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brave brain 

and a bright brown heart 

with a baltimore start 

and a durham education 

brown mud 

for the stolen blood 

for the leaking foundation 

of the segregated dead 

brown girl dreams from 

generations of paulines 

turned tomboy steam 

office boy gleam 

in grandpa’s shining shoes 

crushed clenched heart 

for the oversmart 

for a season’s start to repair 

boyish art and impish chart 

of shorter and shorter hair 

loud love 

for the vital shove 

for the swinging glove 

for the fight 

open teeth 

for the news this week 

and a thousand letters that bite 

love for the torch  

that was lit on this porch 

by grandma’s lip and grandpa’s cane 

hope for the dirt 

turned under the hurt 

that witnessed the theft 

and the pain 
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love for the dirt  

called on to hold 

the bones of the daily slain 

it is this brown dirt 

that we activate 

and water with your name 

and if this brown land  

cannot understand  

the blood on our hands 

the indigenous, black and european 

strands that ran and ran out in your veins 

then we turn it over again 

if this brown land  

has underplanned for the 

love of black women  

to dismantle jim crow and jane 

then we turn the land over again 

if this brown land 

seeks to reprimand  

the lesbian or the gay 

then we turn the land over again 

then we turn it over today 

if this brown land 

cannot clearly stand 

for the young and the broke 

and the queer and the trans 

then your life would have been in vain 

so we must turn it over again 

and with these brown hands 

on our open hearts 

we remember your refrain 
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give me a song  

a world 

give me hope 

give me a song  

a people 

give me faith 

give me a song  

a country 

give me kindliness 

give me a song  

a brown heart 

give me love 

do you hear me? 

sing it 

believe in it 

live it 

give it Give me a song 

give it Give ME a song 

give it 

a prophecy purchased 

with the labor endured 

by our beloved 

a future fulfilled 

any moment matured 

by those who cease to put fear above it 

A song to welcome 

in a weary throat 

a song for a weary land 

Give it now. 

Give it to understand. 

Or Did we in our own strength confide 

our striving would be losing 

were not the right one on our side 

The Saint of God's own choosing 
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And though this world, 

with sorrows filled, 

does threaten to undo us 

We will not fear 

for Saint Pauli hath willed 

her truth to triumph through us 

We will not fear 

for Saint Pauli hath willed 

their truth to triumph through us 

I can hear Saint Pauli say... (Come here Pauli) 

The map I left 

of lock and key 

for doors you may 

now open 

to honor me 

my legacies 

you are now blessed 

and certainly beholden 

Then... 

Then y'all... 

By and by, 

when the morning of our opening comes 

all a'we Saints  

will join together as one 

We'll tell the story 

how we overcome 

We'll understand it better... 

outside time 

How we made up our mind 

by never leaving anyone behind 

How we made up our mind 

by never leaving anyone behind 

by never leaving ANYONE behind 

 

Dedicated to recent ancestor Cynthia Brown, a member of the Pauli Murray Project steering committee 
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Commissioned for the 2017 designation ceremony and celebration — “HOMECOMING” — of the Pauli 

Murray Family Home as a National Historic Landmark, the 39th in North Carolina and the first in the 

nation focused on women and LGBTQ history. 

 

 

 

 

 

https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2021/hope-for-the-dirt-pauli-murrays-durham
https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2021/hope-for-the-dirt-pauli-murrays-durham
https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2021/hope-for-the-dirt-pauli-murrays-durham
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Alexis Pauline Gumbs and Sangodare Julia Wallace are the founders of Mobile Homecoming Trust, based 

in Pauli Murray's hometown of Durham, North Carolina. Mobile Homecoming Trust amplifies the lives 

and legacies of Black feminist and LGBTQ visionaries. Alexis’ most recent book is Undrowned: Black 

Feminist Lessons From Marine Mammals. 

Header photo by Kate Medley 

 

https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2021/pauli-murray-invocation-give-me-a-song-durham-north-

carolina?utm_source=The+Bitter+News&utm_campaign=6c0c8c1900-

2021_11_16_PAULI_MURRAY&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_8269ec3593-6c0c8c1900-

92223085&ct=t(2021_11_16_PAULI_MURRAY)&goal=0_8269ec3593-6c0c8c1900-

92223085&mc_cid=6c0c8c1900&mc_eid=e71bc4a9ff   

https://www.indiebound.org/book/9781849353977
https://www.indiebound.org/book/9781849353977
https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2021/pauli-murray-invocation-give-me-a-song-durham-north-carolina?utm_source=The+Bitter+News&utm_campaign=6c0c8c1900-2021_11_16_PAULI_MURRAY&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_8269ec3593-6c0c8c1900-92223085&ct=t(2021_11_16_PAULI_MURRAY)&goal=0_8269ec3593-6c0c8c1900-92223085&mc_cid=6c0c8c1900&mc_eid=e71bc4a9ff
https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2021/pauli-murray-invocation-give-me-a-song-durham-north-carolina?utm_source=The+Bitter+News&utm_campaign=6c0c8c1900-2021_11_16_PAULI_MURRAY&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_8269ec3593-6c0c8c1900-92223085&ct=t(2021_11_16_PAULI_MURRAY)&goal=0_8269ec3593-6c0c8c1900-92223085&mc_cid=6c0c8c1900&mc_eid=e71bc4a9ff
https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2021/pauli-murray-invocation-give-me-a-song-durham-north-carolina?utm_source=The+Bitter+News&utm_campaign=6c0c8c1900-2021_11_16_PAULI_MURRAY&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_8269ec3593-6c0c8c1900-92223085&ct=t(2021_11_16_PAULI_MURRAY)&goal=0_8269ec3593-6c0c8c1900-92223085&mc_cid=6c0c8c1900&mc_eid=e71bc4a9ff
https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2021/pauli-murray-invocation-give-me-a-song-durham-north-carolina?utm_source=The+Bitter+News&utm_campaign=6c0c8c1900-2021_11_16_PAULI_MURRAY&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_8269ec3593-6c0c8c1900-92223085&ct=t(2021_11_16_PAULI_MURRAY)&goal=0_8269ec3593-6c0c8c1900-92223085&mc_cid=6c0c8c1900&mc_eid=e71bc4a9ff
https://bittersoutherner.com/feature/2021/pauli-murray-invocation-give-me-a-song-durham-north-carolina?utm_source=The+Bitter+News&utm_campaign=6c0c8c1900-2021_11_16_PAULI_MURRAY&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_8269ec3593-6c0c8c1900-92223085&ct=t(2021_11_16_PAULI_MURRAY)&goal=0_8269ec3593-6c0c8c1900-92223085&mc_cid=6c0c8c1900&mc_eid=e71bc4a9ff
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What Makes Life Meaningful? Views From 17 Advanced Economies 

Family is preeminent for most publics but work, material  

well-being and health also play a key role 

BY LAURA SILVER, PATRICK VAN KESSEL, CHRISTINE HUANG, LAURA 

CLANCY AND SNEHA GUBBALA 

What do people value in life? How much of what gives people satisfaction in their lives is fundamental and 

shared across cultures, and how much is unique to a given society? To understand these and other issues, Pew 

Research Center posed an open-ended question about the meaning of life to nearly 19,000 adults across 17 

advanced economies.  

How we did this 

From analyzing people’s answers, it is clear that one source of meaning is predominant: family. In 14 of the 

17 advanced economies surveyed, more mention their family as a source of meaning in their lives than any 

other factor. Highlighting their relationships with parents, siblings, children and grandchildren, people 

frequently mention quality time spent with their kinfolk, the pride they get from the accomplishments of their 

relatives and even the desire to live a life that leaves an improved world for their offspring. In Australia, New 

Zealand, Greece and the United States, around half or more say their family is something that makes their 

lives fulfilling.  

 

https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/laura-silver
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/patrick-van-kessel
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/christine-huang
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/laura-clancy
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/laura-clancy
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/sneha-gubbala
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/?attachment_id=50300
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“The most important thing for me is work. I think it is very important to build my career, to build my life, so 

that I’m doing better and better. And the way to do that is to take a lot of personal responsibility and work 

hard.” –Man, 25, Netherlands 

 

https://www.pewresearch.org/global/?attachment_id=50301
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Publics are also largely united in the relative emphasis placed on careers and occupations. Jobs are one of the 

top three sources of meaning for people in most places surveyed. Still, the emphasis placed on them can vary 

widely, from a high of 43% in Italy to a low of 6% in South Korea. And although in Italy as many cite their 

occupation as cite their family as a source of meaning, in places like the U.S., only around a third as many cite 

their careers. While some specifically describe their careers and what is meaningful about them – e.g., a 

cybersecurity worker who enjoys seeing his contributions in practice or a teacher who enjoys helping to 

inform children about history – others more generically mention enjoying their work or their colleagues or 

feeling intellectually challenged. 

 

Many also highlight the importance of having one’s basic financial needs met – or even having some level of 

luxury – in order to lead a meaningful life. In nine of the 17 publics surveyed, material well-being is one of 

the top three factors people cited and, in most places, around one-in-five or more mention it. In South Korea, 

it even emerges as the top source of meaning. Still, the lifestyle elements respondents cite run the gamut from 

“food on the table” and “a roof over my head” to “a decent income to support my family” and “no debt” to 

“enough money” to enjoy riding motorcycles or other activities like travel. 

“Being comfortable and stable with basic needs (food, shelter, health care and public education for my child) 

and a little extra (maybe going out to dinner or a vacation).” –Woman, 51, U.S.  

Health, too, is relatively top of mind, coming up as one of the top three sources of meaning for people in 

around a third of the places surveyed. Still, the relative emphasis on health can vary widely, from 48% who 

mention it in Spain – making it the top source of meaning for Spaniards – to only 6% who say the same in 

Taiwan. For some, specific health problems cause them to value their health – such as one American woman 

who noted, “God gave me life, He pulled me through cancer. Life is precious and we only have one chance at 

it.” Others more generally note health as a prerequisite for other sources of meaning, emphasizing “being 

healthy” or “still breathing” as part of a list of things they value. Exercise and a healthy lifestyle are also 

touted as sources of meaning. 

Notably, for most, this emphasis on health is not tied directly to the COVID-19 pandemic. Although there is a 

widespread sense in most publics surveyed that the global pandemic has changed people’s lives, in most 

places, people who mention health as something that gives them meaning are no more likely to mention 

COVID-19 than those who do not prioritize health. Some people who mention both do so because they have 

health problems that have been compounded by the disease, causing additional difficulty. One American 

described her situation in the following way: “Currently, being self-quarantined due to health issues and to 

keep away from COVID, God is what keeps me going,” while another described their predicament as “years 

of personal work to overcome anxiety and depression [that] took a hit with social distancing.”  

Still, others who mention both health and COVID-19 in their responses are largely appreciative of their 

health because of the global pandemic. One American woman summarized her experience as: “I had COVID 

and it was the scariest thing and it really changed my outlook on life.” A Dutch man also emphasized the 

importance of healthy living even in a pandemic context: “What I find important for a fulfilling life are things 

like: to do sports, meaning active exercise 2 to 3 times a week; to eat a varied diet … now in this pandemic, 

https://www.pewresearch.org/topic/coronavirus-disease-covid-19/
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2021/06/23/people-in-advanced-economies-say-their-society-is-more-divided-than-before-pandemic/pg_2021-06-23_global-covid_0-14/
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you still have to make sure that you get enough exercise and try to bring structure into your life by making 

day or week schedules.” 

 

In fact, how a topic like COVID-19 comes up – or doesn’t – highlights where the commonalities end and the 

differences between these 17 advanced economies emerge. Take Taiwan as an example. In Taiwan, society – 

or the institutions and attributes of where people live – is the top source of meaning, above family, occupation 

and material well-being. Two women in Taiwan emphasize ease of living on the island: “Food, clothing, 

housing, and transportation are all convenient. Life is safe and tranquil,” and “There are many convenient 

stores in Taiwan … The public health insurance system is good; medical service is convenient.” Others note 

their satisfaction with Taiwan’s political system. One woman claimed she is “fortunate to live in Taiwan, 

especially in the aspect of public health, democracy, and the rule of law and human rights, because it is very 

free.” A young man simply noted, “Living in Taiwan is very free, freer than China and Hong Kong.” Some 

https://www.pewresearch.org/global/?attachment_id=50302
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specifically mentioned their government’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic, like a woman who listed the 

island’s “stable economy, well-controlled new COVID-19 pandemic, [and] easy access to medical care” as 

meaningful. Taiwan is one of the few societies – the others are also largely in the Asia-Pacific region – where 

references to COVID-19 do not tend to coincide with negativity; instead, most praise how well their 

government has handled things. 

 

https://www.pewresearch.org/global/?attachment_id=50303
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The topic of faith, religion and spirituality is also one where some societies notably differ. Outside of the 

U.S., religion is never one of the top 10 sources of meaning cited – and no more than 5% of any non-

American public mention it. In the U.S., however, 15% mention religion or God as a source of meaning, 

making it the fifth most mentioned topic. For some, the emphasis on religion is about their personal 

relationship with Jesus: “I follow Jesus so my faith and hope is based on how he plays a role in my life. I 

don’t rely on any human to benefit my life.” Others note the benefits that come from being part of organized 

religion, such as camaraderie in a tough time: “My husband just died, so life is not very fulfilling right now. 

The support of family and friends, church, and his coworkers have helped me find meaning, as well as 

thinking about the good things we shared.” Evangelical Protestants in the U.S. are much more likely than 

mainline Protestants to mention faith as a source of meaning – 34% vs. 13%, respectively. Across all U.S. 

religious groups, those who attend religious services more often are much more likely to cite their religion in 

their answer than those who are less frequent attendees. 

“I find [living] within [New Zealand] satisfying. We live in a country which has natural beauty and has a 

great deal of respect for nature which in turn helps us get a better connection to the country. I like going 

outside, going for a run every day, and seeing blue skies, forests and the wonderful people and it has a 

positive impact on my mental health, and especially compared to other countries I’ve been to.” –Man, 18, 

New Zealand 

The United Kingdom, Australia, France, New Zealand and Sweden also stand apart for the relative emphasis 

they place on nature compared to many other places surveyed. In each of these countries, nature is one of the 

top eight sources of meaning. In the UK, too, hobbies and activities are revered by many: Around one-in-five 

mention their hobbies as something that gives them satisfaction in life, ranking only behind family and 

friends. (To explore more about how each society is similar – or different – and to read about where people 

get meaning in their own words, please see “What people around the world say about the meaning of life.”) 

When discussing what makes life meaningful and fulfilling, a median of 10% across the 17 publics surveyed 

also mention challenges or difficulties that have interfered with their search for happiness. Once again, this 

varies substantially across the publics surveyed, with around one-in-five mentioning hardships in Italy, but 

only 5% or fewer saying the same in New Zealand and the UK. In some places surveyed – including Italy, the 

U.S. and Spain – those who mention their society, places and institutions are also more likely to mention 

challenges or difficulties. In South Korea and Taiwan, the opposite is true: In both of these publics, those who 

mention their society are less likely to mention negative things. People who find meaning in their family or 

their friends also tend to be less likely to mention difficulties or challenges, and the same is true of those who 

mention education and learning or their hobbies.  

Why this report focuses on topic rankings in addition to percentages 

https://www.pewresearch.org/global/interactives/meaning-in-life/
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https://www.pewresearch.org/global/?attachment_id=50304
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There is some variation in whether and how people respond to the open-ended question. In each public 

surveyed, some respondents said that they did not understand the question, did not know how to answer or did 

not want to answer. The share of adults that did so ranged from 23% in the U.S. to 1% in Spain.  

 

https://www.pewresearch.org/global/?attachment_id=50305
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In some publics, people also tended to mention fewer things that make life meaningful in their response than 

did people surveyed elsewhere. For example, across the 17 publics surveyed, a median of 34% responded to 

the question about what gives them meaning in life by mentioning only one of the topics researchers coded 

(e.g., family). The shares in South Korea and Japan are much higher, with at least half only bringing up one 

source of meaning when providing a response. 

These differences help explain why the share giving a particular answer in certain publics may appear much 

lower than others, even if the topic is the top mentioned source of meaning for that given public. To give a 

specific example, 19% of South Koreans mention material well-being while 42% say the same in Spain, but 

the topic is ranked first in South Korea and second in Spain. Given this, researchers have chosen to highlight 

not only the share of the public who mention a given topic but also its relative ranking among the topics 

coded, both in the text and in graphics.  

These are among the findings of a new analysis of an open-ended question about meaning in life, which was 

part of a Pew Research Center survey conducted Feb. 1 to May 26, 2021, among 18,850 adults in 17 advanced 

economies.  

In addition to similarities and differences between the publics surveyed, the analysis also reveals broader 

patterns in where people find meaning based on their age, gender, income and political ideology, among other 

factors. Some of these additional key findings include:  

 

▪ Younger people tend to emphasize their friends, education and hobbies as sources of meaning more 

so than older people. For their part, older people are more likely to discuss retirement and health than 

younger ones. Older people are also somewhat more likely to discuss challenges and negative things 

when discussing what gives them meaning than younger ones.  

▪ In most respects, men and women are quite similar with regard to what gives them meaning. But 

women are somewhat more likely to mention family as a source of satisfaction in their lives than are 

men in most places surveyed. Women are also somewhat more likely to emphasize their health than 

are men.  

▪ People with higher levels of education and higher incomes tend to be more likely to mention their 

family and career as things that give them meaning than are people with lower levels of education or 

lower incomes, respectively.1,2 Mentions of service and civic engagement tend to be higher among 

those with more education. Those with lower incomes are also somewhat more likely to cite 

challenges in their lives when discussing what gives them meaning than those with higher incomes. 

▪ Those who place themselves on the left of the ideological spectrum are more likely to cite nature as 

a source of meaning than those who place themselves on the right. They are also more likely to 

mention their friends and hobbies, whereas those on the ideological right mention religion more 

often.  

https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2021/11/18/what-makes-life-meaningful-views-from-17-advanced-economies/?utm_source=Pew+Research+Center&utm_campaign=8997d802cf-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2021_11_19_03_39&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_3e953b9b70-8997d802cf-399979481#fn-50266-1
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2021/11/18/what-makes-life-meaningful-views-from-17-advanced-economies/?utm_source=Pew+Research+Center&utm_campaign=8997d802cf-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2021_11_19_03_39&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_3e953b9b70-8997d802cf-399979481#fn-50266-2
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▪ In the U.S., partisanship also sometimes plays a role. For example, Republicans and Republican-

leaning independents are about twice as likely than their Democratic counterparts to bring up 

freedom and independence. Americans today – and especially Republicans – have also become more 

likely to mention freedom and independence as a source of meaning in life since 2017. For more on 

this and other changes over time, see “Where Americans find meaning in life has changed over the 

past four years.” 

Next: 1. Finding meaning in others 

https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2021/11/18/where-americans-find-meaning-in-life-has-changed-over-the-past-four-years/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2021/11/18/where-americans-find-meaning-in-life-has-changed-over-the-past-four-years/
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2021/11/18/finding-meaning-in-others/
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/?attachment_id=50306
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1. Finding meaning in others 

BY LAURA SILVER, PATRICK VAN KESSEL, CHRISTINE HUANG, LAURA 

CLANCY AND SNEHA GUBBALA 

 

https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/laura-silver
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/patrick-van-kessel
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/christine-huang
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/laura-clancy
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/laura-clancy
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/sneha-gubbala
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/?attachment_id=50324
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In almost every public surveyed, substantial shares identify others in their life as a source of meaning. Family 

is most frequently mentioned in almost all survey publics and appears within the top five sources of meaning 

in every place surveyed. Some people also cite romantic partners and their friends and community. When 

mentioning finding meaning in others, not everyone limits themselves to the humans in their lives – some also 

make a point to cite their pets, too. 

Family and children 

With few exceptions, family is by far the most frequently mentioned source of fulfillment in life for people in 

these 17 publics. A median of nearly four-in-ten adults (38%) mention finding meaning in their immediate or 

extended family, children or grandchildren, parenthood or other aspects of their familial relationships. In 

places like Australia, Greece, New Zealand and the U.S., roughly half or more mention family when 

discussing what gives them meaning. 

“I think family is very important in my life. You practice what you preach. And contributing to society and 

instilling strong values and a sense of respect in my children to treat others as they want to be treated.” –

Woman, 52, Australia 

While many people offer more than one thing that gives them meaning in life, in responses where people 

mention just one source of meaning, family appears more commonly than any other topic. For example, in 

Greece, 20% of responses are only about family and nothing else. As one older man in France observed, “My 

family is something that satisfies me, family is everything.” A young person in New Zealand echoed a similar 

sentiment: “For myself I believe that family is a very important part of my life. If anything else changes I 

wouldn’t mind as long as family is around.”  
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While family is the top source of meaning across most publics – the notable exceptions being South Korea, 

Spain and Taiwan – it is considerably more important for those ages 30 to 49 in most places surveyed – an 

https://www.pewresearch.org/global/?attachment_id=50325
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age group that is especially likely to have children at home. For example, in Australia, 70% of those ages 30 

to 49 mention their family as a source of meaning, compared with 60% of those ages 50 to 64 – and fewer 

than half of those either under 30 or ages 65 and older.  

More affluent people are also somewhat more likely to mention family as a source of meaning in many of the 

publics surveyed. In New Zealand, for example, around two-thirds of those who have incomes at or above the 

median cite family in their answers, whereas fewer than half of those who are less well-off say the same. To a 

lesser extent, mentions of family were also higher among more educated people in most places. 

 

Women are also often more likely than men to mention their families or children. In New Zealand, for 

example, around two-thirds (64%) of women mention their families, while fewer than half (45%) of men say 

the same. Notably, this gender gap is not as prominent in Spain and Italy or in Asian publics where family is 

mentioned less frequently overall (South Korea, Singapore, Japan).  

https://www.oecd.org/els/soc/SF_2_3_Age_mothers_childbirth.pdf
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/?attachment_id=50326
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Spouses and romantic partners 

Though references to the family or children are far more common, some people specifically mention their 

spouse or romantic partner as an important source of meaning, or make some sort of reference to marriage, 

dating or romantic love in general. Many emphasize companionship with their partners, like one French 

woman who enjoys “playing Scrabble and other board games with my husband every night.” Laughter and 

humor are also a theme. As one Japanese man mused, “I laugh together with my wife at least once a day.” A 

Dutch woman similarly reflected, “I am not alone, [I] have my husband, and I am very happy about that, 

especially in these times.”  

“My wife gives me a reason, not just to survive but to thrive … Her questions and views make me think (and 

laugh).”  –Man, 67, United States 

 

Others describe how their relationships help them overcome difficulties and inspire them to be better. As one 

American man explained, “I recently became a husband and I derive meaning every day from trying to be a 

better partner to my spouse – to learn how we can grow together as a couple and how we can try and make the 

world around us a better place.” Another woman, also in the U.S., said of her husband, “He is thoughtful and 

supportive and gives me ground to stand on when everything else falls apart.” 

Relatively few (4%) mention their spouse or partner in the median public, but the U.S. and Taiwan stand out 

as notable exceptions. Nearly one-in-ten U.S. adults (9%) mention their spouse or partner, and it is the ninth 

most commonly mentioned source of meaning there. By contrast, it is among the least-mentioned topics in 

Taiwan, where fewer than 1% of the public mention their spouse or partner.  

Friends, community and other relationships 
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Substantial shares also mention relationships with friends and community when identifying sources of 

meaning in their life. For instance, one Italian woman said, “[M]y family, being together with my loved ones, 

my wife, my son, being at peace with myself and my friends, acquaintances, and all those I can spend time 

with,” and another woman in Greece said she finds meaning from her “personal life and social life with 

friends and people we are close to.” Some mention these connections in the context of COVID-19, such as a 

German man who said, “I find it remarkable how the COVID crisis affected our behaviors. I, for one, 

appreciate very much personal contact with those around me.” 

Australians are the most likely to bring up ties to friends or community (28%). About a quarter also mention 

relationships with people outside the family in the Netherlands, New Zealand, Sweden and the UK. In each of 

these countries, too, community and friends are one of the top four factors mentioned.  

“Having a rapport with others. Even if my friends have a different way of thinking than I do, we talk about it 

and communicate, and foster an understanding.”  –Man, 18, Japan 

 

East Asian publics, on the other hand, are the least likely to mentions friends or community; no more than 

one-in-ten bring up these relationships in these places. In Taiwan, South Korea and Japan, community is not 

mentioned as a top source of meaning. 

In many survey publics, younger adults – those ages 18 to 29 – bring up their friends and community more 

frequently than older counterparts. The age difference is greatest in Greece: 37% of young adults talk about 

their friends or other relationships outside of their family, compared with just 5% of those 65 and older.  

Friends and community are also mentioned more frequently by those with more education in five of the 

surveyed publics. In the U.S., for example, 31% of those with a postsecondary education or more speak about 

their friends or community when discussing what brings meaning to their lives, while 13% of those with less 

than a postsecondary education say the same, a difference of 18 percentage points.  

Those on the ideological left also tend to be more likely to mention friends or community than those on the 

right. For example, 29% of left-leaning Canadians mention finding meaning in their friendships or community 

relationships, while just 11% of right-leaning adults in Canada say they do so. Similar differences also appear 

in six of the other surveyed publics.  

Pets 
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Although not commonly mentioned in any of the surveyed publics, pets are a source of meaning for 4% of 

adults in New Zealand and for 3% of Americans, Australians and Britons. Outside of these particular 

countries, very few in most places – and none at all in both South Korea and Taiwan – mention their animals 

as a source of meaning.  

“I find being around my family and animals, especially my dog, my cat and my horse, very fulfilling, and they 

give me peace of mind. They make my day feel good. If I did not have them around, I would be bored out of 

my tree.” –Woman, 60, New Zealand 

Responses mentioning pets sometimes occur alongside responses that mention hobbies and recreation. For 

example, one Briton said: “I like country walks, communing with nature and pets.” In New Zealand, 12% of 

those who mention hobbies and recreation also mention their pets, compared with the 2% of those who do not 

bring up hobbies. And in the U.S., 14% of respondents who identify hobbies as something that give their lives 

meaning also point to their pets, compared with the 3% of those who do not mention hobbies. One such 

respondent in the U.S. said what they found meaningful was “taking time to play with my dog and explore 

nature parks with her.”  

2. Finding meaning in the bigger picture 

BY LAURA SILVER, PATRICK VAN KESSEL, CHRISTINE HUANG, LAURA 

CLANCY AND SNEHA GUBBALA 

Outside of their personal relationships (and pets), many people in the 17 publics surveyed find meaning in 

their surroundings and the broader world around them, including society, the natural environment and 

spirituality. People’s own society, places and institutions – ranging from the specific area where they live to 

their government at large – appear within the top 10 most commonly mentioned topics in every public 

surveyed. Others describe finding a deep sense of meaning in their relationship with nature. And spirituality 

and faith also serve as a key pillar for some – though this is particularly the case in the U.S. relative to the 

other publics. 

Society, places and institutions 

https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/laura-silver
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/patrick-van-kessel
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/christine-huang
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/laura-clancy
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/laura-clancy
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/sneha-gubbala
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When asked about where they find meaning in life, some people bring up the area where they live or their 

broader society and public institutions. These references include mentions of their country, the social services 

available, the state of their country’s economy and any patriotic or nationalistic sentiments. For some, this 

includes expressions of appreciation for their country’s health care system, such as one German woman who 

said, “I am grateful for our health care system. I am grateful that I can travel the globe and that we have the 

euro. Overall, I am content,” and a woman in Taiwan who stated, “The public health insurance system is 

good; medical service is convenient.”  

Others speak more generally about the opportunities available where they live. This is the case for a French 

man, who said: “We’re happy to live in France, where you can achieve anything you want. French people are 

lucky to live in a country where people are happy. Even those who have difficulties are able to get the right 

help.” 

“The fact that we live in paradise. If you want to have a go in this country, you’re given a go. We’re lucky, if 

we want work, we can get work, if we want to go to a beach we can go to a beach. We can do whatever we 

want. We’re very lucky.”  –Man, 39, Australia 

Some in Europe refer more specifically to the European Union. For instance, one Belgian woman explained, 

“Despite the coronavirus pandemic, we can still travel in the Schengen area. The European Union is 

advantageous for working and studying abroad.” A Spanish man similarly mentioned his “freedom to travel 

the world, ease of movement between countries, not only between European Union countries but also others.” 

Of all respondents, adults in Taiwan bring up where they live most frequently; 38% of responses mention the 

respondent’s surroundings, making it the top factor mentioned. Many people in Taiwan expressed 

appreciation of the convenience afforded to them by their local infrastructure, such as one woman who said 

“food, clothing, housing and transportation are all convenient.” 

About a quarter in Singapore also mention society and place in their discussions of meaning in life, which 

makes it a top-three factor there. In Singapore, some specifically reference public safety, including one man 

who explained, “I have job security in Singapore … and Singapore is a safe place,” and another woman who 

reflected, “I think is the daily life, the security, in Singapore, like I mean there’s no wars, is like the security 

in Singapore, is like the safe environment you don’t need to worry about going home late.” 

In the U.S., 14% mention society and place when talking about meaning in their life. For some, these 

references were tied directly to the U.S. president or 2020 presidential election. Describing where she finds 

meaning, one U.S. woman responded: “Not too much because Revelations [is] playing out in front of my 

eyes. We are in scary times with Biden as President.” By contrast, another woman said she was “relieved at 

the outcome of the last presidential election,” expressing her support for President Joe Biden’s victory. 

Notably, Americans who mention something negative in their response are nearly 30 points more likely to 

bring up American society or where they live. Nearly half (41%) of those mention something negative in the 

U.S. mention society, compared with just 12% of those who do not mention anything negative. 

Nature and the outdoors 
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Whether it be personally getting outside for activities, admiring natural beauty in the form of “a beautiful 

sunset [or the] first bloom of flowers,” or concerns related to the environment and preservation, nature is a 

key source of meaning for some people. One German respondent even highlighted how nature helps her cope 

with frustrations with humanity: “It is good to be alive. I am woken up by birdsong which makes me so happy 

and glad. I am, however, horrified by all the people in the world.” A man in France similarly noted that even 

if other parts of life are bleak, nature can hold promise: “No particular aspect of my life is significant but I’m 

lucky to be able to get around and enjoy nature. It’s fulfilling to look at nature and cross the road.” 

The degree to which people value nature, though, varies quite a bit across the publics surveyed, from a low of 

1% in Japan to a high of 14% in New Zealand. And, while it factors into the top 10 most common sources of 

meaning cited by publics in Australia, Canada, France, New Zealand, Sweden, Taiwan and the UK, nature 

ranks relatively low in Japan, Singapore and the U.S. 

“I may not have much economically, but I’m blessed by the abundance of Mother Nature.”–Man, 79, Japan 

One Australian tied together the personal meaning she gets from being outside with more general concerns 

about the environment and climate change, citing the following as what gives her meaning: “Climate, being 

able to enjoy my lifestyle outdoors, security that comes with having a relatively stable climate and resources, 

having clean air and clean water, which will be effective at increasing climate impact, and being able to enjoy 

the high biodiversity of plants and animals because that’s an overlap of my job and my life.” Similarly, after 

describing a variety of things that make her happy, one New Zealander concluded her response on a note of 

concern: “Really one of my main concerns is that people aren’t taking climate change seriously.” 

Those on the ideological left are more likely to reference nature than those on the ideological right in five 

survey publics.  

Spirituality, faith and religion 

 

For some, religion plays a significant role in giving their life meaning. Mentions of religion include direct 

references to God, as is the case for a German man who said, “My faith in God and Jesus gives my life 

meaning – I am content,” and references to religious communities, church attendance, and more general 

notions of spirituality and connectedness to a higher power. For example, one American woman identifies her 

“strong faith in God (with a church family to lean on when needed)” as part of what gives her life meaning. In 

other instances, responses also reference the impact of the pandemic on religious practices. As one American 

woman explained, “Attending church is important to me and I haven’t been able to attend since the virus.” 

With 15% of all U.S. adults bringing up religion, Americans stand out for mentioning religion most 

frequently, and it is the fifth most frequently mentioned topic there.  

“I have religious belief[s] and moral values, so I have the wisdom to solve the difficulties in life.” –Woman, 

70, Taiwan  
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In comparison, New Zealanders, who mention religion with the second highest frequency, only bring up 

religion 5% of the time. No more than 1% in France, Sweden, Belgium, South Korea and Japan reference 

religion when defining meaning in life. For Swedes, this makes faith the least mentioned topic, while for 

South Koreans, faith is the 11th most mentioned topic. 

People generally mention religion with the same frequency regardless of age, income, education or gender. In 

the U.S., however, older adults ages 65 and older and Republicans and Republican-leaning independents are 

more likely than their younger and Democratic counterparts to bring up religion. Mentions of faith are also 

slightly more common among those on the ideological right in five other publics, but nowhere are the 

differences as large as in the U.S.   

Next: 3. Finding meaning in what one does 

3. Finding meaning in what one does 

BY LAURA SILVER, PATRICK VAN KESSEL, CHRISTINE HUANG, LAURA 

CLANCY AND SNEHA GUBBALA 

From work to travel to personal hobbies, people across the 17 publics surveyed draw meaning and fulfillment 

from the activities that make up their daily lives. This is particularly the case when it comes to people’s 

occupations and careers, which are a top-three source of meaning in many publics. People mention finding 

meaning in myriad aspects of their work, such as the mission of their own profession, their coworkers, or the 

sense of personal growth it provides them. On the other hand, some people – particularly older adults – find 

meaning in the absence of work: retirement. People also rely on their personal hobbies, education, volunteer 

work and travel for a sense of purpose, referencing everything from listening to music to international trips. 

Occupation and career 

https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2021/11/18/finding-meaning-in-what-one-does/
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/laura-silver
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/patrick-van-kessel
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/christine-huang
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/laura-clancy
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/laura-clancy
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Work is one of the most common sources of meaning for adults around the world: A median of 25% across 

the 17 publics mention their job, career or profession. In 12 of the 17 publics surveyed, work is among the top 

three most mentioned topics – and in Spain, it ranks even higher than family and children. 

As one Italian man put it, “In accordance with the Italian Constitution, to have a job and dignity. Most of all 

to have a job, because without a job it is difficult to have dignity.” “I have a job I like and that is fundamental 

for a person,” explained one Spanish woman. 
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Many emphasize how work provides them with a sense of accomplishment and personal growth. As one man 

in the Netherlands explained, “The most important thing for me is work. I think it is very important to build 

my career, to build my life, so that I’m doing better and better. And the way to do that is to take a lot of 

personal responsibility and work hard.” Another man in Japan remarked, “I got the job that I wanted, so being 

able to keep doing that. I’ll have left my mark when I look back on my life.” 

On the other hand, some people mention difficulties or challenges in their professional life. “In my job I don’t 

feel satisfied because they don’t give me personal days,” explained one Italian woman. 

Like with finding meaning in family, people between the ages of 30 and 49 are typically the most likely to 

find meaning in their job or career. For example, in Italy, 59% of those ages 30 to 49 say work gives them 

meaning, while roughly half or fewer of any other age group agree. Still, mentions of work are quite 

prominent among most other age groups, though notably lower among those 65 and older.  

“I run two companies and work as a salesperson. I work with producing and selling groceries. Work is what 

is most satisfying right now. I find it very fun and work about 100 hours per week.” –Man, 21, Sweden 

Wealthier and more educated adults are also more likely to mention finding meaning in their work. In many 

cases, higher earners are twice as likely or more to mention their jobs as lower earners. For example, 28% of 

those earning above the median income in the UK mention their job or career, compared with 11% of those 

with incomes at or below the median. Similar differences also appear between those with and without 

postsecondary degrees. In the U.S., work was brought up by roughly a quarter (26%) of those with college 

degrees, but just 11% of less educated adults mentioned work.   

Retirement 
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When describing what gives them meaning and satisfaction in life, some mention enjoying – or looking 

forward to – their retirement years, though in no public surveyed do more than 4% mention it. Those who do 

focus on retirement tend to emphasize how it affords them the freedom to do more of what they enjoy. “I have 

more time for me. I’m exploring new options, new things, and I’m enjoying the next chapter in my life,” 

explained one Australian woman. “[I] don’t have financial stress. I can go traveling and visit around. Life is 

very convenient,” said another woman in Taiwan. Others enjoyed the slower place in life, like a man in New 

Zealand who explained, “My lifestyle is very slow these days so I am satisfied.” And some responses were 

more succinct, like the man in the UK whose entire response was simply the remark, “The fact that I no 

longer work.” 

“I’m retired so I don’t have to get up early, I’m free and can do whatever I want. There’s nobody to tell me 

what to do.” –Man, 62, Belgium 

Unsurprisingly, retirement is more commonly mentioned by older adults in nearly all of the publics surveyed. 

In Germany, for example, 9% of those ages 65 and older mention their retirement, while almost no one ages 

64 and under brings it up.  

Hobbies and recreation 

 

Across the 17 publics surveyed, a median of 10% mention finding meaning in personal hobbies and 

recreational activities, ranging from a high of 22% in the UK to a low of 3% in South Korea. In the UK, 

hobbies are the third most commonly cited source of meaning, following only family and friends. In Greece, 

Japan and Taiwan, hobbies rank in the top five sources of meaning. 

Respondents highlight myriad types of recreational activities. One Briton, for example, explained that he 

enjoys “watching movies and having access to internet, football, music, entertainment and museums.” Others 

reference things like reading, playing music, attending cultural events or simply relaxing and spending time at 

home. 

Many people cite pastimes that allow them to spend time outdoors, often connecting their hobbies with an 

appreciation of nature. One Canadian, for example, replied that she gets meaning from “… being able to go 

outside [and] going on walks” while others highlight the benefits of being able to surf, ski or bicycle in the 

beautiful surroundings.  

“Creating books, writing, I do particularly enjoy capturing what I see and it’s quite [fulfilling] for me. 

Having something to collect as well. I collect cameras and electronics, I find that an [interesting] hobby.” –

Man, 23, Singapore 

In eight publics surveyed, young people are significantly more likely to cite personal hobbies as meaningful 

parts of their lives. This difference is greatest in Greece, where roughly three-in-ten 18- to 29-year-olds 

reference recreational activities, compared with 7% of those ages 65 and older. In five publics, men are more 

likely to mention their hobbies than are women, including Australia, where 14% of women do so compared 
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with 23% of men. In some places, those on the ideological left and those who are more educated are also 

more likely to mention hobbies than those on the right and those with less education, respectively.   

Travel and new experiences 
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Occasionally, people mention traveling and having new experiences as part of what gives their life meaning. 

One French man, for example, explained, “I have a full and meaningful life, and I have traveled a lot and had 

lots of experiences, so compared to others I think I have a wonderful life.” Likewise, a Japanese woman 

explained that “I think I have a pretty good life traveling to many countries with my husband, kids and 

grandkids.” 

In all publics surveyed, travel is mentioned infrequently. These mentions show up most often in Australia and 

New Zealand, with 4% in these places bringing up traveling and having new experiences. Only 1% in Japan, 

Singapore and Taiwan do the same, and virtually no one in South Korea brings up travel. This makes travel 

the least frequently mentioned source of meaning in South Korea (along with pets). For other publics, travel 

does not make it into the top 10. 

Some people indicate they find meaning from travel within their own country, and others specify international 

travel and encountering different cultures as something they find satisfying. One man in Spain said that he 

finds it meaningful “to have more freedom to travel the world, [with] ease of movement between countries, 

not only between European Union countries but also others.”   

“… I travel around the world and have been to a lot of places. I can see different things in different 

countries.” –Man, 24, New Zealand 

In four countries, including the U.S., those with higher incomes are somewhat more likely to mention travel 

as a source of meaning than those with lower incomes. For example, in the U.S., 6% of people with incomes 

at or above the national median mention travel as something meaningful, compared with 2% of those with 

lower incomes.  

Some respondents also mention travel in the context of COVID-19, bemoaning the inability to travel given 

current restrictions. One woman in the U.S. declared, “It’s been more stressful at work because of the 

pandemic. What keeps me going is hope, hope that one day I will be able to get on a plane again for vacation 

and leave this country.”  

Education and learning 
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Some respondents also mention education and learning when discussing what provides meaning in their lives. 

In these cases, people mention attending university, staying informed and the pursuit of knowledge more 

generally. For one German woman, meaning in life comes from continuous learning: “Life is about learning 

new things, about progress, and staying curious.” Another Dutch man instead referenced his formal education: 

“I started university in the Netherlands. I am very happy about that. Because I am a refugee, I didn’t think I 

could go to university, but it turned out to be possible. It’s great that it’s possible.” In a handful of places, 

those on the ideological left are also somewhat more likely to mention learning than those on the right. 

Fewer than one-in-ten bring up education in all publics surveyed. Education comes up most frequently in 

Australia and Sweden, where 8% refer to learning in the context of meaning in their lives. Similar shares also 

bring up learning in New Zealand. In most places, education is roughly the 10th most mentioned source of 

meaning. 

“I view life as an endless opportunity to learn and be informed. Self-discovery. We can do little for the world, 

so we should start by working on ourselves first. I find this journey of discovery fulfilling.”  –Man, 54, Italy 

Across all places surveyed, younger adults ages 18 to 29 are more likely than older adults 65 and older to 

bring up education. For instance, 31% of Swedish adults under 30 bring up learning while only 1% of Swedes 

65 and older do the same.  

Service and civic engagement 

 

Service to the community and civic engagement are part of a meaningful life for some people, ranging from a 

high of 7% who say this in the U.S. to a low of 1% in France, Germany, Greece and South Korea. Only in 

Singapore, Italy and Taiwan did service rank as a top 10 source of meaning.  

Some people speak in general terms about the benefits of service and trying to make the world a better place. 

For example, one American man stated, “I feel it is important to treat people with kindness and respect, to 

work to correct injustices, to encourage people to use their talents in a positive way, and to bring good cheer 

into people’s lives. In short, to have a positive impact on the world.”  

Others explicitly focus on the types of service that they do, like specific volunteer activities or work with 

particular causes. One Australian woman shared that she “started off doing a lot of volunteer jobs looking 

after the farms during the drought, so giving the farmers respite and at no charge whatsoever.” A man from 

France said, “Volunteering during the pandemic brings me a lot of satisfaction, it’s my way to contribute.” 

“I raise my grandkids to be aware of how to avoid wasting food, and to recycle. I volunteer, giving mothers 

guidance about buying local and cooking their own meals, instead of buying industrial products.” –Woman, 

70, Belgium 

In some countries, people with more education tend to be more likely to say they draw meaning from some 

type of community engagement or service. In Australia, 8% of people with at least a postsecondary degree 
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include community service in their answer about what gives them meaning, compared with 4% of those with 

less education.  

Next: 4. The conditions that enable meaning 

4. The conditions that enable meaning 

BY LAURA SILVER, PATRICK VAN KESSEL, CHRISTINE HUANG, LAURA 

CLANCY AND SNEHA GUBBALA 

Certain conditions allow people to lead fulfilling lives. Most notably, in nearly all of the 17 publics surveyed, 

material well-being, stability and quality of life collectively rank as one of the top five sources of meaning – 

with people noting the importance of everything from basic necessities (food, a roof) to luxury (good food or 

wine) as part of what enables them to find meaning. People also cite the importance of physical and mental 

health as well as freedom and independence.  

Material well-being, stability and quality of life 

https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2021/11/18/the-conditions-that-enable-meaning/
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/laura-silver
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/patrick-van-kessel
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/christine-huang
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/laura-clancy
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/laura-clancy
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/sneha-gubbala
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When describing their sense of meaning and fulfillment in life, many in these advanced economies mention 

their material well-being, stability or quality of life – including whether they have enough money to live 

comfortably, their ability to afford necessities, their standard of living and whether they feel safe and secure. 

Quality of life is among the three most common topics in just over half of the publics surveyed, including 

Spain – where it outranks family – and South Korea, where it is the most mentioned topic overall.  

Respondents often express appreciation for their economic circumstances and their ability to live comfortably. 

“I work and lead a comfortable life in these hard times without any major worries,” explained one South 

Korean woman. “I’m living comfortably, well-fed, I’ve got a roof over my head, food in my cupboard, I’ve 

got everything I need to survive,” said a man in New Zealand.  

Others are thankful to have enough to afford what they consider a modest, normal life. “Living a life without 

luxury, a normal life.  

“I’m married, have a house and a garden, a good car. I am content, what more could I ask for? As long as I 

can live without having to worry about money.” –Man, 40, Germany 

Being able to pay for a home, food, the basics. Being able to go out for a beer and having the right to a home, 

to a job and to food, rights that should be the same for everyone in the world. Living with dignity,” explained 

a woman in Spain. “Although I don’t have that much money, it’s enough to live decently. I don’t need to be 

rich to be happy. I know that one needs money to live, but should not live for money,” offered a woman in 

Belgium. Others do not consider themselves so lucky: “I would like to feel that food and other necessities will 

not take over half of my income. The cost of utilities are on the rise and it’s harder for me to pay my bills 

because I’m on a fixed income,” explained one man in the U.S. 

In most publics, less affluent and more affluent people are about equally likely to mention their material well-

being when talking about what makes their lives meaningful.  

Physical and mental health 
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Some people point to health as a source of meaning in their lives. These mentions of health include references 

to both mental and physical health, as well as the respondent’s own health and the health of their loved ones. 

Also included are references to practices of wellness, such as meditation, working out and various forms of 

exercise. Typically, people express appreciation for good health, such as one woman in Germany who 

declared, “I am glad my health is good; for background: I am disabled,” or enjoyment of a wellness practice, 

like this Belgian woman: “I also work out and enjoy food.” 

References to health as a source of meaning in life are generally most prevalent among the European adults 

surveyed, ranging from 15% of responses in the UK to 48% in Spain. Uniquely, in Spain, health is 

the top source of meaning among all those coded. Roughly a fifth (17%) of South Koreans also see health as 

part of what gives life meaning – though this makes it the second most referenced topic there, behind only 

material well-being. In Germany, too, health is the second most cited source of meaning, and in the 

Netherlands, Greece, France and Japan, the topic ranks third. 

“Mainly to be healthy and then to have a job to be able to live, and logically to live in as healthy a place as 

possible, which is the most important thing.” –Man, 47, Spain 

In eight of the 17 publics surveyed, older respondents are more likely to bring up health in the context of what 

gives life meaning. The difference is starkest in the Netherlands: While just 17% of Dutch adults ages 18 to 

29 reference health, 38% of those 65 and older bring up the subject, a difference of 21 percentage points. 

Women also more frequently mention health in six publics. In Spain, for example, 39% of men mention 

health compared with 56% of women, a 17-point difference. 

Freedom and independence 
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Freedom and independence is commonly mentioned as an important source of meaning. In many cases, 

people mention freedom in a personal sense, referring to their ability to live the way they want, their work-life 

balance, or having or wanting free time. For example, one Italian man noted, “A satisfying life is one where 

there is a good balance between the hours spent on work and free time. At the same time, compensation 

should be adequate. The last lockdown taught us to relate to ourselves better and to cherish restoring our own 

minds and bodies.” Another man in Germany expressed satisfaction: “I have more time for my hobbies since 

working from home. I have more time for my family and even more time for self-care during this crisis.” 

https://www.pewresearch.org/global/?attachment_id=50376
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Freedom of choice stands out for others, like this Dutch man who said, “At present, I find it important that I 

have the choice to decide what I want to do. I like having the freedom to decide what I want to do.” 

In other cases, freedom is brought up in a more general, political sense – highlighting things like freedom of 

speech and religion. Explained one man in the U.S., meaning comes from “freedom of religion and freedom 

of the free exchange of ideas, [though] the Democratic Party is systematically dismantling both of these.” 

Freedom and independence is mentioned most frequently in the Netherlands, with one-in-five bringing up the 

topic. At least one-in-ten also bring up freedom in Belgium, New Zealand, Canada, Italy, Spain, Australia, 

Taiwan and Sweden. 

“Freedom, that is the most important thing. Freedom to be able to do what you want without hurting others. 

People have to be free to do what they want without hurting anyone.” –Man, 61, Sweden 

For Taiwan, this makes freedom the fourth most mentioned topic, and freedom makes the top five factors in 

South Korea. In the Netherlands, Belgium, Canada and Spain, freedom is the sixth mentioned factor for 

meaning. 

In six publics, those with higher incomes are more likely to bring up freedom when discussing the meaning of 

life. The difference is greatest in New Zealand, where those with incomes at or above the median are twice as 

likely as those with lower incomes to refer to freedom (22% vs. 10%). Similar differences also emerge 

between the more and less educated in four publics. In Germany, 11% of those with postsecondary educations 

mentioned freedom and independence, compared with 5% of less educated adults. 

In the U.S., Republicans and Republican-leaning independents are about twice as likely as their Democratic 

counterparts to bring up freedom. One Republican man, for example, pithily explained his sources of meaning 

as “one word … FREEDOM!!! To be able to live a life with the freedom to choose and to take care of 

family.” Outside of the U.S., however, there are no differences with regard to how often freedom comes up as 

a source of meaning between those who support and those who do not support the governing party – except in 

Taiwan (for more on how the governing party is defined, see Appendix D). And while those who identify 

with the ideological right are more likely to cite freedom than those on the left in the U.S., the opposite is true 

in Italy and Spain. 

Next: 5. The pandemic and other difficulties 

5. The pandemic and other difficulties 

BY LAURA SILVER, PATRICK VAN KESSEL, CHRISTINE HUANG, LAURA 

CLANCY AND SNEHA GUBBALA 

Not all sources of meaning are unambiguously positive. Rather, many people in the 17 publics surveyed also 

mention challenges they have faced – whether they be health concerns, lost jobs, insufficient income or 

difficult relationships. Moreover, the COVID-19 pandemic is referenced in each of the publics surveyed, 

https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2021/11/18/the-conditions-that-enable-meaning/_Political
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2021/11/18/the-pandemic-and-other-difficulties/
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/laura-silver
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/patrick-van-kessel
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/christine-huang
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/laura-clancy
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/laura-clancy
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/sneha-gubbala
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sometimes as the reason for little to no fulfillment and other times as the source of personal reflection and 

growth.  

COVID-19 

 

The timing of the survey – around a year after many places began lockdowns but before vaccines were widely 

available – meant that COVID-19 was top of mind for some respondents. And, indeed, when asked where 

they find meaning in life, some made references to the global pandemic as part of their answers. This included 

https://www.pewresearch.org/global/?attachment_id=50384
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any mentions of the coronavirus itself, as well as pandemic-related lifestyle changes such as travel 

restrictions, mask-wearing or quarantining.  

For some, the pandemic has provided an opportunity for reflection on meaning in life, such as for a French 

woman who said, “Lockdown helped me settle down and reflect, and appreciate my life.” Others referenced 

their society’s pandemic response; for example, one woman in Taiwan said that “Taiwanese people are very 

united during serious incidents, such as pandemics or earthquakes.” In some instances, respondents said that 

what gives them meaning in life has also helped sustain them through the pandemic or referred to experiences 

related to COVID-19 to illustrate what they find meaningful. One such response came from an American 

woman who said, “Spending time with loved ones. With COVID, that generally means phone calls and Zoom 

sessions.” Still others – like a Greek woman who said, “Nothing satisfies us. We go nowhere, we do not go 

outside. We have been locked up for more than a year” – said they are unable to find meaning due to the 

pandemic. 

No more than one-in-ten mentioned the pandemic in any of the 17 publics surveyed. Those in Belgium, Italy, 

the Netherlands and Sweden are tied for most frequent mentions of COVID-19, with 8% of their respondents 

bringing up the pandemic. France follows closely at 7%, and the U.S. and Taiwan are next at 6%.  

“In the face of recommended COVID restrictions, I have found a new love of nature, outdoor activities and 

ranch animals; especially horses.” –Woman, 59, U.S. 

For the most part, people were equally likely to mention the coronavirus in their response regardless of age, 

gender, income level, political ideology or educational attainment. In some places, those who mentioned any 

dissatisfaction in life were more likely to mention the pandemic. For example, 46% of Swedes who 

mentioned something negative also mentioned COVID-19. In contrast, only 6% of those who did not mention 

something negative also brought up the pandemic. In most other places surveyed, too, those who mentioned 

something negative were significantly more likely to reference COVID-19 than those who did not say 

something negative. The notable exceptions were all in the Asia-Pacific region. In Taiwan, South Korea, New 

Zealand, Japan and Australia, while few mentioned negative things at all, almost none of these references 

were about the pandemic. Outside of Japan, each of these other publics stands out for their relative 

satisfaction with how their governments have handled the pandemic.  

Despite the context of the global pandemic, in most places surveyed those who mentioned health in their 

answer were no more likely to mention COVID-19. The U.S., however, is a strong exception: 20% of those 

who mentioned health also mentioned COVID-19, compared with only 7% of those who did not mention 

health but mentioned the global pandemic.  

In six publics, those who say their life changed at least a fair amount because of the pandemic were also more 

likely to bring up the pandemic. The difference is greatest in Italy and France, where those who feel at least 

somewhat affected by the pandemic were 6 percentage points more likely than those who feel not too or not at 

all affected to bring up the pandemic. The same relationship appears in the U.S., Germany, the Netherlands 

and Taiwan. 

Challenges faced as people search for meaning 

https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2021/06/23/people-in-advanced-economies-say-their-society-is-more-divided-than-before-pandemic/#meta-charsetutf-8coronavirus-responses-receive-mixed-reviews-from-publics-lower-ratings-than-in-summer-2020
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2021/06/23/people-in-advanced-economies-say-their-society-is-more-divided-than-before-pandemic/#meta-charsetutf-8coronavirus-responses-receive-mixed-reviews-from-publics-lower-ratings-than-in-summer-2020
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Despite being asked about what makes life meaningful and fulfilling in a positive sense, some people 

nevertheless mention challenges or difficulties that have interfered with their search for happiness.  

Some struggle to think of anything meaningful in their lives. “To be honest, it’s hard to find meaning because 

the things that used to bring joy feel more hollow as I’ve gotten older. Everything seems either frivolous or 

like drudgery. I try to skateboard when the weather is nice and that’s okay, but still not as fun as it used to 

be,” remarked one American man. Others are more particular, describing difficulties with their living 

situation, finances, health, career or relationships. “Once I’ve paid all the bills I don’t have anything left. 

There should be more support for single-parent families,” complained a woman in Belgium. “I lack basic 

health care. I can’t find health benefits,” said one man in Greece. 

In many cases, respondents’ negative remarks focus not on personal difficulties but rather ongoing social and 

political turmoil, including the global pandemic. “Between coronavirus, politics and climate change, there is a 

lot of pressure and it’s hard to see a future … we’re all under pressure, exhausted, stressed and waiting for 

something [to] happen to make things better,” explained a man in Spain. As a woman in the U.S. put it, “I 

think our world has gotten more and more troubling and [is a] harder place to live. I don’t think it will ever 

get better.”  

“Almost nothing, I have no job, there is no justice and I am weak because I live with two [people] with 

disabilities. Nothing is satisfying and fulfilling unfortunately because of the little [economic] aid that I receive 

for care workers.” –Woman, 59, Italy 

People also describe challenges related to the inability to afford things or find jobs, frustrations with their 

political system, concerns about climate change, worries about the next generation’s ability to succeed, 

personal loss such as widowhood and more. In some cases, people mention personal difficulties they have 

faced in the past and describe finding meaning in the process of overcoming them. (While respondents might 

highlight more than one thing that negatively affected them in a given response, each response was only 

coded for the presence or absence of a complaint or challenge.)  

Mentions of negative situations are not particularly common overall – a median of 10% of people cite them – 

but there is wide variation across the publics surveyed. In the UK, just 4% of adults mention difficulties or 

challenges. On the other hand, such responses are notably more common in Italy (21%), the U.S. (17%) and 

South Korea (14%).  

Those with lower levels of education and income tend to cite more challenges in many places. In South 

Korea, for example, those with less than a postsecondary education are twice as likely as those with a 

postsecondary degree or more to cite a challenge – and the same is true among South Koreans who have less 

than the country’s median income relative to those who are at or above the median income.  
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Similarly, in around half the places surveyed, those who think their country’s economy is doing poorly are 

more likely to mention a hardship than those who think it is doing well. Once again taking South Korea as an 

example, 17% of those who think the South Korean economy is in bad shape mention something negative 

when asked about their sources of meaning, compared with 8% among those who think it’s in good shape.  

In five of the publics surveyed, those who say COVID-19 changed their lives a great deal or a fair amount are 

more likely to say something negative when asked about meaning in their life. 

https://www.pewresearch.org/global/?attachment_id=50379
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Responses that discuss society, places and institutions also coincide with greater negativity in the U.S., Italy 

and Spain. For example, in the U.S., difficulties or challenges are brought up by nearly half (49%) of those 

who mention society, institutions, politics or something about where they live, compared with 15% of those 

who discuss other topics but not society. South Korea and Taiwan, however, stand out for the opposite 

relationship: In both of these publics, those who mention society are less likely to mention negative things 

than those who do not mention this topic. 

https://www.pewresearch.org/global/?attachment_id=50380
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On the other hand, a variety of other topics are associated with fewer mentions of negative circumstances in 

the majority of the publics surveyed. One such topic is family, which appears to provide a buffer against 

personal challenges and difficulties. In 16 of the 17 publics, those who mention their family are substantially 

less likely to mention something negative in their responses. For example, 23% of Greeks who do not discuss 

family or children say something negative, compared with just 2% of those who do mention their family or 

children. Even in the context of the global pandemic, one Greek woman reflected on how the hardship had 

actually strengthened her family’s relationship: “The good thing at this time is that because of the pandemic, 

my family has bonded more, and our relationship and also our state of mind as family members has evolved. 

As parents, we listen to our children more and our children reach adulthood more quickly.” 

 

https://www.pewresearch.org/global/?attachment_id=50381
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To a lesser extent, friends, community and other relationships are also associated with fewer mentions of 

something negative. In 13 publics, those who mention their friends are less likely to mention something 

negative as are those who don’t mention friends.  

People who mention their occupation or career are also less likely to mention personal difficulties or 

challenges in nine of the 17 publics surveyed. In Japan, just 1% of those who discuss their job or career 

mention any difficulties or challenges, compared with 12% of those who do not mention anything about work. 

Recreation is also associated with fewer mentions of challenges or difficulties in several publics surveyed. In 

Japan, for example, just 1% of those who mention hobbies or recreation report something negative in their 

lives, compared with 12% of those who do not mention any hobbies or pastimes.  

In four of the Asia-Pacific publics surveyed (South Korea, Taiwan, Japan and Singapore), as well as France, 

those who mention their material well-being, stability and quality of life are less likely to mention difficulties 

or challenges in their lives. In South Korea, just 2% of those who bring up the topic say something negative, 

compared with 19% of those who do not mention their standard of living. In the U.S., the pattern is reversed. 

 

5. The pandemic and other difficulties 

BY LAURA SILVER, PATRICK VAN KESSEL, CHRISTINE HUANG, LAURA 

CLANCY AND SNEHA GUBBALA 

Not all sources of meaning are unambiguously positive. Rather, many people in the 17 publics surveyed also 

mention challenges they have faced – whether they be health concerns, lost jobs, insufficient income or 

difficult relationships. Moreover, the COVID-19 pandemic is referenced in each of the publics surveyed, 

sometimes as the reason for little to no fulfillment and other times as the source of personal reflection and 

growth.  

COVID-19 

https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/laura-silver
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/patrick-van-kessel
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/christine-huang
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/laura-clancy
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The timing of the survey – around a year after many places began lockdowns but before vaccines were widely 

available – meant that COVID-19 was top of mind for some respondents. And, indeed, when asked where 

they find meaning in life, some made references to the global pandemic as part of their answers. This included 

any mentions of the coronavirus itself, as well as pandemic-related lifestyle changes such as travel 

restrictions, mask-wearing or quarantining.  

For some, the pandemic has provided an opportunity for reflection on meaning in life, such as for a French 

woman who said, “Lockdown helped me settle down and reflect, and appreciate my life.” Others referenced 

their society’s pandemic response; for example, one woman in Taiwan said that “Taiwanese people are very 

united during serious incidents, such as pandemics or earthquakes.” In some instances, respondents said that 

what gives them meaning in life has also helped sustain them through the pandemic or referred to experiences 

related to COVID-19 to illustrate what they find meaningful. One such response came from an American 

woman who said, “Spending time with loved ones. With COVID, that generally means phone calls and Zoom 

sessions.” Still others – like a Greek woman who said, “Nothing satisfies us. We go nowhere, we do not go 

outside. We have been locked up for more than a year” – said they are unable to find meaning due to the 

pandemic. 

No more than one-in-ten mentioned the pandemic in any of the 17 publics surveyed. Those in Belgium, Italy, 

the Netherlands and Sweden are tied for most frequent mentions of COVID-19, with 8% of their respondents 

bringing up the pandemic. France follows closely at 7%, and the U.S. and Taiwan are next at 6%.  

“In the face of recommended COVID restrictions, I have found a new love of nature, outdoor activities and 

ranch animals; especially horses.” –Woman, 59, U.S. 

For the most part, people were equally likely to mention the coronavirus in their response regardless of age, 

gender, income level, political ideology or educational attainment. In some places, those who mentioned any 

dissatisfaction in life were more likely to mention the pandemic. For example, 46% of Swedes who 

mentioned something negative also mentioned COVID-19. In contrast, only 6% of those who did not mention 

something negative also brought up the pandemic. In most other places surveyed, too, those who mentioned 

something negative were significantly more likely to reference COVID-19 than those who did not say 

something negative. The notable exceptions were all in the Asia-Pacific region. In Taiwan, South Korea, New 

Zealand, Japan and Australia, while few mentioned negative things at all, almost none of these references 

were about the pandemic. Outside of Japan, each of these other publics stands out for their relative 

satisfaction with how their governments have handled the pandemic.  

Despite the context of the global pandemic, in most places surveyed those who mentioned health in their 

answer were no more likely to mention COVID-19. The U.S., however, is a strong exception: 20% of those 

who mentioned health also mentioned COVID-19, compared with only 7% of those who did not mention 

health but mentioned the global pandemic.  

In six publics, those who say their life changed at least a fair amount because of the pandemic were also more 

likely to bring up the pandemic. The difference is greatest in Italy and France, where those who feel at least 

somewhat affected by the pandemic were 6 percentage points more likely than those who feel not too or not at 

all affected to bring up the pandemic. The same relationship appears in the U.S., Germany, the Netherlands 

and Taiwan. 

https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2021/06/23/people-in-advanced-economies-say-their-society-is-more-divided-than-before-pandemic/#meta-charsetutf-8coronavirus-responses-receive-mixed-reviews-from-publics-lower-ratings-than-in-summer-2020
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2021/06/23/people-in-advanced-economies-say-their-society-is-more-divided-than-before-pandemic/#meta-charsetutf-8coronavirus-responses-receive-mixed-reviews-from-publics-lower-ratings-than-in-summer-2020
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Challenges faced as people search for meaning 

 

https://www.pewresearch.org/global/?attachment_id=50378
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Despite being asked about what makes life meaningful and fulfilling in a positive sense, some people 

nevertheless mention challenges or difficulties that have interfered with their search for happiness.  

Some struggle to think of anything meaningful in their lives. “To be honest, it’s hard to find meaning because 

the things that used to bring joy feel more hollow as I’ve gotten older. Everything seems either frivolous or 

like drudgery. I try to skateboard when the weather is nice and that’s okay, but still not as fun as it used to 

be,” remarked one American man. Others are more particular, describing difficulties with their living 

situation, finances, health, career or relationships. “Once I’ve paid all the bills I don’t have anything left. 

There should be more support for single-parent families,” complained a woman in Belgium. “I lack basic 

health care. I can’t find health benefits,” said one man in Greece. 

In many cases, respondents’ negative remarks focus not on personal difficulties but rather ongoing social and 

political turmoil, including the global pandemic. “Between coronavirus, politics and climate change, there is a 

lot of pressure and it’s hard to see a future … we’re all under pressure, exhausted, stressed and waiting for 

something [to] happen to make things better,” explained a man in Spain. As a woman in the U.S. put it, “I 

think our world has gotten more and more troubling and [is a] harder place to live. I don’t think it will ever 

get better.”  

“Almost nothing, I have no job, there is no justice and I am weak because I live with two [people] with 

disabilities. Nothing is satisfying and fulfilling unfortunately because of the little [economic] aid that I receive 

for care workers.” –Woman, 59, Italy 

People also describe challenges related to the inability to afford things or find jobs, frustrations with their 

political system, concerns about climate change, worries about the next generation’s ability to succeed, 

personal loss such as widowhood and more. In some cases, people mention personal difficulties they have 

faced in the past and describe finding meaning in the process of overcoming them. (While respondents might 

highlight more than one thing that negatively affected them in a given response, each response was only 

coded for the presence or absence of a complaint or challenge.)  

Mentions of negative situations are not particularly common overall – a median of 10% of people cite them – 

but there is wide variation across the publics surveyed. In the UK, just 4% of adults mention difficulties or 

challenges. On the other hand, such responses are notably more common in Italy (21%), the U.S. (17%) and 

South Korea (14%).  

Those with lower levels of education and income tend to cite more challenges in many places. In South 

Korea, for example, those with less than a postsecondary education are twice as likely as those with a 

postsecondary degree or more to cite a challenge – and the same is true among South Koreans who have less 

than the country’s median income relative to those who are at or above the median income.  
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Similarly, in around half the places surveyed, those who think their country’s economy is doing poorly are 

more likely to mention a hardship than those who think it is doing well. Once again taking South Korea as an 

example, 17% of those who think the South Korean economy is in bad shape mention something negative 

when asked about their sources of meaning, compared with 8% among those who think it’s in good shape.  

In five of the publics surveyed, those who say COVID-19 changed their lives a great deal or a fair amount are 

more likely to say something negative when asked about meaning in their life. 

https://www.pewresearch.org/global/?attachment_id=50379
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Responses that discuss society, places and institutions also coincide with greater negativity in the U.S., Italy 

and Spain. For example, in the U.S., difficulties or challenges are brought up by nearly half (49%) of those 

who mention society, institutions, politics or something about where they live, compared with 15% of those 

who discuss other topics but not society. South Korea and Taiwan, however, stand out for the opposite 

relationship: In both of these publics, those who mention society are less likely to mention negative things 

than those who do not mention this topic. 

On the other hand, a variety of other topics are associated with fewer mentions of negative circumstances in 

the majority of the publics surveyed. One such topic is family, which appears to provide a buffer against 

personal challenges and difficulties. In 16 of the 17 publics, those who mention their family are substantially 

https://www.pewresearch.org/global/?attachment_id=50380
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less likely to mention something negative in their responses. For example, 23% of Greeks who do not discuss 

family or children say something negative, compared with just 2% of those who do mention their family or 

children. Even in the context of the global pandemic, one Greek woman reflected on how the hardship had 

actually strengthened her family’s relationship: “The good thing at this time is that because of the pandemic, 

my family has bonded more, and our relationship and also our state of mind as family members has evolved. 

As parents, we listen to our children more and our children reach adulthood more quickly.” 

 

https://www.pewresearch.org/global/?attachment_id=50381
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To a lesser extent, friends, community 

and other relationships are also associated with fewer mentions of something negative. In 13 publics, those 

https://www.pewresearch.org/global/?attachment_id=50388
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who mention their friends are less likely to mention something negative as are those who don’t mention 

friends.  

People who mention their occupation or career are also less likely to mention personal difficulties or 

challenges in nine of the 17 publics surveyed. In Japan, just 1% of those who discuss their job or career 

mention any difficulties or challenges, compared with 12% of those who do not mention anything about work. 

Recreation is also associated with fewer mentions of challenges or difficulties in several publics surveyed. In 

Japan, for example, just 1% of those who mention hobbies or recreation report something negative in their 

lives, compared with 12% of those who do not mention any hobbies or pastimes.  

In four of the Asia-Pacific publics surveyed (South Korea, Taiwan, Japan and Singapore), as well as France, 

those who mention their material well-being, stability and quality of life are less likely to mention difficulties 

or challenges in their lives. In South Korea, just 2% of those who bring up the topic say something negative, 

compared with 19% of those who do not mention their standard of living. In the U.S., the pattern is reversed. 

 

6. General – rather than specific – satisfaction 

BY LAURA SILVER, PATRICK VAN KESSEL, CHRISTINE HUANG, LAURA 

CLANCY AND SNEHA GUBBALA 

 

The majority of people in most places surveyed identify specific things – or people or activities – that make 

them satisfied with their lives. But some people refrain from offering detailed responses, responding instead 

that they are satisfied with life, that they feel fulfilled, or something else broadly general but still 

positive.3 One typical response of this ilk comes from a woman in Australia, who responded: “I find all 

aspects of my life meaningful, fulfilling and satisfying. I am very happy.” 

The share of the public who offer these broad but positive assessments varies widely, from a low of 1% in 

Greece to a high of 17% in Germany. In Germany, this makes it the fourth most proffered response, tied with 

material well-being and behind only family, occupation and health. But in most places, it is significantly less 

common, as is the case in Australia, where this topic is tied with mentions of pets (3%). 

https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/laura-silver
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/patrick-van-kessel
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/christine-huang
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/laura-clancy
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/laura-clancy
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/sneha-gubbala
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2021/11/18/general-rather-than-specific-satisfaction/#fn-50286-3
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In some places surveyed, older people are more likely to respond in this general manner. In Belgium, for 

example, 14% of those ages 65 and older report satisfaction without details, compared with just 1% of those 

under 30. These age-related patterns sometimes emerge explicitly in the responses, such as with one Spanish 

man who noted, “I am content with what I have, I don’t aspire to further achievements at age 72.” Similarly, 

one Dutch man stated, “I live my life in a meaningful way, I find that’s very important. I am 70 years old and 

I’m still doing meaningful things.”  

People with lower levels of education are also sometimes more likely to declare their general satisfaction than 

those with higher levels of education in several publics surveyed. In Canada, for example, 9% of those with 

less than a postsecondary degree offer this type of broadly positive response, while 3% of those with a 

https://www.pewresearch.org/global/?attachment_id=50389
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postsecondary degree or more say the same. Individuals with lower incomes, too, are often more likely to give 

this type of answer than those with higher incomes in most of the Asia-Pacific publics surveyed. 

 

https://www.pewresearch.org/global/?attachment_id=50391
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Appendix A: Coding methodology 

BY LAURA SILVER, PATRICK VAN KESSEL, CHRISTINE HUANG, LAURA 

CLANCY AND SNEHA GUBBALA 

For this report, we conducted nationally representative Pew Research Center surveys of 16,254 adults from 

March 12 to May 26, 2021, in 16 advanced economies. All surveys were conducted over the phone with 

adults in Canada, Belgium, France, Germany, Greece, Italy, the Netherlands, Spain, Sweden, the United 

Kingdom, Australia, Japan, New Zealand, Singapore, South Korea and Taiwan. Responses are weighted to be 

representative of the adult population in each public. Respondents in these publics were asked the following 

open-ended question: “We’re interested in exploring what it means to live a satisfying life. What aspects of 

your life do you currently find meaningful, fulfilling or satisfying?” Responses were transcribed by 

interviewers in the language in which the interviews were conducted. 

In the United States, we surveyed 2,596 adults from Feb. 1 to 7, 2021. Everyone who took part in the U.S. 

survey is a member of the Center’s American Trends Panel (ATP), an online survey panel that is recruited 

through national, random sampling of residential addresses. This way nearly all adults have a chance of 

selection. The survey is weighted to be representative of the U.S. adult population by gender, race, ethnicity, 

partisan affiliation, education and other categories. In the U.S., respondents were asked a slightly longer 

version of the same question: “We’re interested in exploring what it means to live a satisfying life. Please take 

a moment to reflect on your life and what makes it feel worthwhile – then answer the question below as 

thoughtfully as you can. What about your life do you currently find meaningful, fulfilling or satisfying? What 

keeps you going and why?” 

 

On each of these surveys, the open-ended question was the last substantive question given to respondents. In 

the U.S., as the survey was self-administered, this late placement may have led to greater nonresponse than on 

the phone surveys where respondents were still in contact with the interviewer and asked to verbally give their 

answer, rather than type. In the U.S., item nonresponse was nearly twice as high as the public with the next 

highest nonresponse rate, Taiwan, and in most places surveyed, fewer than 10% said they did not have a 

response or refused to answer the question. 

Codebook development 

To develop a codebook for the main sources of meaning mentioned across the 17 advanced economies, Center 

researchers iteratively reviewed random samples of native English and non-English responses translated by 

Google Translate. Researchers mapped out the key concepts that commonly appeared in the responses using a 

process called “open coding.” After developing an initial set of categories that seemed comprehensive and 

well-defined, researchers tested the codebook on a random sample of 150 native English responses to evaluate 

the codebook’s conceptual validity. They then reviewed their disagreements and refined the codebook before 

testing it again on another sample.  

https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/laura-silver
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/patrick-van-kessel
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/christine-huang
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/laura-clancy
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/laura-clancy
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/sneha-gubbala
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After three iterations of this process, researchers were able to determine that the codebook was clear enough 

that other coders could independently apply it in a consistent manner. The codebook’s overall Krippendorf’s 

alpha, measured using Measuring Agreement on Set-Valued Items (MASI) distance as a similarity measure, 

was 0.72 across the 20 codes in the codebook. Krippendorf’s alpha, measured traditionally using a binary 

measure, was also above 0.7 for each individual code except for the “Don’t know/refused” category, which 

appeared only once in the final sample used for codebook development. Using these intercoder reliability 

scores as a benchmark of acceptable performance, Center researchers then trained a larger group of in-house 

coders and professional translators to apply the codebook at scale to the full set of English and non-English 

responses, respectively. 

Coding non-English responses 

 

http://www.cs.columbia.edu/nlp/papers/2006/passonneau_06.pdf
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/?attachment_id=50392
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To code the 11,025 non-English responses that were collected in 11 different languages across 14 separate 

publics, the Center partnered with a professional translation firm, cApStAn. After thoroughly studying the 

codebook and participating in training sessions, professional translators from cApStAn coded a random 

sample of 10% of non-English responses (1,103 responses), stratified by language and public. They also 

translated the responses into English, took care to record any questions and comments they had during the 

coding process and provided the Center with extensive notes alongside the coded and translated responses. To 

evaluate intercoder reliability, the translated responses were divided up and coded by the same Center 

researchers that developed the codebook and established its conceptual validity. 

After coding the English translations, Center researchers carefully reviewed the translators’ notes and 

corresponding disagreements, and further refined the codebook with clarifying guidelines and decision rules. 

Center researchers also looked for possible systematic misunderstandings of the codebook within each 

language and public subset in the sample. For each subset (e.g., Mandarin in Singapore), the Center identified 

specific codes where the Krippendorf’s alpha (binary) was under 0.7 with at least five disagreements, two-

thirds of which were either false positives or false negatives. Researchers then reviewed these disagreements 

and developed further guidelines to help resolve these apparent misunderstandings. For these specific cases – 

where the professional translators seemed to be interpreting the codebook differently than the Center’s in-

house coders – the Center provided them with codebook revisions and asked them to recode all of their 

responses in their public/language subset for the specific code on which they had performed poorly. The 

translators were not provided any specifics on how they had disagreed with the Center and were simply given 

a new version of the codebook and instructed to take a second look at their coding decisions. 

The Center calculated intercoder reliability after receiving revised codes and determined that the professional 

translators had achieved an understanding of the codebook acceptable enough that they could apply it 

independently. The overall agreement between Center researchers and the professional translators was 0.7 

(measured using MASI-distance Krippendorf’s alpha) and code-level agreement (using standard binary 

Krippendorf’s alphas) was above 0.7 for each of the 20 codes independently. 

Before the professional translators independently coded the remaining 90% of non-English responses, the 

Center provided a final round of extensive feedback, including personalized reports for each translator 

detailing their disagreements along with notes explaining the Center’s decision-making process. As the 

professional translators further improved their understanding of the codebook after reviewing this feedback, it 

is likely that the intercoder reliability scores reported above represent a lower-bound estimate of their actual 

coding performance on the remaining non-English responses. 

Coding English responses 
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To code the responses that were collected natively in English from six different publics and not already coded 

in the prior samples described above, Center researchers trained a larger group of nine coders to apply the 

codebook independently. Each coder was given a random sample of 150 English responses and evaluated for 

intercoder reliability. To do so, the original researchers involved in the codebook’s development 

independently coded the sample and resolved their disagreements to arrive at a consensus. Coders were then 

evaluated against this baseline and given feedback similar to that provided to the professional translators, 

including notes on the cases where they disagreed with the baseline. Those whose overall MASI-distance 

Krippendorf’s alpha was at or above 0.7 began independently coding the full queue of native English 

responses, drawing responses randomly and proceeding at their own pace. Those below 0.7 were given 

additional random responses until they improved.  

https://www.pewresearch.org/global/?attachment_id=50393
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Each in-house coder coded between 265 and 2,280 of the 6,770 native English responses. Weighted 

proportionally by their contribution to the total, the in-house coders achieved an overall effective intercoder 

reliability MASI-distance Krippendorf’s alpha of 0.77. Their collective reliability (measured by standard 

https://www.pewresearch.org/global/?attachment_id=50476
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binary Krippendorf’s alphas) was also at or above 0.7 for each code independently, with the exception of the 

“General positive” code, where it was 0.66. 

Characteristics of responses and codes 

 

Beyond the variation in item nonresponse discussed above, publics also vary in how much detail the average 

respondent provided. For example, English responses in the U.S. average 31 words, nearly twice as long as 

the 18 words provided by the average respondent in Australia and New Zealand. While this particular gap is 

https://www.pewresearch.org/global/?attachment_id=50395
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likely attributable to mode differences – responses in the U.S. were collected over the web instead of phone – 

response length also varies between the publics that were surveyed by phone. In the UK, respondents 

provided an average of eight words – less than half that of Australia and New Zealand. 

Whether due to mode, cultural, demographic or other factors, variation in response length ultimately 

manifests as variation in the number of topics mentioned in a given response. For example, across the 17 

publics surveyed, a median of 34% responded to the question about what gives them meaning in life by 

mentioning only one of the topics researchers coded (e.g., family). But the share is particularly high in South 

Korea and Japan.  

These differences help explain why the share giving a particular answer in certain publics may appear much 

lower than others, even if it is the top mentioned source of meaning for that given public. To give a specific 

example, 19% in South Korea mention material well-being while 42% say the same in Spain, but the topic is 

ranked first in South Korea and second in Spain. Given this, researchers have chosen to highlight not only the 

share of the public that mentions a given topic but also the topic’s relative ranking among all topics coded.  

Controlling for topic salience in demographic differences 

Across all publics, certain topics are more likely to be mentioned than others. For example, family is 

consistently mentioned more frequently than pets. This is partly due to the fact that family brings more 

meaning and fulfillmentthan pets do for some people. However, it is also partly attributable to the fact that 

pets are simply a less salient source of meaning than family – that is, all else equal, people are more likely to 

think of their family off the top of their head than they are their pets. In other words, whether or not someone 

mentions finding meaning in pets is not just a function of whether they have pets or care about them, but also 

a function of how much thought they gave to the question and how much detail they provided in their answer. 

Across all publics, the average respondent tended to mention the first one or two sources of meaning that they 

could think of, which often included family. Pets, on the other hand, tended to be mentioned by those who 

reference multiple sources of meaning; generally, mentions of pets occurred alongside mentions of one to four 

other topics. 

As described above, response length varies between the publics surveyed – but it also varies substantially 

within each public as well. In any given public, certain demographic groups – often more affluent and more 

educated people – are more likely to answer the question and provide more detailed responses. Because of 

this, these groups may appear to be uniquely more likely to mention rarer topics like pets, when these 

demographic differences are simply being driven by a topic’s overall salience and likelihood of appearing in 

longer responses. 

Accordingly, all significant demographic differences reported in this analysis are verified using regressions 

that control for the total number of topics mentioned in a given response, normalized using a base-10 

logarithmic scale. This measure roughly approximates the amount of detail provided in each response, and 

controls for each topic’s overall tendency to be brought up in more detailed responses. The reported 

differences therefore represent a particular demographic group’s likelihood of mentioning a given topic 

beyond the group’s tendency to simply provided longer (or shorter) responses. 

Selection of quotes 

https://www.pewforum.org/2018/11/20/where-americans-find-meaning-in-life/
https://www.pewforum.org/2018/11/20/where-americans-find-meaning-in-life/
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Open-ended responses included in the report and in the interactive [add hyperlink] have been lightly edited 

for clarity (and, in some cases, translated into English by a professional firm). They have been purposefully – 

not randomly – selected to illustrate key points, and selected responses may not be representative of all 

responses for a given public.  

More details about our international survey methodology and country-specific sample designs are available 

here. For respondents in the U.S., read more about the ATP’s methodology here. 

Next: Appendix B: Survey methodology 

 

 

https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2021/11/18/finding-meaning-in-others/  

  

https://www.pewresearch.org/methodology/international-survey-research/international-methodology/all-survey/all-country/2021
https://www.pewresearch.org/methodology/international-survey-research/international-methodology/all-survey/all-country/2021
https://www.pewresearch.org/methods/u-s-survey-research/american-trends-panel/
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2021/11/18/meaning-of-life-spring-2021-appendix-b-survey-methodology/
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2021/11/18/finding-meaning-in-others/
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The Verb To Be 

by André Breton 

Issue no. 95 (Spring 1985) 

I know the general outline of despair. Despair has no wings, it doesn’t necessarily sit at a cleared table 

in the evening on a terrace by the sea. It’s despair and not the return of a quantity of insignificant facts 

like seeds that leave one furrow for another at nightfall. It’s not the moss that forms on a rock or the 

foam that rocks in a glass. It’s a boat riddled with snow, if you will, like birds that fall and their blood 

doesn’t have the slightest thickness. I know the general outline of despair. A very small shape, defined 

by jewels worn in the hair. That’s despair. A pearl necklace for which no clasp can be found and whose 

existence can’t even hang by a thread. That’s despair for you. Let’s not go into the rest. Once we begin 

to despair we don’t stop. I myself despair of the lampshade around four o’clock, I despair of the fan 

towards midnight, I despair of the cigarette smoked by men on death row. I know the general outline of 

despair. Despair has no heart, my hand always touches breathless despair, the despair whose mirrors 

never tell us if it’s dead. I live on that despair which enchants me. I love that blue fly which hovers in 

the sky at the hour when the stars hum. I know the general outline of the despair with long slender 

surprises, the despair of pride, the despair of anger. I get up every day like everyone else and I stretch 

my arms against a floral wallpaper, I don’t remember anything and it’s always in despair that I discover 

the beautiful uprooted trees of night. The air in the room is as beautiful as drumsticks. What weathery 

weather. I know the general outline of despair. It’s like the curtain’s wind which holds out a helping 

hand. Can you imagine such a despair? Fire! Ah they’re on their way … Help! Here they come falling 

down the stairs … And the ads in the newspaper, and the illuminated signs along the canal. Sandpile, 

beat it, you dirty sandpile! In its general outline despair has no importance. It’s a squad of trees which 

will eventually make a forest, it’s a squad of stars which will eventually make one less day, it’s a squad 

of one-less-days which will eventually make up my life. 

—Translated by Bill Zavatsky and Zack Rogow 

 

 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=af719594c0&e=d538c8f2e0 

  

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=af719594c0&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=af719594c0&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=af719594c0&e=d538c8f2e0
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Low-cost iron catalyst produces less expensive pharmaceutical compounds 

Researchers use iron to generate new three-component cross-coupling catalytic reaction 

 
 

Scientists have developed a way to generate pharmaceutical reactions using iron as a catalyst. 

• Credit and Larger Version 

 

December 8, 2021 

Cross-coupling reactions -- the joining of fragments of molecules with the aid of a metal catalyst -- are a 

critical part of pharmaceutical production, usually relying on expensive, rare metals like palladium. 

Researchers at the University of Rochester and the University of Maryland, partially funded by the U.S. 

National Science Foundation, developed a three-component cross-coupling reaction that produces less 

expensive synthetics of hard to produce pharmaceutical compounds in one step using iron. The findings were 

published in the journal Science. 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_images.jsp?cntn_id=304053&org=NSF
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://www.rochester.edu/newscenter/big-leap-forward-in-using-iron-catalysts-for-pharmaceuticals-494352/
https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1751568&HistoricalAwards=false
https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1751568&HistoricalAwards=false
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://www.science.org/doi/10.1126/science.abj6005
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"This is a tremendous leap forward in developing effective and practical iron-based reactions that the 

pharmaceutical industry could utilize," said Michael Neidig of the University of Rochester, a co-author of the 

study. 

Carbon bond-forming reactions are important in manufacturing pharmaceutical and other chemical products, 

but often require rare and expensive metals. Iron is inexpensive, readily available and less toxic than other 

metals like palladium, but the instability of the iron carbon bond has limited its use as a catalyst in this type of 

reaction. Replacing rare metals with abundant and non-toxic iron is more stable and sustainable. 

The researchers studied the mechanics of iron-catalyzed carbon bond-forming reactions and successfully 

created a three-component coupling that increased the potential for chemical bonds to form during the 

reaction and reduced the instability of the iron carbon bonding. The development simplifies an expensive and 

complex multi-step process to generate pharmaceutical reactions using iron as a catalyst. 

--  NSF Public Affairs, Researchnews@nsf.gov 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?WT.mc_id=USNSF_1&cntn_id=304053&utm_medium=em

ail&utm_source=govdelivery  

  

mailto:Researchnews@nsf.gov
https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?WT.mc_id=USNSF_1&cntn_id=304053&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?WT.mc_id=USNSF_1&cntn_id=304053&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
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Poet and Philosopher David Whyte on Anger, Forgiveness, and What Maturity Really Means 

“To forgive is to assume a larger identity than the person who was first hurt.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

“Our emotional life maps our incompleteness,” philosopher Martha Nussbaum wrote in her 

luminous letter of advice to the young. “A creature without any needs would never have reasons for fear, 

or grief, or hope, or anger.” Anger, indeed, is one of the emotions we judge most harshly — in others, as 

well as in ourselves — and yet understanding anger is central to mapping out the landscape of our 

interior lives. Aristotle, in planting the civilizational seed for practical wisdom, recognized this when he 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2012/10/12/martha-nussbaum-take-my-advice/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2014/04/14/practical-wisdom-barry-schwartz/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1786897636/braipick-20
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asked not whether anger is “good” or “bad” but how it shall be used: directed at whom, manifested 

how, for how long and to what end. 

This undervalued soul-mapping quality of anger is what English poet and philosopher David 

Whyte explores in a section of Consolations: The Solace, Nourishment and Underlying Meaning of 

Everyday Words (public library) — the same breathtaking volume “dedicated to words and their 

beautiful hidden and beckoning uncertainty,” which gave us Whyte on the deeper meanings of 

friendship, love, and heartbreak. 

David Whyte (Nicol Ragland Photography) 

Many of Whyte’s meditations invert the common understanding of each word and peel off the 

superficial to reveal the deeper, often counterintuitive meaning — but nowhere more so than in his 

essay on anger. Whyte writes: 

ANGER is the deepest form of compassion, for another, for the world, for the self, for a life, for the 

body, for a family and for all our ideals, all vulnerable and all, possibly about to be hurt. Stripped of 

physical imprisonment and violent reaction, anger is the purest form of care, the internal living flame 

of anger always illuminates what we belong to, what we wish to protect and what we are willing to 

hazard ourselves for. What we usually call anger is only what is left of its essence when we are 

overwhelmed by its accompanying vulnerability, when it reaches the lost surface of our mind or our 

body’s incapacity to hold it, or when it touches the limits of our understanding. What we name as anger 

is actually only the incoherent physical incapacity to sustain this deep form of care in our outer daily 

life; the unwillingness to be large enough and generous enough to hold what we love helplessly in our 

bodies or our mind with the clarity and breadth of our whole being. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1786897636/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1786897636/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/consolations-the-solace-nourishment-and-the-underlying-meaning/oclc/904413782&referer=brief_results
https://www.themarginalian.org/2015/04/29/david-whyte-consolations-words/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2015/04/29/david-whyte-consolations-words/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1932887369/braipick-20
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Illustration by Maurice Sendak for a special edition of E.T.A. Hoffmann’s Nutcracker 

Such a reconsideration renders Whyte not an apologist for anger but a peacemaker in our eternal war 

with its underlying vulnerability, which is essentially an eternal war with ourselves — for at its source 

lies our tenderest, timidest humanity. In a sentiment that calls to mind Brené Brown’s masterful and 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2014/12/23/maurice-sendak-nutcracker/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2014/12/23/maurice-sendak-nutcracker/
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culturally necessary manifesto for vulnerability — “Vulnerability,” she wrote, “is the birthplace of love, 

belonging, joy, courage, empathy, accountability, and authenticity.” — Whyte adds: 

What we have named as anger on the surface is the violent outer response to our own inner 

powerlessness, a powerlessness connected to such a profound sense of rawness and care that it can find 

no proper outer body or identity or voice, or way of life to hold it. What we call anger is often simply 

the unwillingness to live the full measure of our fears or of our not knowing, in the face of our love for a 

wife, in the depth of our caring for a son, in our wanting the best, in the face of simply being alive and 

loving those with whom we live. 

Our anger breaks to the surface most often through our feeling there is something profoundly wrong 

with this powerlessness and vulnerability… Anger in its pure state is the measure of the way we are 

implicated in the world and made vulnerable through love in all its specifics. 

One need only think of Van Gogh — “I am so angry with myself because I cannot do what I should like to 

do,” he wrote in a letter as he tussled with mental illness — to appreciate Whyte’s expedition beyond 

anger’s surface tumults and into its innermost core: profound frustration swelling with a sense of 

personal failure. (Hannah Arendt captured another facet of this in her brilliant essay on how 

bureaucracy breeds violence — for what is bureaucracy if not the supreme institutionalization of 

helplessness?) 

With remarkable intellectual elegance and a sensitivity to the full dimension of the human spirit, Whyte 

illuminates the vitalizing underbelly of anger: 

Anger truly felt at its center is the essential living flame of being fully alive and fully here; it is a quality 

to be followed to its source, to be prized, to be tended, and an invitation to finding a way to bring that 

source fully into the world through making the mind clearer and more generous, the heart more 

compassionate and the body larger and strong enough to hold it. What we call anger on the surface 

only serves to define its true underlying quality by being a complete but absolute mirror-opposite of its 

true internal essence. 

FORGIVENESS is a heartache and difficult to achieve because strangely, it not only refuses to 

eliminate the original wound, but actually draws us closer to its source. To approach forgiveness is to 

close in on the nature of the hurt itself, the only remedy being, as we approach its raw center, to 

reimagine our relation to it. 

Echoing Margaret Mead and James Baldwin’s historic dialogue on forgiveness, Whyte — who has also 

asserted that “all friendships of any length are based on a continued, mutual forgiveness” — explores 

the true source of forgiveness: 

Strangely, forgiveness never arises from the part of us that was actually wounded. The wounded self 

may be the part of us incapable of forgetting, and perhaps, not actually meant to forget, as if, like the 

foundational dynamics of the physiological immune system our psychological defenses must remember 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2013/12/11/brene-brown-rsa-animated/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2014/06/05/van-gogh-and-mental-illness/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2013/10/14/hannah-arendt-on-bureaucracy-and-violence/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2013/10/14/hannah-arendt-on-bureaucracy-and-violence/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2015/03/19/a-rap-on-race-margaret-mead-and-james-baldwin/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2015/04/29/david-whyte-consolations-words/
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and organize against any future attacks — after all, the identity of the one who must forgive is actually 

founded on the very fact of having been wounded. 

 

Illustration by Marianne Dubuc from The Lion and the Bird 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2014/05/07/the-lion-and-the-bird-marianne-dubuc/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2014/05/07/the-lion-and-the-bird-marianne-dubuc/
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In a related meditation, Whyte considers the nature of forgiveness: 

Stranger still, it is that wounded, branded, un-forgetting part of us that eventually makes forgiveness 

an act of compassion rather than one of simple forgetting. To forgive is to assume a larger identity than 

the person who was first hurt, to mature and bring to fruition an identity that can put its arm, not only 

around the afflicted one within but also around the memories seared within us by the original blow and 

through a kind of psychological virtuosity, extend our understanding to one who first delivered it. 

Forgiveness is a skill, a way of preserving clarity, sanity and generosity in an individual life, a beautiful 

way of shaping the mind to a future we want for ourselves; an admittance that if forgiveness comes 

through understanding, and if understanding is just a matter of time and application then we might as 

well begin forgiving right at the beginning of any drama rather than put ourselves through the full 

cycle of festering, incapacitation, reluctant healing and eventual blessing. 

To forgive is to put oneself in a larger gravitational field of experience than the one that first seemed to 

hurt us. We reimagine ourselves in the light of our maturity and we reimagine the past in the light of 

our new identity, we allow ourselves to be gifted by a story larger than the story that first hurt us and 

left us bereft. 
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Illustration by Marianne Dubuc from The Lion and the Bird 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2014/05/07/the-lion-and-the-bird-marianne-dubuc/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2014/05/07/the-lion-and-the-bird-marianne-dubuc/
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This question of maturity, so intimately tied to forgiveness, is the subject of another of Whyte’s short 

essays. Echoing Anaïs Nin’s assertion that maturity is a matter of “unifying” and “integrating,” he 

writes: 

MATURITY is the ability to live fully and equally in multiple contexts; most especially, the ability, 

despite our grief and losses, to courageously inhabit the past the present and the future all at once. The 

wisdom that comes from maturity is recognized through a disciplined refusal to choose between or 

isolate three powerful dynamics that form human identity: what has happened, what is happening now 

and what is about to occur. 

Immaturity is shown by making false choices: living only in the past, or only in the present, or only in 

the future, or even, living only two out of the three. 

Maturity is not a static arrived platform, where life is viewed from a calm, untouched oasis of wisdom, 

but a living elemental frontier between what has happened, what is happening now and the 

consequences of that past and present; first imagined and then lived into the waiting future. 

Maturity calls us to risk ourselves as much as immaturity, but for a bigger picture, a larger horizon; 

for a powerfully generous outward incarnation of our inward qualities and not for gains that make us 

smaller, even in the winning. 

Maturity, Whyte seems to suggest, becomes a kind of arrival at a sense of enoughness — a willingness 

to enact what Kurt Vonnegut considered one of the great human virtues: the ability to say, “If this isn’t 

nice, what is?” Whyte writes: 

Maturity beckons also, asking us to be larger, more fluid, more elemental, less cornered, less unilateral, 

a living conversational intuition between the inherited story, the one we are privileged to inhabit and 

the one, if we are large enough and broad enough, moveable enough and even, here enough, just, 

astonishingly, about to occur. 

Consolations, it bears repeating, is an absolutely magnificent read — the kind that reorients your world 

and remains a compass for a lifetime. Complement it with Whyte on ending relationships and breaking 

the tyranny of work-life balance. 

 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2015/05/15/david-whyte-consolations-anger-forgiveness-

maturity/?mc_cid=0228c67a1d&mc_eid=d1c16ac662  

https://www.themarginalian.org/2014/11/07/anais-nin-maturity/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2014/04/17/if-this-isnt-nice-what-is-kurt-vonnegut-commencement/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2014/04/17/if-this-isnt-nice-what-is-kurt-vonnegut-commencement/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1786897636/braipick-20
https://www.themarginalian.org/2015/04/29/david-whyte-consolations-words/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2015/04/06/david-whyte-the-journey-house-of-belonging/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2015/03/11/david-whyte-three-marriages-work-life/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2015/03/11/david-whyte-three-marriages-work-life/
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Towards the complete description of the electron correlation 

CHEMISTRY • DIPC • DIPC COMPUTATIONAL AND THEORETICAL CHEMISTRY 

ByDIPC December 9, 2021 0 comments 

Intuitive, but incorrect. 

Electrons do not move around nuclei in defined curved orbits. Our current understanding of how electrons are 

to be found in atoms and molecules is based on clouds of probability called orbitals as it is not possible to 

give a definite path for an electron. 

Thus, an orbital is a region in which an electron (only one) may be found in an atom or molecule. According 

to wave mechanics, the electron has a certain probability of being in a given element of space. The 

probabilities of finding an electron in different regions can be obtained by solving the Schrödinger wave 

equation to give the wave function, ψ, and the probability of location per unit volumen is |ψ|2. Hence, the idea 

of electrons in fixed orbits has been replaced by that of a probability distribution around the nucleus. Orbitals 

are then represented by surfaces enclosing the space in which the electron is likely to be found with high 

probability. 

https://mappingignorance.org/category/science/chemistry/
https://mappingignorance.org/category/dipc/
https://mappingignorance.org/category/dipc/dipc-computational-and-theoretical-chemistry/
https://mappingignorance.org/2021/12/09/towards-the-complete-description-of-the-electron-correlation/#author
https://mappingignorance.org/2021/12/09/towards-the-complete-description-of-the-electron-correlation/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#comments
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In molecules, the valence electrons move under the influence of at least two nuclei (in a bond involving two 

atoms). Therefore, a molecular orbital is one-electron wavefunction describing an electron moving in the 

effective field provided by the nuclei and all other electrons of a molecular entity of more than one atom. It is 

convenient to consider molecular orbitals as the overlap of atomic orbitals. 

But the solution of the quantum mechanical many-electron problem is one of the central problems of physics 

and far from trivial. A great number of schemes that approximate the intractable many-electron Schrödinger 

equation have been devised to attack this problem for a given molecule. 

Probably the most popular method at present is density functional theory (DFT). DFT is based on the 

Hohenberg-Kohn theorem which asserts that the electronic charge density completely determines a many-

electron system and that, in particular, the total energy is a functional of the charge density. In other words, it 

considers a electron density in the molecule, as if the system behaves exactly as if the electrons were spread 

out into a continuously distributed charge, instead of the wave functions of individual atoms. Attempts to 

construct such a functional for the total energy have not been very successful because of the strong 

nonlocality of the dynamic term. 

In 2017, Mario Piris, an Ikerbasque research professor working at DIPC and UPV/EHU, proposed a global 

method to calculate electron correlations from a different perspective based on so-called natural orbitals. 

Natural orbitals are defined as eigenfunctions of the spinless reduced electron density matrix, a matrix that 

appears when you treat the system and its electron wave functions in linear-algebraic terms, in what is known 

as Hartree-Fock aproximation. Now, Piris provides 1 the next step towards the complete description of 

electron correlation. 

In the non-relativistic limit, for time-independent and spin-free Hamiltonians, the ground state of a many-

electron system with a certain spin is a multiplet, that is, a mixture of pure states with all possible spin 

projections. Such an ensemble is represented by its associated density matrix which allows describing 

quantum observables through statistical averages. Unfortunately, the number of variables involved in 

determining the density matrix grows astronomically with the number of electrons, and actually contains 

significantly more information than is necessary to calculate energies and properties. 

As mentioned, several approximate functionals have been proposed, but they suffer from an important lack of 

dynamic correlation. To recover this correlation, second-order perturbative corrections have been 

implemented with significant results. Piris, however, recovers the missing dynamic correlation within the 

Natural Orbital Functional Theory framework only. The goal is to design an accurate natural orbital 

functional (NOF) for all electronic structure problems, that is, a global NOF for electronic systems with any 

spin value independent of the external potential being considered. 

Piris limits himself to a new two-index reconstruction of the two-particle reduced density matrix for spin 

multiplets. The emergent functional describes the complete intrapair electron correlation, and the correlation 

between orbitals that make up both the pairs and the individual electrons. The results for different properties 

calculated this way agree extremely well with experimental data. 

References 

https://mappingignorance.org/2021/12/09/towards-the-complete-description-of-the-electron-correlation/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#note-8918-1
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DIPC 

 

Donostia International Physics Center (DIPC) is a singular research center born in 2000 devoted to research at 

the cutting edge in the fields of Condensed Matter Physics and Materials Science. Since its conception DIPC 

has stood for the promotion of excellence in research, which demands a flexible space where creativity is 

stimulated by diversity of perspectives. Its dynamic research community integrates local host scientists and a 

constant flow of international visiting researchers. 

• Website 

• @DIPCehu 
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https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevLett.127.233001
https://mappingignorance.org/2021/12/09/towards-the-complete-description-of-the-electron-correlation/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#reference-8918-1
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Winter Trees as a Portal to Aliveness 

“Eons must have lapsed before the human eye grew keen enough and the human soul large enough to give 

sympathetic comprehension to the beauty of bare branches laced across changing skies.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

There is something about the skeletal splendor of winter trees — so vascular, so axonal, so pulmonary — that 

fills the lung of life with a special atmosphere of aliveness. Something beyond the knowledge that wintering 

is the root of trees’ resilience, beyond the revelation of their fractal nature and how it salves the soul with 

its geometry of grief. Something that humbles you to the barest, most beautiful face of the elemental. 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/03/06/wintering-katherine-may/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/03/06/wintering-katherine-may/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/02/22/mandelbrot-fractals-chaos/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/11/10/geometry-of-grief-michael-frame/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/B091NHR9YH/braipick-20
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I know of no one who has captured that singular enchantment better than the artist, naturalist, philosopher, 

entomologist, and educator Anna Botsford Comstock (September 1, 1854–August 24, 1930). 

 

Anna Botsford Comstock circa 1900. 

In 1902, nine years before she laid the cultural groundwork for what we now call youth climate action in her 

exquisite field guide to wonder, Comstock wrote an article for the magazine Country Life that became, 

fourteen years later, her slender, tender book Trees at Leisure (public library | public domain) — a love letter 

to the science, splendor, and spiritual rewards of our barked, branched, rooted chaperones of being. 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/10/18/anna-bostford-comstock-handbook-of-nature-study/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/B091NHR9YH/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/trees-at-leisure/oclc/472568167&referer=brief_results
https://archive.org/details/treesatleisure00comsrich
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A century before Ursula K. Le Guin so mightily unsexed the universal pronoun, Comstock considers the role 

trees have played in “the aesthetic education of man” since the dawn of evolutionary time and writes: 

Ages may have passed before man gained sufficient mental stature to pay admiring tribute to the tree standing 

in all the glory of its full leafage, shimmering in the sunlight, making its myriad bows to the restless winds; 

but eons must have lapsed before the human eye grew keen enough and the human soul large enough to give 

sympathetic comprehension to the beauty of bare branches laced across changing skies, which is the tree-

lover’s full heritage. 

Ever/After by Maria Popova. (Available as a print, benefitting The Nature Conservancy.) 

Noting that “the mortal who has never enjoyed a speaking acquaintance with some individual tree is to be 

pitied,” for a tree “brings serene comfort to the human heart,” Comstock celebrates winter as the season that 

welcomes the most intimate connection between the human heart and trees: 

In winter, we are prone to regard our trees as cold, bare, and dreary; and we bid them wait until they are again 

clothed in verdure before we may accord to them comradeship. However, it is during this winter resting time 

that the tree stands revealed to the uttermost, ready to give its most intimate confidences to those who love it. 

It is indeed a superficial acquaintance that depends upon the garb worn for half the year; and to those who 

know them, the trees display even more individuality in the winter than in the summer. The summer is the 

tree’s period of reticence, when, behind its mysterious veil of green, it is so busy with its own life processes 

that it has no time for confidences, and may only now and then fling us a friendly greeting. 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2014/10/17/ursula-k-le-guin-gender/
https://society6.com/product/everafter4601789_print?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/everafter4601789_print?curator=brainpicker
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Winter Moon at Toyamagahara, 1931 — one of Japanese artist Hasui Kawase’s stunning vintage woodblocks 

of trees. (Available as a print.) 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/03/22/hasui-kawase-prints/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/03/22/hasui-kawase-prints/
https://society6.com/product/winter-moon-at-toyamagahara-by-hasui-kawase-1931_print?sku=s6-19564919p4a1v46?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/winter-moon-at-toyamagahara-by-hasui-kawase-1931_print?sku=s6-19564919p4a1v46?curator=brainpicker
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Winter, Comstock observes, is the best time for learning to tell trees apart from each other. How to discern, 

and inevitably fall in love with, different species — the sycamore, with its “great undulating, serpent-like 

branches, blotched with white”; the golden osier willow, with its “magnificent trunk and giant limbs 

upholding a mass of terminal shoots that tinge with warm ocher the winter landscape”; the apple, with its 

“maze of twigs” and its “great twisted branches making picturesque any scene” — is what Comstock explores 

throughout the rest of her sapling-sized, sequoia-spirited Trees at Leisure. 

Complement it with Trees at Night — a playful, poignant meditation on our relationship to trees, painted by 

the cartoonist Art Young in the final years of Anna Botsford Comstock’s life — and Paul Klee, writing in the 

same era, on why an artist is like a tree, then revisit Ursula K. Le Guin’s love poem to trees and Rilke 

on winter as the season for tending to your inner garden. 

For a different portal into growing more intimate with trees, explore Italian artist, designer, futurist, and 

inventor Bruno Munari’s uncommon vintage gem Drawing a Tree. Then, for no reason other than sheer 

delight, savor Women in Trees. 

 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/11/29/anna-botsford-comstock-trees-at-

leisure/?mc_cid=76717efc40&mc_eid=d1c16ac662  

  

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/B091NHR9YH/braipick-20
https://www.themarginalian.org/2019/08/06/trees-at-night-art-young/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2020/09/24/paul-klee-tree-artist-creativity/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/10/20/ursula-k-le-guin-kinship-poem/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2015/01/12/rilke-letters-to-a-young-woman-winter/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/11/05/drawing-a-tree-bruno-munari/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/11/13/women-in-trees-jochen-raiss/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/11/29/anna-botsford-comstock-trees-at-leisure/?mc_cid=76717efc40&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/11/29/anna-botsford-comstock-trees-at-leisure/?mc_cid=76717efc40&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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The Charge Of The Light Brigade 

by Alfred Lord Tennyson 

 

Queen Victoria named Alfred Lord Tennyson the British poet laureate in 1850. He delivered this poem on 

December 9, 1854, six weeks after the Battle of Balaklava had taken place in the Crimea. The poem heralds 

and commemorates the courage and valor of the 600 British calvary soldiers who charged a heavily defended 

position against Russian forces. 

 

Here are a couple helpful historical notes before you read the poem. A "light brigade" was a British military 

unit. It was a light calvary troop that could and strike quickly. The horses were unarmored and the soldiers 

carried lances and sabres rather than the heavy guns of that era. A "league" was about three miles, so the 

charge was over about one and half miles of open ground straight into a fortified position. 

 

 

Half a league, half a league, 

https://americanliterature.com/author/alfred-lord-tennyson
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Half a league onward, 

All in the valley of Death 

Rode the six hundred. 

'Forward, the Light Brigade! 

Charge for the guns!' he said: 

Into the valley of Death 

Rode the six hundred. 

 

'Forward, the Light Brigade!' 

Was there a man dismay'd ? 

Not tho' the soldier knew 

Some one had blunder'd: 

Their's not to make reply, 

Their's not to reason why, 

Their's but to do and die: 

Into the valley of Death 

Rode the six hundred. 

 

Cannon to right of them, 

Cannon to left of them, 

Cannon in front of them 
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Volley'd and thunder'd; 

Storm'd at with shot and shell, 

Boldly they rode and well, 

Into the jaws of Death, 

Into the mouth of Hell 

Rode the six hundred. 

 

Flash'd all their sabres bare, 

Flash'd as they turn'd in air 

Sabring the gunners there, 

Charging an army, while 

All the world wonder'd: 

Plunged in the battery-smoke 

Right thro' the line they broke; 

Cossack and Russian 

Reel'd from the sabre-stroke 

Shatter'd and sunder'd. 

Then they rode back, but not 

Not the six hundred. 

 

Cannon to right of them, 
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Cannon to left of them, 

Cannon behind them 

Volley'd and thunder'd; 

Storm'd at with shot and shell, 

While horse and hero fell, 

They that had fought so well 

Came thro' the jaws of Death, 

Back from the mouth of Hell, 

All that was left of them, 

Left of six hundred. 

 

When can their glory fade ? 

O the wild charge they made! 

All the world wonder'd. 

Honour the charge they made! 

Honour the Light Brigade, 

Noble six hundred!  

 

The Charge Of The Light Brigade was featured as The Short Story of the Day on Thu, Aug 06, 2020 

 

https://americanliterature.com/author/alfred-lord-tennyson/poem/the-charge-of-the-light-brigade   

https://americanliterature.com/short-story-of-the-day
https://americanliterature.com/author/alfred-lord-tennyson/poem/the-charge-of-the-light-brigade
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Clavis Artis by “Zoroaster” 

 

Much like the images it contains, the three-volume Clavis Artis remains a mystery of nearly unchartable 

depths. We know this much: the alchemical manuscript was published in Germany, sometime between the 

late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, although its title page claims it is thirteenth century (and 

written on dragon skin). Few copies exist and even fewer are illustrated — and one was incinerated, as if by 

dragon’s breath, during the 2004 fire at Weimar’s Herzogin Anna Amalia Bibliothek. The authorship is 

unknown, but the manuscript declares itself to be a translation of Zoroaster (or Zarathustra): the ancient 

Persian prophet and founder of the Zoroastrian religion. The images focused on in this post come from a copy 

of the manuscript held at Trieste’s Biblioteca Civica Attilio Hortis, while another version — with illustrations 

of almost identical content but in a less “naïve” style — can be found at Rome’s Lincean Academy (or, 

reading its Italian name literally: the Academy of the Lynx-Eyed). 

Even the most keen-eyed and erudite occultist may find themselves adrift in these dense, hermetic images. 

Part of the reason for this, aside from thematic content (infanticide, a nude woman using a crescent moon like 

a proto-hovercraft, and scenes that look — to a contemporary viewer — like interspecies French kissing) 

stems from the illustrations’ nearly unparsable tone. In perhaps the most disturbing image, two mustached 

soldiers hold children upside down over a well, using long daggers to filet their legs. The men seem posed for 

our gaze. A kneeling woman observes, hands clasped, perhaps in prayer, but her face may easily be read as 
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rapturous. Dragons, lions, and serpents appear frequently across the manuscript and the alchemical symbols 

for elements and planetary metals often graffiti the landscape, with mercury (☿) coming to the fore. In a 

somewhat comical scene, a man (possibly Zoroaster himself) looks to the sky, concerned, as a shooting star 

approaches a brick tower with flames blazing from its chimney. Distracted by the heavens, it appears that the 

man has momentarily forgotten that he is feeding some kind of giant lizard, perched on a pedestal, greedily 

guzzling carmine liquid from a rounded decanter. 

 

Two images from the version held in Rome, displaying a less "naïve" style than that found in the Trieste 

manuscript. 

Guity Novin, in her History of Graphic Design, quotes the eighteenth-century English occultist Francis 

Barrett, who links Zoroastrianism and alchemy — present most palpably in the Clavis Artis through 

everpresent primordial dyads: light and dark, fire and water, sun and moon (often personified): “Zoroaster 

was the father of alchymy, illumined divinely from above; he knew every thing, yet seemed to know nothing; 

his precepts of art were left in hieroglyphics, yet in such sort that none but the favorites of Heaven ever reaped 

benefit thereby”. Like the second half of Barrett’s description of Zoroaster, we seem to know almost nothing 

about this manuscript, but the scholarly history is young. The edition held in Rome was rediscovered by the 

composer Nino Rota (who scored Francis Ford Coppola’s The Godfather) in an antiquarian bookshop in the 

1970s. The mysteries seem only to proliferate when it comes to the Clavis Artis. 

You can browse images from the Trieste copy below and see those from the Roman copy here (the latter set). 

http://guity-novin.blogspot.com/2016/01/chapter-87-art-in-alchemy-visual.html
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Category:Clavis_Artis
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Text by Hunter Dukes 

 

 

SOURCE Wikimedia Commons  

 

More Wikimedia Commons content on PDR (89) 

https://publicdomainreview.org/contributor/hunter-dukes
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Clavis_Artis
https://publicdomainreview.org/collections/source/wikimedia-commons
https://publicdomainreview.org/collections/source/wikimedia-commons
https://publicdomainreview.org/collections/source/wikimedia-commons
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https://publicdomainreview.org/collection/clavis-artis 

  

https://publicdomainreview.org/collection/clavis-artis
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Studies find that river diversions can overcome Louisiana's rapid sinking 

Research shows the likely benefits of land building by river diversions 

 
 

Land building in a rapidly subsiding area near the mouth of the Mississippi River. 

• Credit and Larger Version 

 

December 8, 2021 

Studies led by researchers at Tulane University and other institutions show the likely benefits of land building 

by river diversions, despite these deposits initially causing rapid subsidence -- the gradual sinking of land -- in 

coastal Louisiana. 

Published in the Journal of Geophysical Research: Earth Surface, the papers focus on subsidence in coastal 

wetlands and in shallow bays. Using different methods, both show that subsidence rates increase due to 

sediment deposition. But deposition rates typically outpace this accelerated subsidence, with new land 

creation and higher land elevations as a result. 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_images.jsp?cntn_id=304054&org=NSF
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://news.tulane.edu/pr/studies-find-river-diversions-can-overcome-louisiana%E2%80%99s-rapid-sinking
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://agupubs.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1029/2021JF006231
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://agupubs.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1029/2021JF006231
https://www.nsf.gov/cgi-bin/good-bye?https://agupubs.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1029/2021JF006153


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

 

  

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                   No. 588  february  2022 

 

141 

The lead authors of the two papers are Molly Keogh of the University of Oregon and Elizabeth Chamberlain 

of Wageningen University in the Netherlands. 

"We found that both wetlands and bays subside rapidly due to loading with fresh sediment," said co-author 

Torbjörn Törnqvist of Tulane. "The wetland study shows that the majority of this subsidence happens in the 

shallowest 10 feet and within the first centuries after deposition. The shallow bay study shows that up to half 

the elevation gain that is possible by deposition is lost to subsidence." 

Much has been made of processes deeper in the Earth's crust like faults, he said, "but the available research 

that attaches hard numbers to deep processes shows that those are secondary factors. Shallow processes are 

not only much more rapid, often by a factor of 10, but also occur almost everywhere along our coast, and they 

are ongoing today." 

Both studies are based on new borehole data collected throughout coastal Louisiana. The cores were analyzed 

for numerous properties, including sediment density and age. Computer modeling of deposition and land 

growth by means of river diversions suggests that the subsidence driven by accumulating sediment has a 

limited impact on reducing the rate of land growth, both horizontally and vertically. 

Other co-authors are at Coastal Carolina University, the Louisiana Universities Marine Consortium, Deltares 

in the Netherlands and Yonsei University in South Korea. Funding was provided in part by the U.S. National 

Science Foundation. 

--  NSF Public Affairs, Researchnews@nsf.gov 

https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?WT.mc_id=USNSF_1&cntn_id=304054&utm_medium=em

ail&utm_source=govdelivery 

  

https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1349311&HistoricalAwards=false
https://www.nsf.gov/awardsearch/showAward?AWD_ID=1349311&HistoricalAwards=false
mailto:Researchnews@nsf.gov
https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?WT.mc_id=USNSF_1&cntn_id=304054&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
https://www.nsf.gov/discoveries/disc_summ.jsp?WT.mc_id=USNSF_1&cntn_id=304054&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
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Robots can be companions, caregivers, collaborators — and social influencers 

ROBOTICS • SOCIOLOGY 

ByInvited Researcher December 8, 2021 0 comments 

Author: Shane Saunderson, Ph.D. Candidate, Robotics, University of Toronto 

Robot and artificial intelligence are poised to increase their influences within our every day lives. 

Source: Shutterstock 

In the mid-1990s, there was research going on at Stanford University that would change the way we think 

about computers. The Media Equation experiments were simple: participants were asked to interact with a 

computer that acted socially for a few minutes after which, they were asked to give feedback about the 

interaction. 

Participants would provide this feedback either on the same computer (No. 1) they had just been working on 

or on another computer (No. 2) across the room. The study found that participants responding on computer 

No. 2 were far more critical of computer No. 1 than those responding on the same machine they’d worked on. 

People responding on the first computer seemed to not want to hurt the computer’s feelings to its face, but had 

no problem talking about it behind its back. This phenomenon became known as the computers as social 

actors (CASA) paradigm because it showed that people are hardwired to respond socially to technology that 

presents itself as even vaguely social. 

https://mappingignorance.org/category/technology/robotics/
https://mappingignorance.org/category/humanities-social-sciences/sociology/
https://mappingignorance.org/2021/12/08/robots-can-be-companions-caregivers-collaborators-and-social-influencers/#author
https://mappingignorance.org/2021/12/08/robots-can-be-companions-caregivers-collaborators-and-social-influencers/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email#comments
https://web.stanford.edu/group/cslipublications/cslipublications/site/1575860538.shtml
https://web.stanford.edu/group/cslipublications/cslipublications/site/1575860538.shtml
https://web.stanford.edu/group/cslipublications/cslipublications/site/1575860538.shtml
https://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.175.1915&rep=rep1&type=pdf
https://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.175.1915&rep=rep1&type=pdf
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The CASA phenomenon continues to be explored, particularly as our technologies have become more social. 

As a researcher, lecturer and all-around lover of robotics, I observe this phenomenon in my work every time 

someone thanks a robot, assigns it a gender or tries to justify its behaviour using human, or anthropomorphic, 

rationales. 

What I’ve witnessed during my research is that while few are under any delusions that robots are people, we 

tend to defer to them just like we would another person. 

Social tendencies 

While this may sound like the beginnings of a Black Mirror episode, this tendency is precisely what allows us 

to enjoy social interactions with robots and place them in caregiver, collaborator or companion roles. 

The positive aspects of treating a robot like a person is precisely why roboticists design them as such — we 

like interacting with people. As these technologies become more human-like, they become more capable of 

influencing us. However, if we continue to follow the current path of robot and AI deployment, these 

technologies could emerge as far more dystopian than utopian. 

The Sophia robot, manufactured by Hanson Robotics, has been on 60 Minutes, received honorary citizenship 

from Saudi Arabia, holds a title from the United Nations and has gone on a date with actor Will Smith. While 

Sophia undoubtedly highlights many technological advancements, few surpass Hanson’s achievements in 

marketing. If Sophia truly were a person, we would acknowledge its role as an influencer. 

However, worse than robots or AI being sociopathic agents — goal-oriented without morality or human 

judgment — these technologies become tools of mass influence for whichever organization or individual 

controls them. 

If you thought the Cambridge Analytica scandal was bad, imagine what Facebook’s algorithms of influence 

could do if they had an accompanying, human-like face. Or a thousand faces. Or a million. The true value of a 

persuasive technology is not in its cold, calculated efficiency, but its scale. 

Seeing through intent 

Recent scandals and exposures in the tech world have left many of us feeling helpless against these corporate 

giants. Fortunately, many of these issues can be solved through transparency. 

There are fundamental questions that are important for social technologies to answer because we would 

expect the same answers when interacting with another person, albeit often implicitly. Who owns or sets the 

mandate of this technology? What are its objectives? What approaches can it use? What data can it access? 

Since robots could have the potential to soon leverage superhuman capabilities, enacting the will of an unseen 

owner, and without showing verbal or non-verbal cues that shed light on their intent, we must demand that 

these types of questions be answered explicitly. 

https://www.ideo.com/blog/why-its-important-to-say-please-and-thank-you-to-robots
https://shanesaunderson.com/2016/08/11/sexbots-and-terminators-exploring-gender-in-ai/
https://doi.org/10.1521/soco.2008.26.2.143
https://doi.org/10.1521/soco.2008.26.2.143
https://www.netflix.com/ca/title/70264888
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/60-minutes-charlie-rose-interviews-a-robot-sophia/
https://techcrunch.com/2017/10/26/saudi-arabia-robot-citizen-sophia/
https://techcrunch.com/2017/10/26/saudi-arabia-robot-citizen-sophia/
https://www.un.org/en/desa/un-robot-sophia-joins-meeting-artificial-intelligence-and-sustainable-development
https://time.com/5222769/will-smith-sophia-the-robot-online-dating/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/robertzafft/2021/02/14/will-artificial-intelligence-produce-synthetic-sociopaths/?sh=749a193d7d6e
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/04/04/us/politics/cambridge-analytica-scandal-fallout.html
https://www.mirror.co.uk/tech/meet-robot-influencers-who-earning-22552147
https://www.mirror.co.uk/tech/meet-robot-influencers-who-earning-22552147
https://doi.org/10.1080/09540091.2017.1313816
https://www.nickbostrom.com/views/superintelligence.pdf
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As a roboticist, I get asked the question, “When will robots take over the world?” so often that I’ve developed 

a stock answer: “As soon as I tell them to.” However, my joke is underpinned by an important lesson: don’t 

scapegoat machines for decisions made by humans. 

I consider myself a robot sympathizer because I think robots get unfairly blamed for many human decisions 

and errors. It is important that we periodically remind ourselves that a robot is not your friend, your enemy or 

anything in between. A robot is a tool, wielded by a person (however far removed), and increasingly used to 

influence us.  

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative Commons license. Original article. 

 

https://mappingignorance.org/2021/12/08/robots-can-be-companions-caregivers-collaborators-and-social-

influencers/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email 

  

https://theconversation.com/
https://theconversation.com/robots-can-be-companions-caregivers-collaborators-and-social-influencers-172215
https://mappingignorance.org/2021/12/08/robots-can-be-companions-caregivers-collaborators-and-social-influencers/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email
https://mappingignorance.org/2021/12/08/robots-can-be-companions-caregivers-collaborators-and-social-influencers/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email
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Music, the Neural Harmonics of Emotion, and How Love Restrings the Brain 

“Who we are and who we become depends, in part, on whom we love.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

“Lights and shadows are continually flitting across my inward sky, and I know neither whence they come nor 

whither they go; nor do I inquire too closely into them,” Nathaniel Hawthorne wrote in his notebook one 

spring day in 1840. “It is dangerous to look too minutely into such phenomena. It is apt to create a substance 

where at first there was a mere shadow… It is best not to strive to interpret it in earthly language, but wait for 

the soul to make itself understood.” 

A century after him, the French philosopher Simone Weil — another visionary of uncommon insight into the 

depths of the soul — contemplated the paradox of friendship, observing that “it is a fault to wish to be 

understood before we have made ourselves clear to ourselves.” 

For one consciousness to understand another — to understand what it is like to be another — might be the 

supreme challenge of communication and coexistence, because we each move through life half-opaque to 

ourselves. We aim the analytical mind — that magnificent novelty-instrument millennia in the evolutionary 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/11/18/nathaniel-hawthorne-una/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2015/08/24/simone-weil-friendship-separation/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0375709223/braipick-20
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making — at the opacity, but occluding the lens of self-understanding is something much more primeval: 

Emotion smudges the eyepiece of life, often without our awareness, changing what we see and making us 

react not to what is but to what we are perceiving. Anyone with moderate self-awareness can relate to the 

experience of having an irritable or indignant or melancholy mood descend upon them seemingly out of the 

blue, when it has in fact coalesced out of an invisible and pervasive atmosphere of unprocessed feeling: Who 

among us has not, in a human moment, aimed a flash of fury at the wrong person for the wrong thing because 

something entirely else is filling the sky of the mind with its charged nimbus of wrongness. 

Why emotion so easily clouds the lens of experience is what psychiatrist trio Thomas Lewis, Fari Amini, and 

Richard Lannon explore throughout A General Theory of Love (public library) — the altogether revelatory 

book that remains, in my life of reading, the single most illuminating inquiry into the neurological nature and 

psychological nurture of why we feel what we feel and how this shapes how we become what we are. 

 

Art by Arthur Rackham from a rare 1926 edition of The Tempest. (Available as a print.) 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0375709223/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/general-theory-of-love/oclc/42692056&referer=brief_results
https://www.themarginalian.org/2019/04/03/arthur-rackham-tempest/
https://society6.com/product/art-by-arthur-rackham-for-the-tempest-by-william-shakespeare-19266298616_print?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/art-by-arthur-rackham-for-the-tempest-by-william-shakespeare-19266298616_print?curator=brainpicker
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Drawing an analogy to music — which might be so elemental to our sense of aliveness precisely because it 

shares a fundamental neuropsychological mechanism with emotion — Lewis, Amini, and Lannon examine 

the composition of feeling out of neural notation, illuminating the interdependence of and difference between 

emotion and mood: 

Emotions possess the evanescence of a musical note. When a pianist strikes a key, a hammer collides with the 

matching string inside his instrument and sets it to vibrating at its characteristic frequency. As amplitude of 

vibration declines, the sound falls off and dies away. Emotions operate in an analogous way: an event touches 

a responsive key, an internal feeling-tone is sounded, and it soon dwindles into silence. (The figures of speech 

“pluck at one’s heartstrings” and “strikes a chord in me” have found a home in our language for just this 

reason.) Rising activity in the emotion circuits produces not sound, but (among other things) a facial 

expression. When the neural excitation exceeds a shadowy threshold of awareness, what emerges is 

a feeling — the conscious experience of emotional activation. As neural activity diminishes, feeling intensity 

decreases, but some residual activity persists in those circuits after a feeling is no longer perceptible. Like the 

ghost of Hamlet’s father, an emotion appears suddenly in the drama of our lives to nudge the players in the 

proper direction, and then dissolves into nothingness, leaving behind a vague impression of its former 

presence. 

Against this haunted backdrop of feeling, the dance of mood plays out, twirling us into tumult with its 

persuasive percussion: 

Moods exist because of the musical aspect of an emotion’s neural activity, the lower portion imperceptible to 

our conscious ears… A mood is a state of enhanced readiness to experience a certain emotion. Where an 

emotion is a single note, clearly struck, hanging for a moment in the still air, a mood is the extended, nearly 

inaudible echo that follows. Consciousness registers a fading level of activation in the emotion circuits faintly 

or not at all. And so the provocative events of the day may leave us with emotional responsiveness waiting 

beneath our notice… Since the neural activation that creates a given emotion decreases gradually, provoking 

it again is easier within the window of the mood. 

By these imperceptible pulsations and resonances, our present experience comes to reverberate with echoes of 

the past: 

A musical tone makes physical objects vibrate at its frequency, the phenomenon of sympathetic reverberation. 

A soprano breaks a wineglass with the right note as she makes unbending glass quiver along with her voice. 

Emotional tones in the brain establish a living harmony with the past in a similar way. The brain is not 

composed of string, and there are no oscillating fibers within the cranium. But in the nervous system, 

information echoes down the filaments that join harmonious neural networks. When an emotional chord is 

struck, it stirs to life past memories of the same feeling. 

[…] 

A particular emotion revives all memories of its prior instantiations. Every feeling (after the first) is a 

multilayered experience, only partly reflecting the present, sensory world. 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/08/21/clemency-burton-hill-pablo-casals-albert-schweitzer-bach/
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One of Arthur Rackham’s rare 1917 illustrations for the fairy tales of the Brothers Grimm. (Available as a 

print.) 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2016/02/29/arthur-rackham-brothers-grimm/
https://society6.com/product/art-by-arthur-rackham-for-the-brothers-grimm-fairy-tale-the-gnomes-1917_print?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/art-by-arthur-rackham-for-the-brothers-grimm-fairy-tale-the-gnomes-1917_print?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/art-by-arthur-rackham-for-the-brothers-grimm-fairy-tale-the-gnomes-1917_print?curator=brainpicker
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Art by Arthur Rackham from a rare 1926 edition of The Tempest. (Available as a print.) 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2019/04/03/arthur-rackham-tempest/
https://society6.com/product/art-by-arthur-rackham-for-the-tempest-by-william-shakespeare-19266298623_print?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/art-by-arthur-rackham-for-the-tempest-by-william-shakespeare-19266298623_print?curator=brainpicker
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Over the sweep of time, our lived experience thus rewires the brain, generating a forceful momentum of 

emotional habit. What we have felt comes to shape what we most easily and readily feel, unstringing the harp 

of reality. We come to perceive the world not as it is but as we are. At the heart of this reality-discord are 

what Lewis, Amini, and Lannon term Limbic Attractors — pre-conditioned patterns of interpretation of 

incoming sensory data, densely networked and deeply ingrained in the limbic brain, activated so reflexively 

and powerfully that they can obscure and overwhelm the raw signal of reality. 

Limbic Attractors are the source of the blindness that makes us so opaque to ourselves, but they are also a 

portal to transcending our own limitations by linking up to other minds, sympathetic and sonorous with 

different feeling-tones. Through such mutual harmonics — nowhere more powerful than in the limbic linkage 

we call love — we can recompose our own patterned soundtrack of emotion: 

Because human beings remember with neurons, we are disposed to see more of what we have already seen, 

hear anew what we have heard most often, think just what we have always thought. Our minds are burdened 

by an informational inertia whose headlong course is not easy to slow… No individual can think his way 

around his own Attractors, since they are embedded in the structure of thought… Because limbic resonance 

and regulation join human minds together in a continuous exchange of influential signals, every brain is part 

of a local network that shares information — including Attractors. 

[…] 

Through the limbic transmission of an Attractor’s influence, one person can lure others into his emotional 

virtuality. All of us, when we engage in relatedness, fall under the gravitational influence of another’s 

emotional world, at the same time that we are bending his emotional mind with ours. Each relationship is a 

binary star, a burning flux of exchanged force fields, the deep and ancient influences emanating and felt, felt 

and emanating. 
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“Every atom belonging to me as good belongs to you.” Art by Lia Halloran for The Universe in Verse. 

(Available as a print.) 

In any such binary star system, this limbic resonance allows two people to harmonize their Attractors, fine-

tuning the respective musical tones that most easily flow from each consciousness — Pythagoras’s music of 

the spheres and Kepler’s celestial harmonics, right here on Earth, in the infinite universe of the human heart: 

In a relationship, one mind revises another; one heart changes its partner. This astounding legacy of our 

combined status as mammals and neural beings is limbic revision: the power to remodel the emotional parts 

https://www.themarginalian.org/the-universe-in-verse/
https://society6.com/product/every-atom-belonging-to-me-as-good-belongs-to-you-art-by-lia-halloran-for-the-universe-in-verse2373447_framed-print?sku=s6-11773478p21a12v61a13v58?curator=brainpicker
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/03/02/pythagoras-sappho-music/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/03/02/pythagoras-sappho-music/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2019/12/26/katharina-kepler-witchcraft-dream/
https://society6.com/product/every-atom-belonging-to-me-as-good-belongs-to-you-art-by-lia-halloran-for-the-universe-in-verse2373447_framed-print?sku=s6-11773478p21a12v61a13v58?curator=brainpicker
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of the people we love, as our Attractors activate certain limbic pathways, and the brain’s inexorable memory 

mechanism reinforces them. Who we are and who we become depends, in part, on whom we love. 

Complement this fragment of the altogether illuminating A General Theory of Love with poet Ronald 

Johnson on matter, music, and the mind, then revisit José Ortega y Gasset on how our loves shape our 

character and George Saunders on breaking our patterns to unbreak our hearts. 

 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/12/04/general-theory-of-love-music-

emotion/?mc_cid=76717efc40&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0375709223/braipick-20
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/05/30/ronald-johnson-ark-music/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/06/25/jose-ortega-y-gasset-on-love/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/06/25/jose-ortega-y-gasset-on-love/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/10/20/love-chekhov-the-darling-saunders/
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/12/04/general-theory-of-love-music-emotion/?mc_cid=76717efc40&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.themarginalian.org/2021/12/04/general-theory-of-love-music-emotion/?mc_cid=76717efc40&mc_eid=d1c16ac662

