult dying majesty.

Aesop

There’s nothing glorious in dying. Anyone can do it.

Johnnie Rotten

Dying is a very dull, dreary affair. And my advice to you is to have nothing whatever 
to do with it.

William Somerset Maugham

I recently (and belatedly) saw the movie Sophie Scholl. This is the true 
story of a twenty-one-year-old university student in Nazi Germany 
who had the courage to stand up to the Nazi regime and state that 
what they were doing was wrong. It tells the story of the White Rose 
resistance movement. The fi lm portrays Sophie Scholl’s last days 
before she was executed by the Nazis in the afternoon of February 
22, 1943. Although originally both Sophie and her brother Hans 
believed that Hitler would lead Germany to greatness—and had even 
been members of the Hitler Youth—they had become increasingly 
disillusioned. In their outlook, they were infl uenced by their father, 
the mayor of Forchtenberg, who felt that Hitler was leading Germany 
down the road to destruction.

Throughout her childhood, Sophie’s parents emphasized the 
importance of following the dictates of the heart, to do what was 
right. They encouraged her in whatever she wanted to do, including 
her choices in education. After a stint as a kindergarten teacher, in 
May 1942, Sophie entered the University of Munich to become a stu-
dent of biology and philosophy, a period when she became increas-
ingly disenchanted with Hitler’s regime. 

M. K. Vries, Sex, Money, Happiness, and Death
© Manfred Kets de Vries 2009
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Although the members of the White Rose knew that open dis-
sent was impossible, they felt that it was the duty of citizens to take 
a stand against the Nazi regime. They distributed a series of leafl ets 
that stated that the Nazi system had slowly imprisoned the German 
people and was now destroying all of them. The regime had turned 
evil; it had become like the mythological fi gure Cronos, who ate his 
young. It was time, one essay said, for Germans to rise up and resist 
the tyranny of their own government. 

These leafl ets had a dramatic effect on the student community. 
It was the fi rst case of internal dissent against the Nazi regime in 
Germany. The Scholls and their friends had to be cautious, how-
ever, as they knew what would happen if they were caught by the 
Gestapo. As well from distributing fl yers, the members of the White 
Rose engaged in other, highly visible actions, like producing graffi ti 
in numerous locations, saying “Down with Hitler,” “Hitler the Mass 
Murderer,” and “Freedom.” The Gestapo was in a frenzy to identify 
the members of the group.

On February 18, Sophie, Hans, and Christoph Probst were caught 
leaving pamphlets at the University of Munich and arrested. After 
their arrest, the true test of Sophie’s character began. But the Gestapo 
offi cial who interrogated her realized that he would not convince her 
of being wrong, even under threat of death. Sophie had the moral 
high ground, and he knew it. He tried to get her to sign a statement 
that would have led to lesser charges. She refused his offer. 

Four days after their arrest, the three members of the White Rose 
were tried by the presiding judge, the chief justice of the People’s 
Court of the Greater German Reich, who came especially from Berlin. 
The judge played the role of Grand Inquisitor in a farcical trial in 
which it was almost impossible for the accused to defend themselves. 
He acted as both judge and jury and the lawyers for the defense did 
nothing to defend them. 

The judge ranted at Sophie, saying that he couldn’t understand 
what had twisted the students’ minds. Sophie was on record as saying 
“Somebody, after all, had to make a start. What we wrote and said is also 
believed by many others. They just don’t dare express themselves as we 
did.” She continued: “You know the war is lost. Why don’t you have 
the courage to face it?” In the context, her bravery and refusal to cower 
before Nazi authority appears remarkable. When Hans and Sophie’s 
parents tried to get into the courtroom, they were refused entry. The 
entire courtroom could hear their father shout: “One day there will be 
another kind of justice! One day they will go down in history!” 

Predictably, the judge sentenced all three to death. Hans and 
Sophie’s defi ance, however, in the face of terrifying consequences, 
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gained them enormous admiration. Sophie remained forthright, 
steadfast, and hopeful in the face of the Gestapo and the Nazi kan-
garoo court which condemned her. It was clear that even the specta-
tors in the court room were extremely uncomfortable about the way 
the proceedings had been going, not knowing where to look. Deep 
down, they admired Sophie’s courage.

In prison, Hans and Sophie were permitted one last visit from their 
parents. Although profoundly distressed by the immediate fate of 
their two children, they were very proud of them—proud that they 
would rise to such acts of courage and conviction—that they stood 
up for the oppressed, that they would not merely swallow what their 
government told them, but followed their curiosity to the truth. 
Before leaving her parents with a smile, perfectly composed, Sophie 
was reminded by her mother to think of Jesus. On entering her cell, 
she immediately broke down. She had held out before her parents, 
not wanting to distress them further. The Gestapo offi cial who had 
arrested her saw her crying and Sophie apologized. She had not cried 
once during his interrogation. 

The prison guards allowed Hans, Sophie, and Christoph to have 
one short, last visit together. Soon after, Sophie was then led to the 
guillotine by two men in top hats—the usual funeral attire. One 
observer described her walking to her death “without turning a hair, 
without fl inching.” 

When she was laid on the block, her last words were “Die Sonne 
scheint noch,” meaning “The sun still shines.” Christoph Probst was 
next. Hans Scholl was last; just before he was beheaded, he cried 
out: “Long live freedom!” Afterwards, more members of the group 
were executed or sent to concentration camps. Following Sophie’s 
death, a sixth leafl et was smuggled out of Germany and dropped by 
the millions by Allied Forces over Germany under a new title: “The 
Manifesto of the Students of Munich.”

What made Sophie so courageous? How did she manage to keep 
her cool throughout the interrogations? It is clear that Sophie Scholl’s 
Christian faith gave her a strong sense of the right thing to do and 
helped her transcend death. Of course, her way of looking at the 
world didn’t emerge out of a vacuum. Her parents had played an 
important role in instilling values—her father’s stand vis-à-vis Hitler 
was very telling.

Today, every German knows the story of the White Rose move-
ment. A square at the University of Munich is named after Hans 
and Sophie Scholl. And there are streets, squares, and more than a 
hundred schools all over Germany named after the members of the 
White Rose. Even today people leave white roses in a square near 
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the university where their deeds are commemorated. In 2005, a ZDF 
Television audience survey voted Hans and Sophie the fourth great-
est Germans of all time. Sophie Scholl’s sister Inge wrote: “Perhaps 
genuine heroism lies in deciding to stubbornly defend the everyday 
things, the mundane and the immediate.”

The question that this remarkable story raises, what went through 
Sophie’s mind just before she laid her head on the block of the guil-
lotine? How did she manage to face her death so courageously? What 
did her last words—“The sun still shines”—mean? Furthermore, how 
did the people who condemned her to death feel—the Gestapo offi -
cer and the judge? Did they feel a sense of righteousness or did they 
have second thoughts? What would be foremost in their minds when 
their time was up? Sophie’s last moments raise important questions 
for all of us. How would we have acted in this situation? 

LAST WORDS

There are many examples, real or apocryphal, of famous last words. 
Voltaire is supposed to have said on his deathbed—in response to 
a priest who asked him to renounce Satan— “Now, now my good 
man, this is no time to be making enemies.” “Why are you weep-
ing? Did you imagine that I was immortal?” were the last words of 
the French King, Louis XIV, to his servants. The poet Heinrich Heine 
said, “God will pardon me. It is his trade.” For Goethe it was, “More 
light!” “My wallpaper and I are fi ghting a duel to the death. One 
of us must go,” were the last, probably apocryphal, words of Oscar 
Wilde. One of the early leaders of the French revolution, Georges 
Danton, instructed his executioner, “Show my head to the people, it 
is worth seeing.” Cecil Rhodes bemoaned, “so little done, so much 
to do,” while Winston Churchill declared, “I’m bored with it all.” 
“Don’t worry! It’s not loaded,” were the last words of rock musician 
Terry Kath, who was playing Russian roulette. And George Eastman, 
the founder of Eastman Kodak, announced “My work here is done, 
why wait?” before he killed himself. 

And of course there are many, many more on record. Reading peo-
ple’s last words from this side of the grave, I can’t help speculating 
how true a window they offer into the soul. What do they say about 
the people who uttered them? What insights do they give to each 
individual’s personal demons? Quite a lot, I suspect. 

Last words hold a fascination for us because they respond to our 
need for closure, desire for immortality, and attraction to the mys-
tique of death scenes. Last words, handed down from generation to 



GOING INTO THAT GOOD NIGHT

205

generation, bestow some kind of immortality on their maker, surviv-
ing in our collective memory. The content epitomizes a life, or con-
veys a sense of irony: it might even represent the last performance 
before an audience. 

“Die Sonne scheint noch—the sun still shines.” What did these words, 
uttered between this world and death, mean to Sophie Scholl? That 
she still believed in the goodness of humankind, in spite of all the 
signs she had seen to the contrary? That there was eternal hope? That 
she trusted that the actions of the White Rose wouldn’t be forgotten—
that what they did would stand out as an example for future gen-
erations? We will never know. But this young woman’s simple state-
ment remained with the people present at her death. It became part of 
Germany’s collective unconscious, creating a form of immortality.

The remarkable story of Sophie Scholl tells us that it’s one thing 
to deal with death in the abstract, but a very a different thing to face 
it directly. Facing the condemned or the terminally ill is not easy, 
because we can project on to what they are enduring, what we will 
eventually face ourselves. Nevertheless, we have always been mor-
bidly attracted to death scenes. Our fascination seems to be based on 
a tension between our inability to accept the reality of our own death 
and the reality of seeing it happen to someone else.

Most people—even those who, in a professional capacity, are used 
to seeing it at close quarters—are so steeped in death denial that they 
are caught by surprise when death appears at their door. Overwhelmed 
and confused, they miss out on the extraordinary opportunity for 
peace and resolution that is inherent in the dying process. Instead of 
learning from it, they engage in technological fl ight behavior.

STAGES OF TRANSITION

The challenge for all of us is to move beyond denial and to view 
death as part of a natural process. The death of a person shouldn’t 
only be seen as a normal stage in nature’s biological rhythm—in the 
words of the British philosopher Jonathan Miller, “a natural appoint-
ment that must be kept”—but also as part of the immense, physical 
universe. Death, like birth, should be seen as an essential element of 
life, a transition or another form of separation. And like any form of 
separation it follows certain patterns.

The theme of separation brings us once more to the work of John 
Bowlby, whose seminal theory of mother-child separation identi-
fi ed his famous thesis of the triad of reactions to separation: pro-
test, despair, and detachment. In the fi rst phase of protest, the young 
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child appears acutely distressed at having lost its mother and seeks 
to recapture her by the full exercise of its limited resources. After the 
initial protest, this phase is followed by despair. The child seems to 
lose all hope of reunion, although its preoccupation with the miss-
ing mother is still evident. But the child’s behavior suggests increas-
ing hopelessness. It becomes withdrawn and inactive, making no 
demands on its caretakers. The child is in a state of deep mourning. In 
the fi nal phase, detachment, the child seems to overcome its loss and 
become responsive, sociable, and even cheerful. As the child shows 
greater interest in its surroundings, this phase is often welcomed as 
a sign of recovery. But viewing it this way is overly simplistic. The 
child’s sociability is superfi cial. In effect, the child has adopted an 
“I don’t care” attitude. A child that can speak may even go so far as 
to say, “I don’t want mommy.” In fact, the detachment response is 
a shutdown of loving feelings, a strategy that helps the child deal 
with loss in a number of different ways: it punishes the person who 
has gone. Detachment is a disguised expression of rage: intense and 
violent hatred is a common response to abandonment. It may also 
be a defense against the agony of loving, and possibly losing, again. 
Contrary to the old cliché, absence makes the heart grow colder, not 
fonder. At this point the child no longer seeks out the mother and 
may even ignore her if or when she returns.

Bowlby’s theory has universal implications for the way we deal 
with any form of loss or transition in life, including the process we 
go through when we enter the fi nal stage of our life. But if Bowlby 
dealt with attachment and separation in a generic way, the psycholo-
gist Elisabeth Kübler-Ross has done more than anyone to bring the 
fi nal stage of life out into the mainstream of cultural discussion. She 
became a spokesperson for the needs of the dying, and a pioneering 
advocate for death with dignity. 

Unlike many health care professionals, Kübler-Ross made it a 
point to spend time with terminal patients. She was appalled by 
the standard treatment they received. She felt that their needs were 
ignored, that they were abused, and that nobody was being honest 
with them. She criticized the effects of the increasingly techno-
logical management of modern death—loneliness, mechanization, 
dehumanization, and depersonalization. She portrayed the terror of 
dying, and how the medical treatment the dying received came at 
the cost of compassion and sensitivity. While the dying looked for 
peace and recognition of their suffering, and hoped for dignity, they 
found themselves instead on the receiving end of invasive proce-
dures like infusions, transfusions, and other technologically driven 
plans of action.
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Kübler-Ross also introduced a stage model of grief, identifying fi ve 
stages most people tend to go through when faced with the realiza-
tion of their own impending death: denial and isolation, anger, bar-
gaining, depression, and acceptance. These fi ve stages have since been 
applied to the grieving process the bereaved go through as well. 

The fi rst stage, denial and isolation, is usually a temporary shock 
response to the bad news. Isolation arises when other people, includ-
ing family members, start to avoid the dying individual, because of 
their own uncomfortable feelings. This stage is followed by anger, 
which can be expressed in various ways. There may be a “Why me?” 
reaction, a feeling that others deserve to die rather than oneself. 
This reaction may be accompanied by envy and a sense of unfair-
ness: other people don’t seem to care; they are still enjoying life. The 
subsequent stage is bargaining, a brief stage that is hard to observe 
because it’s often a process between the patient and God, or fate. 
The next stage is depression, mourning what will be lost. The fi nal 
stage is acceptance, a stage reached only after working through some 
resistance. It takes a while to reach this stage, which fundamentally 
involves giving up, recognizing the inevitability of death. 

Some critics point to dangers involved in using this sort of stage 
theory, concerned that it might turn into a deeply embedded ideol-
ogy about dying, something that doesn’t simply describe the dying 
process that people go through but ends shaping or prescribing the 
dying process. A person may be considered to fall short if he or she 
does not systematically plod through each of these stages. It may be 
more appropriate to regard these fi ve stages as steps that we use to 
help us work through catastrophic news and cope with trauma. 

Kübler-Ross also argued that dying doesn’t need to be terrible and 
tragic, but could be a springboard for courage, growth, and enrich-
ment, much as is suggested in the last part of Ivan Ilych’s story. In that 
respect her outlook has been refreshing. It’s fair to say that Kübler-
Ross’s idea of dying with dignity has been welcomed in a society that 
was becoming increasingly fearful of the indignities of technologi-
cally managed death. Her work was not only welcomed by the gen-
eral public but has also been infl uential in the medical community, 
which has taken many of her observations to heart. 

THE HOSPICE CARE SYSTEM

Kübler-Ross’s contributions have been responsible for the develop-
ment of a movement that has sought to eliminate our long- standing 
cultural taboos about suffering, dying, and death. Her theory offered 
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alternative ways of dealing with death, in the transformation of 
dying into an opportunity for growth and dignity. 

Kübler-Ross has also been a powerful infl uence on the hospice 
care system, a program of humane and supportive care for the emo-
tional, social, and spiritual needs of dying people and their families. 
Hospice work is founded on a philosophy of care, recognizing death 
as the fi nal stage of life and providing the dying with palliative care 
so that their last days have dignity and quality, and the opportunity 
to spend this time with their loved ones. Hospice care is an alterna-
tive to hospitalization. The dying are supported at home for as long 
as possible, and given relief from pain. The hospice itself provides an 
attractive environment for respite care and when the patient eventu-
ally can no longer be cared for at home. Hospice staff also provides 
personal and family counseling.

Guided by this philosophy, an increasing number of health care 
professionals make great efforts to reduce the anxiety of the termi-
nally ill by providing accurate and reassuring information, using 
relaxation techniques, anxiolytics, or antidepressants. Of course, 
we need to consider whether the hospice philosophy, with its focus 
on dignity and its preparedness to welcome death as a vital part of 
the human experience, really marks a sea change in attitude, or is 
merely a reconfi guration and continuation of a culture of denial in 
a new form.

We can also ask whether the fi nal acceptance stage of life can best 
be compared to early infancy, a stage of narcissistic bliss, when noth-
ing was asked of us and we were given all we wanted. Maybe at the 
end of our days, when we’ve worked and given, enjoyed ourselves 
and suffered, we go back to where we started. We do sleep a lot, 
retreating to a postfetal state. 

During the last two years of my mother’s life, her interest in the 
external world started to diminish. She withdrew increasingly into 
her inner world. She felt that her body had worn out and that her 
time was up. But, as she said herself, her mind was defi nitely present. 
Like a baby, she began to spend more and more time in her inner 
world. Her dream life took over from her waking life. She slept a great 
deal, and when she woke recounted to me in great detail the vivid 
dreams she had had while asleep. These dreams were full of imagery 
of important fi gures from her past; her parents, old, long-deceased 
friends, memories of the war. Her increased dreaming was a sign to 
me of her impending end. The twilight zone between waking, sleep-
ing, dreaming, and dying in which she lived made every time of 
waking a surprise—until the fi nal moment came.
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Arriving at this stage of acceptance brings life full circle. It’s accom-
panied by a sense of resignation. However, even the most accepting, 
most realistic patients always leave the possibility open for some 
cure, for the discovery of a new miracle drug. Our denial of death 
informs an extremely strong life force. To quote Samuel Johnson, 
“The natural fl ights of the human mind aren’t from pleasure to 
 pleasure but from hope to hope.”
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THE DYING OF THE LIGHT

The dream crossed twilight between birth and dying.

T. S. Eliot

A man’s dying is more the survivors’ affair than his own.

Thomas Mann

To live in the hearts we leave behind is not to die.

Thomas Campbell

Life is no brief candle to me. It is a sort of splendid torch which I have got a hold of 
for the moment, and I want to make it burn as brightly as possible before handing it 
on to future generations.

George Bernard Shaw

The Buddhist parable of the mustard seed tells the story of a woman 
grieving uncontrollably over the death of her son. She doesn’t under-
stand the terminal nature of death and, searching for a cure for her 
son’s “illness,” asks the Buddha to heal him. The Buddha tells her to 
fi nd a few grains of mustard seed from any house in the city. These 
mustard seeds will serve as an antidote for the “illness.” But there’s 
one condition; she can accept the mustard seed only from a house in 
which no one has ever died. After an exhaustive and fruitless search 
she fi nally realizes the truth—death is everyone’s inevitable destiny. 
The tranquility this realization brings her enables her to submit her 
son’s body to the funeral pyre. 

As the story reiterates, death comes to all of us. We can take any 
number of escape routes—getting high, getting drunk, engaging in 
one kind of death-defying adventure or another—in order to forget 
our mortality. Or we can join a religious movement, associate our-
selves with an ideology, build charitable institutions and put our 
name on them, build a business, fi ll a house with children, or produce 
an enduring work—but all our attempts to ensure our  immortality 
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are futile. Death does not forget us, nor does it let us ignore reality 
for very long.

We all have to accept the mystery and responsibility that come 
with a life structured by death. Flight into denial is not a satisfac-
tory solution. Death and dying can’t be pushed out of our conscious 
awareness; we can’t avoid dealing with this critical fact of life. We 
need to change our attitude to death and dying, and move from 
denial to acceptance, without losing our vitality and our will to live. 

WHAT ABOUT YOU?

By virtue of being human we all know that we’re alive, and are more 
or less aware of ourselves as separate entities and beings. We also know 
that a point will come when we will cease to have life and no longer 
function. But beyond these conscious thoughts, we are not really 
sure what death entails or means. It’s the greatest of mysteries. 

Living also means incorporating death. But as I discussed here, 
dealing with the reality of our own death is still highly uncomfort-
able. We avoid talking about it. But we must have the courage to look 
our fear of death in the face. We have to learn how to prepare for it, 
and live courageously despite our awareness of it. 

A modest, uncomfortable assignment

The following assignment can help us confront how we deal with 
this disquieting truth, and on the way learn more about ourselves. 

Do you think about death often or rarely? Are there special circum-
stances that make you think about death? Are you afraid of death? 
Do you know why? What do you imagine death to be like? Do you 
discuss these questions with others?

Have you ever lost someone close to you? If so, how did you 
experience this? What went through your mind as you watched, 
waited, and anticipated the pain of this person’s absence from your 
physical world? How did you prepare for this person’s disappear-
ance? What did you do at the time to help them? Did you say any-
thing to them before they died? Did you fi nd it a diffi cult process 
to go through?

Take some time out to write down what you would do if you had 
only fi ve years to live; then repeat the exercise for only one year, 
six months, one month, then one day. Try to be as precise as pos-
sible. This assignment will help you to identify some of the most 
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important issues in your life. It will set into motion the process of 
 becoming aware of things you would like to accomplish before you 
die. It may help you to fi nd peace and fulfi llment in your life.

Are there friends and family you would like to say goodbye to 
before you die? Are there relationships you would like to repair before 
it is too late? Imagine, for example, that you are going to die soon 
and can only talk to one person: who would you talk to and what 
would you say? Why aren’t you talking to this person right now? 
What’s holding you back?

Refl ect on your answers to these questions. Think about how 
you’ve appreciated your life up to this very moment, its joys and 
pleasures. Have you stopped to smell the roses and be nice to your-
self? Are you being “selfi sh” enough—allowing yourself to do the 
things you like to do? Or are you like Sisyphus, always pushing some 
rock up some hill? What will you miss most from your life? And what 
keeps you from living your life more fully now? 

How would you like to die? What would you consider a “perfect” 
death? Would you like it to be quick and easy? Or would you like it 
to happen very differently? Would you like to die in your sleep? In a 
car? While making love? Do you want to die in a specifi c place? And 
who would you like to be with you in your fi nal moments on earth? 
How would you like to script your death? What do you want to do 
with your remains? Is there a special place where you would like your 
remains to be interred or disposed off? 

What kind of immortality system is important to you? Do you 
believe your soul lives on in an afterlife or do you believe that once 
you are dead there is nothing more? Have you spent time refl ecting 
on this? Have you talked to others about it?

The next step is to write your own eulogy. What would you like 
people to say about you at your funeral or memorial service? What 
would you like to be written on your gravestone? How would you 
like your children to remember you after your death? How will others 
remember you? These questions may help you to articulate better 
your “mission” in life. What do you have to do to attain maximum 
self-realization, love, and enlightenment? What are your unique 
potentials? How can you fulfi ll them? Is there someone you can talk 
to, to fi nd answers to these basic questions?

Finally, write your will. This is something we all tend to put off 
until too late. But writing a will is a valuable exercise: you will gen-
erate greater awareness of the inevitability of death but also have 
the opportunity to evaluate the things that are important in your 
life and decide how you would like your personal possessions to be 
divided, and to whom to give them.
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Most people who work through this assignment emerge more fully 
aware of life’s possibilities, prepared to reconsider how they can live 
their lives more fully. These questions may also shed more light on 
the changes you may need to make in the way you live from this 
moment on. It’s important to live your life: as the old Scottish saying 
goes, you’re a long time dead.

If you’re open and honest with yourself about these issues, you will 
be able to come to a deeper understanding and acceptance of death. 
Furthermore, when you share this kind of information with your 
family, friends, or other people you care about—however uncom-
fortable it may be at fi rst—even more meaningful relationships can 
be developed. Openness will enable you to embrace death through 
living life more fully and learning from those approaching the end 
of their lives. When you share with others the things that are really 
meaningful to you, others are encouraged to open up themselves, 
forging closer connections. 

Facing death in a way that affi rms life results in reverence for 
human life. Denial of our mortality is often a root cause of our 
devaluation of human life. To identify with our humanity is to face 
our animal physicality—the fact that we’re housed in bodies that 
decay and will one day die. While we are in that body, there is 
much to revere about the human journey. We must learn to con-
quer our fears, seize the day, and make the most of the moments 
we’re living. There is much to be said for exploring life, beauty, and 
human achievement, and it is important to live our lives without 
regrets.

THE NEXT GREAT ADVENTURE?

But even if you take this assignment seriously, it will still be hard 
for many to conquer our deepest weakness: our psychological reluc-
tance to accept the inescapable truth of our personal disintegration 
and decay. Socrates’ insight remains deeply challenging: “For fear of 
death, gentlemen, is nothing other than to think oneself wise when 
one is not; for it is to think one knows what one doesn’t know. No 
man knows whether death may not turn out to be the greatest of 
blessings for a human being.” 

It would be interesting to imagine a world without death, wouldn’t 
it? How attractive would it be? What’s the downside? If we think 
about this even half seriously, we realize that death is an essential 
condition of life, and not necessarily an evil. Mark Twain once said, 
“Whoever has lived long enough to fi nd out what life is, knows how 
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deep a debt of gratitude we owe to Adam, the fi rst great benefactor of 
our race. He brought death into the world.” 

There is an old Arab tale called Appointment in Samarra in which 
Death tells the following story. There was a merchant in Baghdad 
who sent his servant to buy provisions from the market. After a little 
while the servant came back, white and trembling, and said, “Master, 
just now in the market-place I was jostled by a woman in the crowd 
and when I turned I saw that it was Death who jostled me.”

“She looked at me and made a threatening gesture. Now, master, 
do lend me your horse, and I will ride away from this city to avoid 
my fate. I will go to Samarra where Death will not fi nd me.”

The merchant lent him his horse. The servant mounted it, dug 
his spurs in its fl anks and galloped away as fast as the horse could 
go. Then the merchant came down to the marketplace and saw me 
standing in the crowd. He came up to me and said, “Why did you 
make a threatening gesture to my servant when you saw him this 
morning?”

“That was not a threatening gesture,” I said, “I was startled by sur-
prise. I was astonished to see him in Baghdad, for I have an appoint-
ment with him tonight in Samarra.”

As this story makes clear, we can’t control our destiny; there is only 
now, and there is only here. We often meet our destiny on the road 
we take to avoid it. There is a Yiddish proverb that says, “If a man is 
destined to drown, he will drown even in a spoonful of water.” What’s 
meant to be, will fi nd its way. The boundaries between life and death 
are at best shadowy and vague. Perhaps the fear of death will prove 
to be worse than death itself. The nineteenth-century American nov-
elist Nathaniel Hawthorne wrote, “We sometimes congratulate our-
selves at the moment of waking from a troubled dream—it may be 
so the moment after death.” What is certain in death is somewhat 
softened by uncertainty. For all we know, death will be the next great 
adventure. 
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AFTERWORDS: THE QUEST FOR 
AUTHENTICITY

The happiness of your life depends on the quality of your thoughts.

Marcus Aurelius

Land of Heart’s desire,
Where beauty has no ebb, decay no fl ood, 
But joy is wisdom, Time an endless song.

William Yeats (“The Land of Heart’s Desire”)

The art of being wise is the art of knowing what to overlook.

William James

When you cease to make a contribution you begin to die.

Eleanor Roosevelt

This above all: to thine own self be true,
And it must follow, as the night the day,
Thou canst not then be false to any man.

Shakespeare, (Hamlet, act 1, scene 3)

Writing these essays was the result of learning from experience—and 
the ability to make sense of these experiences. Without practical 
 exposure—without the contributions of my students and clients—
it would have been impossible to write them. “Praxis” is a Greek 
word meaning action with refl ection, or learning from what we 
do. Educators use the word praxis to describe a cyclical process of 
experiential learning, whereby a theory, lesson, or skill is enacted or 
 practiced. Praxis implies the  acquisition of tacit knowledge, the sort 
that is embedded in personal experiences and can’t be effectively 
transferred without personal interaction. 
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Praxis is important to me, in that I learn by refl ecting on my own 
experiences. In my efforts to turn executives into refl ective practitio-
ners, questions are more important than answers. When I interact 
with executives I learn by having to deal with a question, a prob-
lem, a dilemma, or a challenge. As a teacher, however, I am often 
expected to make bold assertions and confi dent statements because 
they convey a sense of mastery and control (and certainty) about the 
world around us. Unfortunately, heroic as this may sound, it’s not 
the way to further learning by my students or for myself. I learn most 
from dealing with knotty questions, issues for which I don’t readily 
have answers. Questions force deep thinking and refl ection. They 
are an invitation to a conversation. Questions are the royal road to 
insight and further learning. In contrast, dealing only with answers 
is a prelude to shutting down the learning process. 

BEING AUTHENTIC

Having written these chapters, I realize the importance of authentic-
ity in my own life and the life of others. I have seen how easy it is 
for someone to follow a route to self-deception and illusion. Fooling 
ourselves—as many of us learn the hard way—isn’t sustainable in the 
long run. We lie the loudest when we lie to ourselves. But if we don’t 
tell the truth about ourselves, how can we be genuine with other 
people? How can we deal with the important existential questions 
discussed in these chapters? 

To quote Nathaniel Hawthorn once more: “No one man can, for 
any considerable time, wear one face to himself, and another to the 
multitude, without fi nally getting bewildered as to which is the true 
one.” Assuming a mask, not being true to ourselves, comes with a 
heavy price. The problem with being inauthentic is that whatever 
we say or do will come back to haunt us. Inauthenticity will stab us 
in the back. As the American novelist Mark Twain said, “If you tell 
the truth you don’t have to remember anything.” If we’re not honest 
with ourselves, how can we possibly be honest with other people?

To me, being authentic implies being honest, truthful with myself 
and others, living in an integrated fashion with my own values and 
principles, and experiencing a sense of meaning in what I am doing. 
Authenticity implies a willingness to accept what I am and not 
attempt to pass for something or someone else. Authenticity means 
not only trusting my strengths but also facing my weaknesses and 
being patient with my imperfections. It has to do with having the 
courage to say how things are, to say no, to face the truth, and to do 
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the right thing because it is right. Being authentic also means being 
able to set boundaries. Doing everything either to please others or to 
keep others from getting upset with me is not authentic. Authenticity 
also entails seeing others not as extensions of myself but as individuals 
in their own right, deserving respect. Authenticity also means letting 
go of the false things in my life, the things that don’t mean anything. 
It has about being genuine, not being an actor, not wearing a mask. 

It is this authenticity that makes the story of Sophie Scholl and 
the White Rose movement so memorable. Many people in Germany 
recognized what the Nazi regime really stood for; they knew that the 
war was lost and that Hitler was deluding himself about winning it; 
but they kept silent. Sophie and her collaborators didn’t. They had 
the courage to act while fully aware of the terrible price they might 
have to pay for doing so. They recognized that there was a time for 
silence, and a time for action. They knew that words without actions 
are mere hallucinations.

While authenticity is grounded within us, it will affect all our inter-
actions, like a diamond that scratches other stones. If we’re authentic, 
we inspire confi dence in others. We raise the spirits of those around 
us. We’re empathic friends and good listeners. By showing genuine 
concern to others, we provide “containment” and create a “hold-
ing environment,” that safe place that helps other people to cope 
with confl ict and anxiety. We’re kind to others, nurturing the spirit 
of generosity, while humble about our efforts. If we’re not at peace 
with ourselves, how can we fi nd or share peace elsewhere? If we lack 
confi dence in ourselves, how can we inspire others? 

Sincerity lies at the heart of authenticity. If we’re authentic, we’re 
credible and trustworthy and abhor hypocrisy in ourselves and 
others. Authenticity makes trust possible: the trust we put in our-
selves permits us to trust others and to establish meaningful relation-
ships. Trust also gives us the courage of our convictions in diffi cult 
situations, helping us to remain faithful to our values and beliefs. 
If we’re authentic, we’re the embodiment of endurance and perse-
verance; we’re not fl ags in the wind, changing with every infl uence 
that comes along. Anyone can steer a boat when the sea is calm. It’s 
in rough seas that the real helmsman—the authentic individual—
emerges. Because adversity is a great teacher, peril is the scaffold on 
which self-reliance is built. 

As we search for authenticity within ourselves, it’s important to 
realize that if we’re on a clear path, with no obstacles, it’s probably 
a dead end. The best lessons are learned not through success but 
through failure. Surmounting diffi culties hardens us for future strug-
gles. Authenticity contributes to the courage to be different. And the 
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real test of courage comes when we fi nd ourselves in the minority. 
Because we’re social animals, we often have diffi culty standing alone 
in our opinions. As the playwright Henrik Ibsen said, “The strongest 
man in the world is he who stands most alone.” Although we might 
not all be capable of rising to the courage of Sophie Scholl, we’re all 
called to stand alone at times. When we follow the dictates of our 
heart and mind and do what we believe is right, we sometimes dis-
please those we’d prefer to accommodate. And when what we believe 
so strongly turns out to be wrong, we have to summon up the cour-
age to acknowledge our error.

Authenticity implies doing things that have meaning for us and 
that make us feel useful. Unfortunately, too many people go through 
life without identifying any meaning or sense of usefulness. They 
are like sleepwalkers, even when they’re busy doing the things they 
think are important. It’s because what we’re pursuing is meaning-
less. We only truly live when we have a cause. As Carl Jung once 
said, “The least of things with a meaning is worth more in life than 
the greatest of things without it.” As I suggested in my discussion of 
immortality systems, we need something to believe in, something 
for which we can have wholehearted enthusiasm. We need to feel 
that we’re needed in this world, that we count for something. 

SEARCHING FOR MEANING

Living without meaning results in an empty existence. We need 
to transcend feelings of boredom, disconnection, and alienation—
familiars in this age of plenty and convenience. We accomplish that 
transcendence by forming an attachment to something larger than 
ourselves.

The novelist and political activist Elie Wiesel said, “Our obligation 
is to give meaning to life and in doing so to overcome the passive, 
indifferent life.” The Spanish poet Pedro Calderon de la Barca con-
curred: “Even in dreams doing good is not wasted.” The pursuit of 
goodness, the search for meaning, leaves a pleasant aftertaste when 
we wake in the morning, motivating us to continue. In my experi-
ence, the happiest people are those who make a conscious effort to 
live meaningful lives. These aren’t the people whose life is a mov-
able feast, who try to drown their underlying depression in contin-
ual meaningless activity and partying. This kind of behavior has a 
 pseudoquality. True happiness is based on the sense of inner peace 
that comes from believing that our lives have meaning because we are 
doing good for others. We are at our very best, and we are  happiest, 
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when we are fully engaged in work that we enjoy, working toward a 
goal that we’ve established for ourselves. 

Meaning is not something that suddenly happens to us. It needs 
to be built into our lives. Grounded in our developmental history, 
meaning derives from signifi cant experiences we’ve had in our 
lives; it’s part of the network of relationships we build over time; it 
depends on our talents and skills; it’s constructed on the things that 
make us feel alive. It’s up to us, however, to create from these ingredi-
ents a creative cocktail that makes sense to us. After all, all meanings 
depend on interpretation. 

In searching for the meaning of life, we’re really aiming to feel 
alive. We want our experiences, the external reality, to resonate with 
our internal reality. Only when our personal activities are consis-
tent with our values, commitments, and other important elements 
of our concept of ourselves will meaning be attained. As Michel de 
Montaigne, the Renaissance scholar, wrote, “The great and glorious 
masterpiece of humanity is to know how to live with a purpose.”

Thomas à Kempis, the Renaissance Roman Catholic monk, told 
the story of a disciple who complained to his master, “You tell us sto-
ries, but you never reveal their meaning.” The master replied, “How 
would you like it if someone offered you fruit and then chewed it 
before giving it to you?” Like this disciple, our challenge is to extract 
meaning from everyday experience. We have to do this ourselves. We 
don’t start with meaning; we end with it. The true meaning of life 
may be to plant trees under which we know we will never sit.

Authenticity and our search for meaning are twins. As the saying 
goes, “Say what you mean, mean what you say.” Nothing has mean-
ing unless we give it meaning. And happiness is only found in the 
company of meaning. In the chapters on happiness, I mentioned the 
Greek self-realization theory—eudaimonism. Although the noun is usu-
ally translated as happiness, it might more properly, if less effi ciently, 
be translated as “the feelings accompanying behavior consistent with 
one’s true potential.” The daimon in eudaimonia—“spirit”—signifi es 
that which strives to create direction and meaning in our lives. 

The educator Helen Keller once said, “Many persons have a wrong 
idea of what constitutes true happiness. It is not attained through 
self-gratifi cation but through fi delity to a worthy purpose.” She knew 
this better than most, growing up blind and deaf following a severe 
illness during infancy. Through her own heroic efforts, and those 
of her teacher Anne Sullivan, who had herself been cured of partial 
blindness, Keller learned to read and write in Braille. As an adult 
she devoted her life to helping the deaf and the blind. Her many 
books became the basis for a play by William Gibson, The Miracle 
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Worker, which won a Pulitzer Prize and was later made into a motion 
 picture. Helen Keller toured the world promoting the cause of people 
similarly affl icted. Her spirituality, selfl essness, courage, and perse-
verance inspired many, as did her civility, compassion, and caring. 
Those traits served her well, too, contributing to her self-worth and 
emotional health.

Most of us would like to be remembered for doing our best to help 
others. In my own personal journey, through my work with organi-
zational leaders, I seek meaning in helping others develop their full 
potential, acting as a guide in their inner journey, and encouraging 
them to actualize their strengths and face their limitations. I like to 
guide them in their transitions. I want people to be aware that mental 
health is the result of choice. It’s not a given. I want people to own 
their own lives, not to be manipulated by others. I want to help people 
fi nd a meaningful balance in their lives. My hope is that when people 
in leadership positions are committed to these goals, they’ll positively 
affect the organizations they run. In a small way, I’m trying to con-
tribute to the creation of organizations in which people fi nd purpose, 
feel a sense of wholeness, perceive themselves as complete and alive, 
have the opportunity to learn and grow, and believe that they can 
make a difference. Sometimes I dare to hope that in a small way (who 
knows?) the creation of such organizations—places that are fair to 
everyone and abhor injustice—will contribute to a better society.

I encourage executives to create what I call “authentizotic” orga-
nizations, a description I have drawn from two Greek words, authen-
teekos (authenticity) and zoteekos (vital to life). Authenticity implies 
that an organization offers its members a compelling connective 
quality through its vision, mission, culture, and structure. In other 
words, it creates meaning for the people who work there. In the 
organizational context, zoteekos describes the way in which people 
are invigorated by their work. It applies to organizations that allow 
self-assertion in the workplace and produce a sense of effectiveness 
and competency, autonomy, initiative, creativity, entrepreneurship, 
and industry—organizations in which people generally feel happy. 
Companies with a higher purpose than just making money are intrin-
sically more credible and worthwhile of support. And ironic as it may 
sound, companies that create meaning may also be more profi table, 
as their employees will be more committed. It’s impossible to have a 
great life unless it’s a meaningful life. And it’s very diffi cult to have a 
meaningful life without meaningful work.

One of the people who have explored humankind’s search for 
meaning most extensively is the father of logotherapy Victor Frankl. 
He used his experiences in a Nazi death camp to demonstrate that 
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by focusing on the reasons behind a situation, rather than on the 
results that would follow, a person was more likely to survive even 
the most appalling circumstances. While Frankl was incarcerated in 
some of these camps, he noted that those who survived were able to 
transcend their suffering by fi nding meaning in life, despite the mis-
erable circumstances in which they found themselves. Apathy and 
the death rate were lower among inmates who retained a purpose in 
living and dying. Frankl’s observations of the behavior of people in 
extreme circumstances have helped us understand better how mean-
ing enforces our sense of self-esteem and supports self-affi rmation. 
Frankl also argued that every individual has an innate propensity to 
search for the meaning of his or her existence. 

Frankl made it his life’s work to advocate that humankind’s pri-
mary motivational force is the search for meaning and purpose. He 
suggested that people aren’t really in pursuit of happiness; rather, 
they’re looking for reasons to be happy. If they attempt to make the 
best of a given situation, to fi nd meaning in even the grimmest cir-
cumstances, they will achieve satisfaction. According to Frankl, when 
a person is prevented from connecting with this desire for meaning, 
it results in extreme frustration and can eventually lead to mental 
breakdown. 

Frankl also promoted a sense of “tragic optimism,” the ability to 
turn suffering into achievement, to strive for improvement no matter 
how bad things look, to be motivated (despite the transitional nature 
of life) toward responsible action. In his words, “A man who becomes 
conscious of the responsibility he bears toward a human being who 
affectionately waits for him, or to an unfi nished work, will never be 
able to throw away his life. He knows the ‘why’ for his existence, and 
will be able to bear almost any ‘how.’” According to Frankl, without 
meaning, we end up in an existential vacuum; we suffer from “abyss 
experiences” and simply give up. To be mentally healthy, we need 
the feeling that there’s a purpose to life and that what we’re doing 
is consistent with our values, commitments, and other important 
aspects of self-identity. Thus a sense of directedness and intentionality, 
whatever form it takes, helps our mental equilibrium. It is—as I said 
in my chapters on death—one way of creating immortality.

Meaning can be found all around us. It can be discovered in rela-
tionships, work, a good cause, even in religious beliefs. What all of 
these sources of meaning have in common is a motivation to go 
beyond narrow self-interest, to engage in something on a more 
 substantial scale. While selfi sh people look out for number one, self-
less people attempt to bring happiness to others—and lay their own 
happiness in that. Since people engaged in altruistic behavior feel 
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better about themselves and the world, altruistic behavior can be 
reframed—here’s a paradox—as acting in one’s own self-interest.

THE ALTRUISTIC MOTIVE

What is altruism? It is derived from the Latin word “alter” (the 
other), literally translated as “other-ism.” According to the French 
philosopher Auguste Comte, who coined the term about 150 years 
ago, altruism is devotion to the welfare of others, based on complete 
selfl essness. Altruism can be viewed as a motivational state with the 
ultimate goal of improving another person’s welfare. Altruists are 
happy when others thrive, sad when they suffer. A truly altruistic act 
must be free of self-interest, a sort of transcendent self-sacrifi ce.

Why do we engage in altruistic behavior? Why do we help others? 
There’s a very utilitarian answer to this question, which is that we 
help others because we have no choice, because it’s expected of us, 
because it is in our own best interest. Perhaps we do someone a favor 
because we want to ensure that the relationship continues or because 
we expect to see the favor reciprocated. The bond of reciprocity is a 
universal human pattern that plays an important role in all forms of 
human society. 

An interesting question arises when we speculate about whether 
our helping is always and exclusively motivated by the prospect of 
some benefi t for ourselves, however subtly this plays out. For exam-
ple, kinship is probably the most basic and widespread bond that 
exists between human beings. Most of us show kindness to our par-
ents, spouse, children, and friends. In general, we tend to be most 
kind, most altruistic, to the people closest to us. A bias toward the 
interests of our own family, rather than those of the community in 
general, is a persistent tendency in human behavior, for good evolu-
tionary and biological reasons.

But can people transcend the bounds of kinship and self-interest 
and help out of genuine concern for the welfare of others, no strings 
attached? Can altruistic behavior be part of the human condition? Is 
it possible to engage in altruistic acts that we genuinely hope will go 
unnoticed? Or do we always do whatever we do for selfi sh, egotistical 
reasons? 

The question whether true altruism exists has been heavily debated. 
The majority view among biologists and psychologists is that we are, 
at heart, purely egotistical, that we care for others only to the extent 
that their welfare affects our own. Everything we do, no matter how 
noble and benefi cial to others, is really directed toward the ultimate 
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goal of self-benefi t. As a person’s actions can only be called altruistic 
if all selfi sh motives are entirely absent, as soon as people start to 
consider their own benefi ts, they are no longer acting altruistically. 
And since we’ll always have—in whatever we do—somewhat egotis-
tical motives, true altruism doesn’t exist. 

Of course, some forms of egotism are obvious, as when we receive 
money or recognition for something we have done. Even if the 
rewards aren’t so obvious, we may still gain some benefi ts. For exam-
ple, seeing a person in trouble may distress us. In spite of what seems 
to be a purely altruistic act, helping that person also can be seen as an 
instrumental way to relieve our own unhappiness. In addition—as 
an extra “selfi sh” motivator—it may even make us feel good and vir-
tuous, as we compare ourselves to those who do nothing. From this 
strict interpretation of what constitutes an altruistic act, even the 
Mother Teresas of this world may have a selfi sh component woven 
into their behavior.

This kind of nit-picking about what is selfi sh and what is selfl ess 
may be an admirable exercise for social scientists, but do we really 
care? For most of us our motivations are not so clearly defi ned. Much 
of what we do may have an underlying component of self-interest, 
but it doesn’t mean that doing something with the ultimate goal of 
benefi ting someone else is not within the repertoire of the human 
animal. Most of us show a mixture of selfi sh and selfl ess motives in 
our behavior. 

Resorting once more to a personal example, during World War II 
my grandparents and my mother took care of many “onderduikers,” 
(people who went into hiding for long periods of time to avoid being 
sent to concentration camps by the Nazis). When they took these 
people in, were my relatives thinking, “If I help these people now, they 
may do something for us later, when the war is over”? Were they show-
ing off their bravery to other people in the village? Did the thought 
cross their mind that—because of their deeds—there was the possibil-
ity that they would later be honored by the state of Israel? I cannot 
ask them now what went through their minds when they decided to 
take a stand—but to the best of my knowledge, given the stories they 
told me when I was a child, I doubt that they were motivated by any 
of those thoughts. From what they told me, they saved these people 
because they felt it was the right thing to do. They were compassionate 
enough to give them shelter and to fi nd them food, even at the risk to 
their own lives. They did what they did because helping others, under 
the circumstances, was important to them. In fact, the members of my 
family were  eventually honored as “Righteous Gentiles” by the state 
of Israel, but by that time my mother was the only one still alive.
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Obviously, human beings sometimes help others because they get 
something in return; whether it’s positive self-esteem, recognition 
from their peers, relief from the stress of seeing others in pain, or even 
avoidance of the guilt that they would experience later if they didn’t 
help. But the truth still remains that sometimes human beings help 
other people at the expense of their own well-being. Sometimes they 
help when there is no possible apparent reward for their behavior. 
Sometimes they help because it makes them feel better. Sometimes 
they help because it makes them happy to see other people happy. 
Sometimes they help because it gives meaning to their lives.

The fi nancier George Soros is a good example of an individual 
who has gone a long way toward fi nding meaning through altruistic 
behavior. Soros was born in Budapest to a prosperous Jewish family, 
but his childhood was disrupted by the Nazis’ invasion of Hungary. 
The family fl ed the country to escape the concentration camps. The 
uprooting of his family marked Soros for the rest of his life. They 
moved to London, where Soros chose to study philosophy. For prac-
tical reasons, he abandoned his plans to become a philosopher and 
joined a merchant bank. Over time, he established his own invest-
ment fund, which became extremely successful and remained so for 
many years. Instead of retaining all his earnings for himself, Soros 
used a generous share of his profi ts to create a network of philan-
thropic organizations. Much of the work of the Soros Foundations 
has been directed at Eastern Europe—starting with Hungary—where 
he has awarded scholarships, provided technical assistance, and 
helped modernize schools and businesses. His way of fi nding mean-
ing in life has been through building stable democracies in these 
countries.

I believe very strongly that our feeling of well-being increases 
when we give happiness away through active altruism. All the people 
I interviewed who were involved in volunteer activities reported an 
increased feeling of well-being when undertaking their particular 
volunteer project; they felt energized and alive. They reported that 
their activities fi lled a sense of inner emptiness—the price many 
pay for rampant individualism. We are happiest when we reach 
out and help others, moving from individualistic behavior to good 
citizenship. 

The Stoic philosopher Epictetus said, “All human beings seek the 
happy life, but many confuse the means—for example, wealth and 
status—with that life itself. This misguided focus on the means to 
a good life makes people get further from the happy life. The really 
 worthwhile things are the virtuous activities that make up the 
happy life, not the external means that may seem to produce it.” 
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Finding  meaning through altruistic actions that go beyond rampant 
 individualism brings people together, helping them to feel part of 
the human community and allowing them to feel good about them-
selves. Leo Tolstoy maintained that “The sole meaning of life is to 
serve humanity.” The people who work for the Red Cross, the World 
Economic Forum, or Médecins sans frontières have a commitment to 
their work that’s hard to match. They radiate a sense of responsibility, 
nurturance, and civility, believing that their contribution makes for a 
better world. Their work gives them a deep sense of satisfaction and 
happiness. It is not what we get but who we become and what we 
contribute that gives real meaning to our lives.

We must not forget that egotism is the anesthetic that dulls the pain 
of stupidity. It may be an effective tranquilizer, but it doesn’t dimin-
ish the foolishness of hanging on to such a life strategy. Narcissists 
and egotists end up lonely and unhappy. The self-focused, those who 
have diffi culty reaching out to others, are among the unhappiest 
people in the world. 

HAVING WISDOM

Authenticity and wisdom are the result of learning from many hard-
ships. As the saying goes, “No mistakes, no experience; no experience, 
no wisdom.” Wisdom is usually found only in people who’ve gone 
through diffi cult life experiences and have surmounted the setbacks 
they encountered. As the French novelist Marcel Proust noted, “We 
don’t receive wisdom; we must discover it for ourselves after a jour-
ney that no one can take for us or spare us.” Failure and anguish pave 
the way to insight, and mistakes are the bridge between inexperience 
and wisdom. Defeat is thus the cornerstone of wisdom and a comple-
ment to authenticity. And the memories that defeat bequeaths us are 
great catalysts for self-refl ection. 

There’s a story about a famous Zen master who was approached 
by a young monk who wanted to become his disciple. The master 
invited the young man to have tea with him. When the tea was 
prepared, the master began pouring the tea in the novice’s cup. But 
when the cup was full, the master didn’t stop. He kept on pour-
ing, letting the tea spill out. The novice asked him why he was he 
doing such a thing. The master replied, “Your mind is like the cup. 
It is bursting full. There is no place for anything new. I can’t teach 
you anything. Go away, and come back when you have made some 
room.” Narcissism and self-knowledge rarely go together. To acquire 
self-knowledge and wisdom, we need an open mind; we need to be 
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prepared to  experience new things. As the book of Proverbs says, 
“Experience is the mother of wisdom.”

Being authentic and possessing wisdom are closely related human 
dynamics that reinforce and build on each other. They focus on our 
life’s existential journey. And if we want to understand what our 
life is all about, we have to face the facts about ourselves, unpleas-
ant as these sometimes are. Being prepared to look into ourselves is 
a necessary condition for acquiring wisdom. As the Greek drama-
tist Aeschylus puts it, “Wisdom comes through suffering.” Only by 
understanding the unpleasant parts of ourselves can we defl ect and 
overcome our darker side. Wisdom comes not only come from expe-
rience but also from meditating on experience. On the gate of the 
temple of Apollo in Delphi were written the words “Know thyself”—
words that still reverberate today. 

Wisdom implies a high degree of personal and interpersonal func-
tioning. The psychoanalyst Erik Erikson tied wisdom to integrity and 
generativity (the desire to care for others). He clarifi ed the different 
challenges we face at each stage of the life cycle to reach an increas-
ingly higher level of functioning as life unfolds, identifying a host 
of traits essential to wisdom. In Erikson’s schema, wisdom implies a 
concern for the well-being of others, affi rmation of differences, tol-
erance for ambiguity, and acceptance of the uncertainties that our 
world brings. I believe that it also implies the capacity for empathy 
and mood regulation, the ability to listen and understand, and the 
capacity for judgment and advice. Finally, wisdom involves mastery 
of the strategies that concern the conduct and meaning of life, a 
knowledge of life’s obligations and goals, and a degree of understand-
ing of the human condition. But in the end, as Epictetus reminds us, 
wisdom is revealed through action, not talk.

Acceptance of one’s self and one’s past life isn’t always easy. All of 
us have a great capacity to delude ourselves, a unique defensive struc-
ture composed of many resistances that need to be overcome as we 
go through the process of personal discovery. Until we break down 
those resistances and understand ourselves, we’re not really free or 
really alive. Understanding our inner world is the key to conquering 
our outer world—and to arriving at a state of wisdom. To be a good 
judge of people, we need to know what we’re all about ourselves.

So how do we gain self-knowledge? In more religious periods, 
people spent much of their time in church. Prayer gave them an 
opportunity to refl ect on life and take stock. Nowadays, how-
ever, structured religious activities are less common, though quiet 
moments to ourselves are just important today as they were in the 
past. We all need time for self-renewal and self-refl ection. For reasons 
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of personal development, we need time alone to examine what we’re 
doing and think about what’s right and good for us. We need time to 
contemplate our strengths and weaknesses, to give play to our imagi-
nation, and to dream. 

Arriving at self-refl ection alone isn’t always possible. Paradoxically, 
in the search for meaningful moments for self-refl ection, we may 
need professional help. We may need to consult someone who will 
listen to our ideas and fantasies, help us make sense of our dreams 
and daydreams, get us unstuck when we’re caught in a vicious circle, 
help us see crucial links between past and present, and guide us into a 
better future. Dialogue of this sort isn’t typically comfortable. Because 
it requires opening up to another person to an extent that we don’t 
often experience, it demands tremendous trust. But fi nding a com-
panion for our journey of self-discovery can pay great dividends in 
terms of personal growth, awareness of alternatives, and preventing 
errors that would haunt us later in life.

Many people who lack the courage to engage on such a personal 
journey instead adopt what I described earlier as “the manic defense.” 
They run away from self-discovery—and can’t stop running. They 
delude themselves into thinking that activity equals happiness. 
They’re afraid that if they stop running, they’ll see the emptiness of 
their lives. Though time is short, these people waste what years they 
have in pointless activity. What are they running for? What are they 
running to? As Mahatma Gandhi once said, “There is more to life 
than increasing its speed.” For people who rely on the manic defense, 
most of life is spent before they know what it is and what it means. 

Unless we’re willing to forego happiness, we need to strive for 
wisdom and refuse to become victims of hurry sickness. We don’t 
want to become one of those unfortunates who discover that, in John 
Lennon’s words, “Life is what happens when you’re busy making 
other plans.” We need to refl ect on what’s important to us and make 
an effort to set our priorities accordingly. If we choose to do what we 
really enjoy and live life to the full, we’ve got a serious shot at attain-
ing happiness. 

SMELLING THE FLOWERS

Finding happiness isn’t like arriving at a station. We don’t get to a 
certain place one day and feel fl ooded with happiness. No miracles 
happen when we arrive at a fi nal destination because there is no fi nal 
destination. There will always be a next stop. Happiness is in the way 
in which we travel. 
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There’s another Zen story about a woman who had been told 
about an enchanted valley in a faraway place, full of the most 
 beautiful  fl owers. She decided to search for this place and see it for 
herself. Though she set off eagerly, she was daunted at the length 
of the  journey. Days turned into weeks, weeks into months, and 
months into years. Finally, totally exhausted, she arrived at the edge 
of a forest where she found an old man leaning against a tree. She 
said, “Old man, I have been traveling now for longer than I care to 
 remember. I have been looking for an enchanted valley with beauti-
ful fl owers. Please, could you tell me how far I still have to go?” The 
old man replied, “The valley is right behind you. Didn’t you notice? 
You passed it on the way.”

As this parable illustrates, it’s important for us to focus on our 
route, the scenery, and our fellow travelers than on our destination. 
We need to enjoy the journey rather than impatiently counting the 
kilometers we clock up. Too many people spend their lives climbing 
ladders only to fi nd out that they had placed them against the wrong 
wall. We need to enjoy the little things, since they often turn out to 
be the big things in the end.

Socrates once said that an unexamined life isn’t worth living. 
Equally, we could say that an unlived life isn’t worth examining. If 
we’re serious about the pursuit of happiness, meaning, wisdom, and 
leading an authentic life, we have to make the journey worthwhile, 
cherishing each moment. To quote Marcus Aurelius, the philosopher-
emperor, “It is not death that a man should fear, but he should fear 
never beginning to live.” It’s already later than we think.

The Roman poet Horace wrote a dedicatory poem (Odes 1–XI):

Ask not—we cannot know—what end the gods have set for you, for me … How 
much better to endure whatever comes, whether Jupiter grants us additional 
winters or whether this is our last, which now wears out the Tuscan Sea upon 
the barrier of the cliffs! Be wise, strain the wine; and since life is brief, prune 
back far-reaching hopes! Even while we speak, envious time has passed: seize 
the day, putting as little trust as possible in tomorrow!

Carpe diem—seize the day— may be a cliché but it’s no less true now 
than it was when Horace fi rst wrote it. And at the same time, take 
the road you want to travel. I often remind myself of the story of the 
businessman who kept promising his children that he would take 
them fi shing. He was always too busy, however, to do so. One day 
a procession carrying a corpse passed their house. “Where do you 
think he’s going?” the executive asked his children. “Fishing,” they 
replied.
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