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PSyChOLOGy

“The Other side of sadness is a game changer. Bonanno carefully assembles scientific evidence to 

show that most of what we thought we knew is just plain wrong. If you want to know the truth 

about the human experience of loss, there’s only one book on the shelf.” 

                            —DanIeL GILBerT,

                           Professor of Psychology, harvard University, and author of stumbling on Happiness

The conventional view of grieving, encapsulated by the famous five stages, is defined 

by a mourning process that we can only hope to accept and endure. In The Other side 

of sadness, psychologist and emotions expert George Bonanno argues otherwise: all 

of us share a surprising ability to be resilient, and to expect or require grief-stricken behavior 

from the bereaved simply does them harm. In fact, sorrow can actually deepen interpersonal 

connections and even lead to a new sense of meaning in life.

For survivors, The Other side of sadness is a must-read and a refreshingly positive perspective 

on death and dying. It will be fascinating for anyone interested in our innate ability to thrive in 

the face of adversity. 

“This is a valuable book for Bonanno’s application of the scientific method to a field that 

badly needs it.”                         —NEW sCIENTIsT
 

“a deep and intelligent book. . . . It’s heartening to discover that grieving is not ‘work,’ we don’t 

have to be successful at it, and we’re stronger than we know.”      —DOUBLe X, on Slate.com

“Brilliant and moving.”                        —DaCher  KeLTner, Professor of Psychology,

                   University of California,  Berkeley,  and author of Born To Be Good

 

GeOrGe a. BOnannO is Professor of Clinical Psychology and Chair of the Department of 

Counseling and Clinical Psychology at Columbia University’s Teachers College. he lives in new 

york City with his wife and two children.

www.TheOtherSideOfSadness.com



PRAISE FOR THE OTHER SIDE OF SADNESS

“An intriguing and reassuring exploration . . . a useful correction to a
lot of well-intentioned misinterpretation.” —NYTimes.com

“Illuminating . . . while the popular and the professional literature on
death and dying continue to surge, Bonanno’s work manages to offer a
clearly professed alternative way to understand grief that will be a
 refreshing new resource for professionals, as well as for the grieving.” 

—Library Journal

“Bonanno’s thoughtful study of how different people grieve differently
features tales of loss that resonate and give us hope.”

—AARP Magazine

“Bonanno acknowledges that grief is sometimes extreme and requires
treatment, much like post-traumatic stress disorder. But with this
work, science and common sense come together in a thoughtful, kind-
hearted way; stories of loss go far beyond striking a familiar chord—
they give us hope.” —Publishers Weekly

“Bonanno’s new book offers to the reader a new insight with a lucid
and pleasant . . . and very lively style.” —Metapsychology Online

“The Other Side of Sadness is brilliant and moving. Bonanno turns our
thinking about loss on its head. He reveals the subtle and myriad ways
we are resilient, how we find new layers of meaning, why we laugh, and
gain insight when loved ones pass. This inspiring book will fill you with
wisdom about the other side of loss, and make life immeasurably richer.” 

—Dacher Keltner, Professor of Psychology, University of 
California, Berkeley, and author of Born To Be Good

“Bonanno, the most productive and influential bereavement researcher
in America today, has changed the scientific landscape in the field of
grief and bereavement.” 

—Camille Wortman, Professor of Psychology, 
Stony Brook University
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“The Other Side of Sadness paints a refreshingly new and scientifically-
grounded portrait of the grieving process, one infused with positivity,
laughter, and enduring bonds. Anyone interested in the emotional
nuances of the human condition will value this warm, engaging, and
accessible book.” 

—Barbara L. Fredrickson, Ph.D., Kenan Distinguished Professor,
University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, and author of Positivity

“George Bonanno’s groundbreaking research on grief illuminates
mankind’s profound capacity for resilience, and shows us how to find
meaning in life after death.” 

—Jim Whitaker, Founder and Director, Project Rebirth

“Drawing on empirical research and the words of bereaved individuals,
Bonanno presents an optimistic view of human resilience in the face of
loss. The Other Side of Sadness is a welcome antidote to assumptions that
have dominated the bereavement literature over many decades.” 

—Susan Folkman, Ph.D., Professor of Medicine Emeritus, 
University of California, San Francisco

“Bonanno has revolutionized our thinking about how people respond
to loss and trauma. The Other Side of Sadness has tremendous implica-
tions for interventions and for how people see themselves.” 

—Susan Nolen-Hoeksema, Professor of Psychology, 
Yale University

“The Other Side of Sadness melds rigorous research and compelling
case examples to inform, enlighten, and inspire. I highly recommend
this book.”

—Christopher Peterson, Professor of Psychology, 
University of Michigan

“The Other Side of Sadness is an excellent, emotionally moving account
of how people overcome the pangs of grief.” 

—Richard J. McNally, Professor of Psychology, 
Harvard University, and author of Remembering Trauma
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Author’s Note

With the exception of Sondra Singer Beaulieu, the names and personal
details of the people described in this book have been changed to pro-
tect confidentiality.



C H A P T E R  1

The Worst Thing 
That Could Ever Happen

Heather Lindquist was in the kitchen cleaning up after lunch when
she heard a dull thud. It sounded as if it came from the hallway,

and it was just a little too loud to ignore. “Boys!” she yelled. “What are
you up to?” There was no answer. She found her two boys playing qui-
etly on the couch in the living room. They giggled. “You jokers,” she
said with a smile. “What was that sound?” They shrugged. “Where is
your father?” Without waiting for an answer, she ran toward the hall-
way. She cried out in fear when she found her husband, John, writhing
on the floor. John had severe asthma. He was taking a new medication,
and it had seemed to be working, but suddenly he had collapsed in the
worst attack he’d ever had. Heather tried everything she could think of
to save her husband’s life. Then she called an ambulance. The rest was a
blur. John died of cardiac arrest on the way to the hospital.

Heather was thirty-four years old. Her boys were five and seven. At
that moment, John’s death felt like the worst thing that could ever have
happened to her.

Most of us are so fearful of harm coming to those we love that we
find it difficult even to think about. With time, though, we have no
choice. Surveys on stressful life events put the death of a loved one right
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at the top of the list.1 We imagine grief to be a relentless shadow that
can lock onto us and follow us everywhere. Grief, as we imagine it,
turns light into dark and steals the joy out of everything it touches. It is
overwhelming and unremitting.

Grief is undeniably difficult. But is it really always overwhelming?
Heather Lindquist had lived her entire life in the same quiet subur-

ban community in northern New Jersey. She and John had been high
school sweethearts. They married and purchased a small ranch-style
house. They had children. They got a dog. The schools were good and
the community was stable. Heather thought that the television was on
more than it should be, but other than that, everything seemed in  order.

Then John died and she had to rethink it all.
Now she was a single parent. She had to find new ways to earn

money and also find extra time to be with her boys. And somehow she
had to contain everyone’s anguish. She found strength she didn’t know
she had. It was lonely and painful at times. But Heather found mean-
ing and vigor and even joy in the idea that she was going to make it.

“I expected to collapse. I really did. That’s what I wanted to do. That
would have been the easiest thing to do,” Heather explained. “But . . . I
couldn’t. Each day I got up and did what I had to. The days passed and
somehow it was OK. The boys were great. They were upset in the be-
ginning, of course. We all were. They hung in there. And we stayed to-
gether. I love those boys so much. John would have been proud of them.”

* * *

Heather’s story illustrates a curious irony in the way we think about
grief and mourning. We can’t help but know that the pain of loss is in-
evitable. Death and taxes, as the saying goes. Eventually, grief confronts
everyone, and probably more than once in a lifetime. Yet, despite its
ubiquity, most people know next to nothing about what to expect. Even
people who have already suffered a major loss often do not know
whether the grief they experienced was normal or whether they will ex-
perience anything remotely similar if they have to go through it again.

The Other Side of Sadness2
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The questions we might ask are endless: What does it really mean
to lose someone? Does grief feel the same each time? Is it the same for
everyone? Is it always dominated by pain and anguish? How long does
it last? How long should it last? What if someone doesn’t appear to
grieve enough? What if someone talks about having an ongoing con-
nection to the person who died? Is that normal? These are big and im-
portant questions. If we understand the different ways people react to
loss, we understand something about what it means to be human,
something about the way we experience life and death, love and mean-
ing, sadness and joy.

There is no shortage of books on grief and bereavement. Most take a
surprisingly narrow perspective, avoiding the bigger questions. One
reason is that many of the books on grief are written by medical practi-
tioners or therapists. This is not surprising, but it does create a bit of a
problem when we try to understand grief in broader terms. Grief ther-
apists are apt to see only those bereaved people whose lives have already
been consumed by suffering, people for whom professional help is the
only chance of survival. These human dramas may be compelling, but
they do not tell us much about what grief is like for most people.

Self-help books tend toward the same end of the spectrum. They
portray grief as a paralyzing sadness, an anguish that removes us from
the normal path of life and makes it difficult to function as we once
did. The bereaved, in these books, can hope only to gradually wrench
themselves from half-conscious despair. Self-help books embody this
dramatic representation in titles like Returning to Life or Awakening
from Grief.2

Overwhelming grief experiences are not trivial, to be sure, especially
for the people who suffer them. But they are not the experiences most
people have when they lose a loved one. While researching bereave-
ment, my colleagues and I have interviewed hundreds of people. As
part of our research, we ask people to explain their personal story, how
they have experienced loss and what their grief was like. Many who
volunteer for our studies make the point that they tried to read up on
bereavement. They quickly add, however, that they couldn’t seem to

The Worst Thing That Could Ever Happen



find anything in their reading that matched their own experience.
They often tell us, in fact, that they wanted to participate in our re-
search just to have the chance to show the so-called experts what grief
looks like on the inside.

* * *

Not long after obtaining my PhD in clinical psychology in 1991, I re-
ceived a curious job offer: a chance to direct a research study on griev-
ing at the University of California in San Francisco. I say it was curious
because at the time I knew almost nothing about bereavement, either
professionally or personally. I had experienced only one major loss: My
father had died a few years earlier, and I had explored our relationship
as part of my training to become a therapist. But since then, I hadn’t
given much thought to my own grief reactions. I confess that I found
the idea of studying bereavement a bit unsettling. I wondered if it
might be too depressing a topic to study. I wondered if I might become
depressed.

Delving into books and papers on grief, however, quickly piqued
my interest. Although bereavement is part of the fabric of life, some-
thing almost everyone must deal with, it had received surprisingly little
systematic study or attention.

At the time I got interested, though, that lack of attention was just
beginning to change.

The Vietnam War had generated a great deal of interest in the idea
of psychological trauma. Initially, most of the research had been lim-
ited to war trauma. Then, gradually, the scope widened to other types
of adversity, like natural disasters, rape or physical assault, and, eventu-
ally, bereavement.

Surprisingly, those early bereavement studies provided only modest
support for the traditional picture of mourning. Some of the research
even seemed to suggest that the accepted ideas about bereavement were
actually wrong. Even more intriguing, two prominent scholars, Camille
Wortman and Roxanne Silver, published a paper in 1989 with the bold
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title “The Myths of Coping with Loss.”3 They argued that many of the
core assumptions about bereavement were, in fact, wrong. The more I
looked into the subject, the more I tended to agree. The “state-of-the-art
knowledge” about bereavement, it seemed, was woefully outdated.
How interesting, and how inviting, for a new researcher! In spite of my
reluctance because it seemed a capricious thing to do, I decided to take
the job offer. I moved to San Francisco.

I assumed I would study bereavement for only a few years at most,
moving on eventually to bigger and better things. To my surprise al-
most two decades later, bereavement is still the focus of my career. The
reason is simple: So little was known about bereavement that every new
study and every new question seemed to unearth something. Often the
discoveries that my colleagues and I made were unexpected, simply be-
cause we had asked questions about bereavement that had not been
asked before.

Our approach was straightforward. The originality, if there was any,
was that we simply applied standard methods from other areas of psy-
chology to the topic of bereavement. Grief experts had assumed, for ex-
ample, that it was essential to express one’s pain after a loss. Yet they had
never actually tested this idea. Mainstream psychology offered us myr-
iad possible tests. We used experimental paradigms, for example, in
which we asked recently bereaved people to tell us about their loss and
about other important events in their life, and then we compared the
two. As our subjects talked, we recorded their facial expressions and
their autonomic nervous system activity as a way of measuring their
emotional responses. We also transcribed what our subjects said so that
we could measure how often they talked about the loss and how much
they described their emotional reactions when they did so. None of
these techniques was innovative in itself, but none of them had ever been
used before to study the grieving process.

The fact that I knew so little about bereavement turned out to be a
big advantage. Although my naïveté could have been a problem, and
sometimes it was, for the most part it gave me a fresh perspective. I had
few preconceived notions about what we should expect to find, and for
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that reason I tended to ask simple questions that had not yet been
 addressed.

I wondered, for example, what the typical course of grief looked like.
Until recently, most theories about grief and bereavement viewed

grief as a kind of progressive work that takes a long time to complete.
Bereavement experts have, in fact, used the phrase “grief work” to de-
scribe the extensive process that they assume all bereaved people must
go through before they can successfully resolve a loss. They have
fleshed out this idea in elaborate detail. Books and journals on bereave-
ment often include charts and lists showing the various tasks and stages
that comprise the normal mourning process. “Successful” grieving, it is
often argued, depends on these tasks and stages, and failure to com-
plete them will lead to more pain.

Inherent in the lists and charts is also the assumption that grief is
more or less the same for everybody and that there is something wrong
when people overcome their grief quickly or when they appear to have
skipped some of the “stages” of mourning. Armed with these ideas, it
is easy to become suspicious when a bereaved person seems too happy
or at ease. “Is this some sort of denial?” we might wonder. Or worse,
maybe the person never really cared about the loved one in the first
place? Or maybe, without help to get in touch with the grief, she or he
will suffer some sort of delayed reaction years from now.

Remarkably, though, after many years of studying bereavement,
I’ve found no evidence to support any of these ideas. A good deal of
what my colleagues and I have found, in fact, suggests a completely dif-
ferent picture of grieving.

One of the most consistent findings is that bereavement is not a one-
dimensional experience. It’s not the same for everyone and there do not
appear to be specific stages that everyone must go through. Rather, be-
reaved people show different patterns or trajectories of grief reactions
across time. I’ve depicted the three most common patterns in Figure 1.
Some bereaved people suffer from chronic grief reactions. The pain of
loss simply overwhelms them, and they find it all but impossible to re-
turn to their normal daily routine. Unfortunately, for some, this kind
of struggle can endure for years. Others experience a more gradual
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 recovery. They suffer acutely but then slowly pick up the pieces and be-
gin putting their lives back together.

The good news is that for most of us, grief is not overwhelming or
unending. As frightening as the pain of loss can be, most of us are re-
silient. Some of us cope so effectively, in fact, we hardly seem to miss
a beat in our day-to-day lives. We may be shocked, even wounded, by a
loss, but we still manage to regain our equilibrium and move on. That
there is anguish and sadness during bereavement cannot be denied. But
there is much more. Above all, it is a human experience. It is something
we are wired for, and it is certainly not meant to overwhelm us. Rather,
our reactions to grief seem designed to help us accept and accommodate

The Worst Thing That Could Ever Happen
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FIGURE 1.—The three most common patterns of grief reactions. Adapted from
G. A. Bonanno, “Loss, Trauma, and Human Resilience: Have We Underestimated
the Human Capacity to Thrive After Extremely Adverse Events?” American Psy-
chologist 59: 20–28.



losses relatively quickly so that we can continue to live productive lives.
Resilience doesn’t mean, of course, that everyone fully resolves a loss, or
finds a state of “closure.” Even the most resilient seem to hold onto at
least a bit of wistful sadness. But we are able to keep on living our lives
and loving those still present around us.

Another thing my research has shown is that bereavement is not all
Sturm und Drang. Sadness is, of course, a big part of grief. I’ll explore
sadness in some detail in Chapter 3. For example, I’ll explain why we
may experience it so profoundly during bereavement and what purpose
it may serve in helping us deal with loss. I will also show that bereaved
people are able to have genuinely pleasurable experiences, to laugh or
indulge in moments of joy, even in the earliest days and weeks after
loss. Most of the early literature about bereavement tended to gloss over
these kinds of positive experience, which were often dismissed as ex-
amples of avoidance or denial. My research has suggested the opposite.
Not only are positive experiences common, but they also tend to have
an affirmative impact on other people and may actually help the be-
reaved recover more quickly after the loss.

I will focus most of this book on the natural resilience of bereaved
people, but I don’t want to minimize the great suffering some people
experience after a loss. Actually, by taking a perspective that includes
both severe pain and healthy resilience, we see these extreme reactions
in even starker contrast, and we are better able to examine why some
people suffer more than others and what, if anything, can be done
about it.

When we put the full range of grief reactions on the table, we also
see that there is usually more to grief than simply getting over it and
moving on. Bereavement is a powerful experience, even for the most re-
silient among us, and it sometimes dramatically shifts our perspective
on life. Under normal circumstances, most of us cruise through our
busy days without the slightest thought of life and death and those
other annoying existential questions, like where we came from and
where we stand in the grand scheme of the universe. The death of a
loved one tends to peel back the curtain on those existential questions,
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at least temporarily, and begs us to take a larger view of the world and
our place in it.

Bereaved people often find themselves wondering where their de-
ceased loved ones have gone. Have they simply vanished, or is it possible
that they still exist elsewhere in a different form? Many bereaved people
actually experience a strong, perceptible connection with deceased loved
ones, something like an enduring bond, as if the person were still alive
and communicating from an alternative reality. Such experiences can be
comforting, even wondrous, but Western cultural norms about scientific
objectivity may also make them deeply unsettling.

We don’t see this kind of confusion in parts of the world where an
ongoing relationship with a deceased loved one is commonplace, if not
part of the very fabric of the culture itself. In some parts of Africa and
in Mexico, for example, bereaved people participate in centuries-old rit-
uals through which dead loved ones are allowed to return and walk
among the living. In Chinese and other Asian cultures, ceremonies
based on ritual communication with dead ancestors have endured for
millennia and persist even to this day despite the wear of political up-
heaval and economic and cultural globalization.

What happens if we try to mix some of these cultural elements?
Add a bit of the old in with the new? In Chapters 10 and 11, I ask the
reader to accompany me in a bit of globe-trotting to explore these kinds
of questions.

Before we do that, though, we need to start at the beginning. We
need first to take a closer look at what happens in Western culture when
someone important to us dies.

The Worst Thing That Could Ever Happen





C H A P T E R  2

A Bit of History

The death of a child is an unthinkable loss, an inversion of the nat-
ural order. Children are supposed to outlive their parents, not the

other way around. Karen Everly had no reason to suspect that it would
be any different for her. She and her husband had been good parents,
and their children seemed to have turned out well. Their teenage son,
Bradley, was studying art. He was confident and talented and would
soon enter college. Their daughter, Claire, had finished college several
years earlier and was well on her way to a successful career in finance.
And then, in a flash, Claire was gone.

The day Claire died turned out to be a nightmare, not just for Karen
Everly, but for thousands of people. The day was September 11, 2001.
Karen Everly was on her way to work in Manhattan when she heard the
news. Claire worked on one of the upper floors in the South Tower of
the World Trade Center, the tower hit by the first plane. It was excruci-
atingly obvious, right from the beginning, that there was little chance
she had survived.

The violent nature of Claire’s death stunned Karen. She felt her heart
sink. She heard the life rush out of her, and then, only silence. The empti-
ness of what had happened left her dazed and uncertain, unsure about
what was real and what wasn’t. She told me that one day, in the weeks
 after 9/11, she was alone on the terrace of a friend’s eighteenth-floor
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apartment. As she looked out over the city, she felt something like the
presence of God all around her. She was struck at that moment by a
plainly obvious idea; all she had to do was leap from that terrace, allowing
herself to free-fall to the ground below, and God would allow her daugh-
ter to come back. God was telling her this, she was certain. She could re-
pair the tear in the universe, just like that, by taking her daughter’s place.
She felt her heart race and her face flush. Then she backed away from the
edge of the balcony.

Karen Everly didn’t listen to that voice. In fact, she did almost noth-
ing irrational. Quite the opposite; she was the picture of responsibility.

When I first met Karen, I was impressed by her poise. This is obvi-
ously a person who gets things done, I thought. She was well dressed
and confident, and even though she was beset by grief, there was some-
thing clear and to-the-point about the way she talked. Karen was also
personable. And she held a managerial position in a large company.
She was a hands-on kind of boss, taking pride in having good relations
with the people who worked under her. None of that changed after
September 11. Despite the anguish of losing her daughter in a violent
terrorist attack, Karen was back on the job in less than a week. “This is
what I do,” she told me. “People at work needed me.”

After Claire’s death, Karen kept herself busy. She found it comfort-
ing to handle the details of the funeral services. She arranged a private
memorial for family and friends and also organized a public event in
Claire’s name so that her life would be honored and remembered
within the community she had grown up in. There was a steady stream
of family and friends in the Everly household. Karen welcomed them.
She welcomed the role of hostess, too. It helped her push aside the pain
and reaffirmed her sense of belonging and purpose.

Above all Karen was determined not to let grief stop her from carry-
ing on with her own sense of purpose in life. “Well, I don’t see great
changes in our lives—in my life. I think my life will be as near as possi-
ble to what it would have been. Claire loved dogs. It was something we
shared, and we were planning to open a small breeding kennel. I am
still going to do that. I have had feelings that maybe I shouldn’t because
I don’t have Claire to share it with. ’Cause she—you see, she was so
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good with animals, all animals, especially dogs. But I’m sure that, you
know, if I had died first, before her, she wouldn’t have hesitated to go
on with the kennel. And she would have told her family how much her
mother loved dogs. So, I’m sure we will—I’ll still do that.”

She described other things in her life that were continuous, still part
of her sense of purpose. She had lost her only daughter, but she still had a
husband and a son, and her son was just beginning college. She talked
about making sure she could continue to take care of her family, and she
spoke about her future with joy. “Our lives are tremendously changed—
of course they are. And they will never be the same. But in a way, I think
I’m probably going to be a better person than I would have been had I not
lost our daughter. And I guess that’s because you become more aware of
how you deal with others, and how you think about others.”

Is there any reason we should doubt Karen’s words? Maybe this was
all just some kind of denial: a rosy veneer to mask her deeply hidden
pain. Karen returned to work remarkably soon after Claire’s death, but
was she truly there to work? Perhaps what she really wanted was to
hide from her anguish. What about her sense of purpose, the flurry of
activity? Did they mean a genuine embrace of life, or perhaps a desper-
ate attempt to avoid dealing with the inevitable emptiness caused by
Claire’s death?

Entertaining these kinds of suspicions when there has been a tragic
death is not unreasonable. It is difficult to imagine the depth of pain
someone has to endure after such a loss, let alone the possibility that
they might actually push it aside and move on with life in short order.

But if Karen was in denial, it wasn’t a very effective denial. When
I first interviewed her, a little over three months after Claire’s death, the
sting of her loss was still obvious. She cried deeply and openly. Yet she
was still able to talk at length about Claire and about her death, and
she never seemed to shy away from my questions, no matter how diffi-
cult or penetrating they were. Even more important, when I adminis-
tered a detailed clinical assessment, all the evidence pointed to only one
conclusion: Karen was undeniably healthy and well adjusted.

Freud was once asked what he thought a normal, healthy person
should be able to do well. His famous and often-quoted reply was

A Bit of History



“Lieben und arbeiten” (To love and to work).1 Karen could do both.
Even in the early months of bereavement she was able to concentrate, to
do her job; she could control her emotional reactions, she slept and ate
normally; and she still enjoyed mutually satisfying relationships with
friends and neighbors, with her coworkers, and especially with her
husband and son. Of course, she still thought about Claire and still con-
tinued to experience sadness from time to time, but it was always mea-
sured. She let those feelings bubble up for the most part only when she
could afford to, at the end of the day when talking with her husband or
when she was alone and had time for quiet reflection. But when she
needed to get things done, Karen was almost always able to put Claire’s
death out of her mind. In other words, although she had been deeply
pained by her daughter’s untimely death, she had coped extremely
well. There were occasional disruptions and emotional upheavals, es-
pecially in the first few weeks after Claire’s death, but Karen kept liv-
ing her life pretty much as she always had, and she was moving beyond
the tragedy of her loss.

End of story? Well, not exactly. No matter how well adjusted the
bereaved might seem to be, no matter how quickly they might restart
their normal routine, we still want to doubt them. Bereavement experts
have turned this kind of misgiving into a fine art. It is almost as if we
have inverted the “burden of proof.” Criminals are innocent until
proved guilty, but bereaved people are suffering until proved healthy.

Why so much suspicion? Where did it all come from?

The Curious Notion of Grief Work

In 1917, Sigmund Freud published a paper comparing grief and de-
pression.2 He was interested in the obvious parallels between these two
afflictions. Both depression and bereavement, he observed, involve a
longing for something that is lost.3 Yet they differ in important ways.
Although both grief and depression involve suffering, we usually don’t
consider bereavement a pathological condition. Therefore, Freud sur-
mised, suffering must be a normal part of the grieving process, part of
“the work of mourning.” That deceptively simple phrase, “the work of
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mourning,” was destined to have an enormous impact on how future
generations viewed the grieving process.

In Freud’s view, grief work involved reclaiming the psychological
energy that we’d invested in the deceased loved one, or, as he somewhat
unpoetically put it, the “non-existent object.”4 He thought that when
we form a psychological bond with another person, we do so with a
kind of primitive emotional glue, what he referred to as the “libido.”
This is the same motivational force that drives our reactions to every-
thing else we care about, including, of course, sex. But the libido is
more than sex, and it comes in a limited supply. Each of us has only so
much psychological energy to invest, and we have to use it economi-
cally; what we invest in one person isn’t available for anything else. In
Freud’s mechanics, the death of a loved one causes suffering because
not only does the mind function poorly when it’s running on less psy-
chic fuel, but we also find ourselves in a state of constant longing for
someone who is no longer there. This state continues, Freud believed,
until we do the necessary grief work and reclaim the energy that was
bound up with that person.

Freud could have called it “the routine of mourning” or “the task of
mourning,” or even “the resignation of mourning,” but he chose the
metaphor of work because he believed that once we bond with some-
thing—a person or an idea—by investing our psychological energy, it
really does act like glue. We find it difficult to let go. When a loved one
dies, Freud observed, bereaved people cling to the memory of that per-
son so intensely that “a turning away from reality ensues.”5 This reac-
tion has an almost hallucinatory quality, as if the bereaved cannot and
will not accept that the person is gone, as if the person can be willed
back into existence. Joan Didion described this desire in her best- selling
memoir The Year of Magical Thinking: “I was thinking as small children
think, as if my thoughts or wishes had the power to reverse the narra-
tive, change the outcome.”6

The only way, in Freud’s view, to be free of the desire to have the
deceased back, to reclaim that psychological energy, is to engage in an
effortful review of “each single one of the memories and hopes which
bound the libido to the object.”7 Freud believed it necessary to review
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all memories of, all hopes in, all thoughts of, and all longings for the
lost loved one, “bit by bit.” He understood that this process was time-
consuming and “extraordinarily painful,” but he felt it was the only
way to break the bond with the deceased, detach the libido, and move
forward.

If Freud was correct, any suspicions we might have about Karen
Everly’s mental health would be valid. Her seemingly picture-perfect
health would have to be only a facade. She could not possibly have com-
pleted the “work of mourning” in such a short time and could be ex-
hibiting only a kind of hidden grief. Sooner or later, she will have to
complete the grieving processing and move on to a genuine resolution.
She might not do so for a long period of time—one or two years,
maybe longer—but eventually she will have to face it.

Although the language is archaic, the grief work idea does have a
certain commonsense appeal. Bereaved people often painfully long for
lost loved ones. Quasi-hallucinatory experiences are also not uncom-
mon, like catching a glimpse of someone and, for a moment, thinking
she is one’s deceased wife, or hearing footsteps in a hallway and tem-
porarily forgetting that a recently deceased husband is not actually
coming home. There is some truth also to the idea that we have only so
much energy to invest in intimate relationships. We can’t go around
forming close personal ties to every person we meet. That would be ex-
hausting. So we limit our emotional investments, usually to family and
chosen friends and lovers.8

But there is a surprising incongruity to Freud’s ideas about mourn-
ing. For all the controversy his theories generated, Freud was quite a
careful theorist, except when it came to bereavement. Freud’s writings
about grief work are uncharacteristically unformed, almost casual.
And he was the first to admit it. When he introduced the grief work
concept, Freud added several disclaimers about the speculative nature
of his ideas.9 Indeed, Freud never specified how his emotional glue was
supposed to work, or why it had to be unglued during bereavement.
The idea of the “work of mourning” is vague and idealistic. It would
be nice to be able to regain the psychological energy we have invested in
someone simply by going through all the memories and thoughts asso-
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ciated with that person, as if people were like drawers of old papers:
Clean them out, file them away, and be done with it. The only problem
is that our mental life is almost limitless; there would be a lot of clean-
ing out to do.

We’ve come a long way in our understanding of memory and emo-
tional bonding since Freud’s day. From where we stand now, it seems
that the kind of process Freud attributed to normal mourning would
probably achieve the opposite aim; it would actually tend to strengthen
the emotional bond with a deceased loved one. Memories of people and
places are not objects in our heads. They are clusters of snakelike
 neurons, arranged in branching pathways throughout the brain. The
strength of a memory has to do with the connections of the neurons,
their links to other ideas and other memories. The more elaborated the
memory, the easier it is to find its neural address.

Although we can’t undo or erase a memory, we can weaken it.10

The way to do that, however, would be not to think about it, literally, to
forget about it until it no longer circulates in our consciousness. When
we don’t think about something for a long time, traces of its neural
pathway will still exist, but other memories and associations tend to ob-
scure it, and to interfere with its retrieval. Its address becomes harder
to find. The problem in applying this kind of process to bereavement,
though, is that not thinking about something important or emotionally
evocative, like a recently deceased loved one, is very hard to do. In actu-
ality, the gradual obscuring of memories takes years, and for the kind
of powerful, branched memories we have of our loved ones, even a life-
time is probably not enough to do the trick. We can’t speed up the pro-
cess either. When we intentionally try not to think about something,
we usually end up making the memory easier to find, so that it becomes
more likely to pop into our minds.11

And what if we think hard about something, or think about it re-
peatedly, as prescribed in the “work” of mourning? This, too, would
make our memories of a deceased loved one more accessible, more likely
to dominate our consciousness. The more something is on our minds,
the more we tend to strengthen its neural pathway. And when we think
about different ideas together, we strengthen their connections to each
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other, the paths of association between them. The most likely outcome,
then, of going through “each single one of the memories and hopes” tied
up with a deceased loved one is that it will actually make those connec-
tions stronger.

Freud never expanded his preliminary statements about grief work.
In fact, he never again considered bereavement in any detail. But de-
spite his brief treatment, the grief work idea caught on. Only it wasn’t
Freud who made that happen. It was his followers.12

The Even More Curious Notion of Absent Grief

About twenty years after Freud first mused about the work of mourn-
ing, one of his psychoanalytic descendants, Helene Deutsch, published
a paper bearing the odd title “The Absence of Grief.”13 Deutsch de-
scribed her observations of four patients in therapy. Each suffered from
seemingly mysterious symptoms that had no obvious cause or an-
tecedent. For example, one patient was troubled by “compulsive weep-
ing which occurred from time to time without adequate provocation,”
while another had come to therapy “without apparent neurotic diffi-
culties” but was unable to experience emotion or to show even the
slightest interest in any aspect of his life. From her analysis of the pa-
tients, Deutsch concluded that the symptoms could be explained only
as “absent grief.” Although she had no concrete evidence for the link,
Deutsch believed that her patients had never finished the work of
mourning and that the problems that had brought them into therapy
must have been delayed expressions of unresolved grief reactions.

This general idea stems from a common element of the classic psy-
choanalytic approach. The unconscious mind is seen as primitive but,
paradoxically, also autonomous and intelligent, like a clever but child-
ish beast within us. If we deny the unconscious, it will get the best of us.
It will find a way to express its needs, even if it has to be in cloaked
form. When this view of the unconscious is combined with the idea
that mourning is work, then grief becomes a kind of inner psychologi-
cal need with a will of its own and the power to make itself heard.
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At first blush, it seems unlikely that Deutsch’s account would have
much of a lasting impact. Four patients is a small number to base such
a provocative theory on. Perhaps Deutsch was only fishing. Perhaps she
was hard-pressed for an explanation of what might otherwise be
viewed as failed therapy cases. The loss of loved ones is a fact of life. It
would not be uncommon to find bereavement lurking somewhere in
almost any patient’s past. Linking these earlier losses to a patient’s cur-
rent unexplained symptoms offered a convenient way to explain the
case and provided a rationale for the analytic treatment. But this link
was also highly subjective and couldn’t be verified. This small detail
didn’t seem to matter. In fact, Deutsch’s paper became something of a
classic. By the time of its publication, the mental health world generally
regarded psychoanalysis as the preferred method for penetrating the
deeper recesses of the human mind. And no research was yet available
to refute Deutsch’s claims.

Nonetheless, the idea of absent grief might still have vanished into
the scholarly waste bin if it wasn’t for another paper that appeared just
a few years later. In 1944, American psychiatrist Eric Lindemann pub-
lished what is generally considered the first study on bereavement and
a landmark exploration of the topic.14 Not only did Lindemann work
with a much broader group of bereaved people, but many were sur-
vivors of the infamous Coconut Grove nightclub fire that had taken
place in Boston in 1942. On the night of the fire, the club had been
packed with boisterous celebrants from a Harvard–Yale football game,
and nearly five hundred people lost their lives. It was a horrendous
event, and it gave Lindemann’s work a bit of notoriety.

Lindemann was firmly anchored to the conceptual limitations of his
era. He viewed grief primarily as a medical problem, and he champi-
oned the concept of absent grief that Deutsch had first introduced. But
Lindemann took the idea a step further. Not only did he believe that
psychological problems could be traced back to an earlier, unresolved
grief reaction, but he also argued that even outwardly healthy responses
to loss were suspect. Lindemann believed that no matter how healthy
bereaved people might appear, or how much they might seem to have
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moved on, or even how long ago the loss occurred, a hidden, unresolved
grief might still be lurking somewhere in their unconscious.

So what was the evidence for this bold speculation? Surprisingly,
there was none. What Lindemann did was gather a group of bereaved
people together, interview them, and then summarize his “psychologi-
cal observations.” There was nothing particularly objective about his
approach, and there was no way to substantiate his conclusions.

This is not how we do investigative research these days. The reason
we rely so heavily on research evidence in developing psychological
theories is that it provides a relatively objective picture, a glimpse of the
“psychological truth” of whatever it is we are observing. Researchers to-
day go to great lengths to demonstrate that the measurements they use
and the observations they make are reliable, that is, that they will be the
same each time, no matter who uses those measurements. It is also cru-
cial that the methods used in a research study be described in great de-
tail, so that other researchers can evaluate the quality of the study and
replicate the findings to ensure they are valid. Lindemann followed
none of these rules, and consequently we have no way of knowing
whether his observations were accurate.

It was another fifty years before researchers got around to examin-
ing the issue of delayed grief. By this time, however, the standards of
evidence had changed, and the newer studies that looked into the ques-
tion of delayed grief, using reliable and valid measurements, found ab-
solutely no support for its existence.15 People who were well adjusted
after a loss were almost always healthy years later. Delayed grief simply
did not occur.

Stages of Mourning

Despite the evidence, or I should say lack of evidence, the idea that not
grieving enough will lead to delayed grief has somehow become a cul-
tural given. Not only do most professionals still endorse the idea, but
almost everyone else believes it as well. And although modern theories
of bereavement are more detailed and broader in scope than the origi-
nal writings of Freud, Deutsch, and Lindemann, they have nonetheless
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 retained the idea that grief is work—work that is time-consuming and
must be done before full recovery can take place. Modern conceptions
of bereavement have simply filled in the spaces of Freud’s grief work
idea. The work of mourning is now commonly viewed as requiring a
series of tasks or stages.

Perhaps the most well-known stage model of mourning is that of
Elisabeth Kübler-Ross.16 She believed that bereaved people pass through
five distinct stages of mourning: denial, anger, bargaining,  depression,
and finally acceptance. Kübler-Ross assumed that each stage was an es-
sential component of the mourning process and that most bereaved
people work through the struggles inherent in each stage before moving
on to the next one.

Kübler-Ross’s model was actually inspired by an earlier theory of
British psychiatrist John Bowlby.17 The peculiar thing about both Kübler-
Ross’s and Bowlby’s stage theories is that neither was derived primarily
from work with bereaved people. Kübler-Ross devoted her career to help-
ing terminal patients confront their own death. Her idea about stages of
grief was developed largely from observations of her dying patients. But
grieving over the death of a loved one is not the same as facing your own
death. There are some commonalities between dying and grieving to be
sure, and we’ll get into that a bit later. For the most part, though, it seems
that facing one’s own death is not the best experience upon which to
model how people cope with the loss of a loved one.

Bowlby’s beliefs evolved out of his own detailed observations of the
attachment patterns of children and their caregivers. In the first half of
the twentieth century, when Bowlby was developing these ideas, it was
not uncommon for women in Western industrialized countries to be
hospitalized for a week or longer following childbirth. Since most
women had more than one child, a mother had to be separated from
her other children while giving birth to a new baby. Bowlby observed
that infant reactions to separation seemed to progress through a series
of stages, beginning with a protest reaction, followed by anger, then
sadness, despair, withdrawal, and disorganization. He then modified
these observations to fit what he presumed were similar reactions in be-
reaved adults. But again, the way infants react to separation from their
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mothers is not necessarily the same as the reaction of an adult trying to
come to terms with the death of a loved one.

There is something else rather curious about the “stages” idea: Like
much of the conventional wisdom on bereavement, there is not much in
the way of empirical evidence to support it. Admittedly, the stages con-
cept has its appealing features. It serves as a neat and tidy way to think
about grieving. It provides a comforting outline of what people might
expect while they are going through difficult times. But one could ar-
gue that if the stages aren’t accurate, then such an idea may be danger-
ous. Perhaps it does more harm than good.

The major problem with these ideas is that they tend to create rigid
parameters for “proper” behavior that do not match what most people
go through. As a result, they foster doubt and suspicion about success-
ful coping, and when we cast suspicion on a bereaved person just be-
cause we think she coped with death too well or got on with her life too
quickly, we only make her loss more difficult to bear. I’ve heard innu-
merable stories of well-meaning family and friends who’ve pressured
otherwise healthy people to seek professional help so that they’ll “get in
touch” with their hidden grief. The fact is that most of the time, there
is no hidden grief. There may be lingering questions about the rela-
tionship, or changes wrought by the death may have to be dealt with,
but usually when grief has come and gone, that’s it. Even if the anguish
was short-lived, most of the time all that means is that the person has
managed her or his grief effectively and is moving on with life.

“Maybe You Should See a Grief Counselor”

Julia Martinez’s story shows the kind of unwarranted suspicion that of-
ten occurs when a bereaved person doesn’t conform to common expec-
tations about working through grief. Julia was home from college for
the winter break. Her mother was in the kitchen preparing dinner. Ju-
lia heard the phone ring, then her mother’s cry of anguish. Her father
had been hit by a car while bicycling home from work. He was in criti-
cal condition in the hospital’s intensive care unit. Julia and her mother
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arrived just in time to witness the hospital staff struggling, but ulti-
mately failing, to revive him. They were stunned.

“I don’t remember much after that,” Julia told me, “other than cry-
ing a lot.” In the days that followed, she withdrew from her mother and
spent long hours alone in her room. She worried about the future and
what might happen to her family, and she had trouble sleeping. When
her brother came home from college, his presence made everything a lot
easier for Julia. She and her brother were close, and they spent most of
the few weeks after their father’s death together. They were quiet at
times but found that they could go out, laugh, and forget about their
troubles, at least for a little while. Finally, it was time to return to school.
Other relatives were around to help their mother, and everyone agreed
that it was best for Julia and her brother to maintain their grades.

Once back at college, Julia launched herself into her studies. She
spent time with her friends. When they asked her if she wanted to talk
about her father’s death, she said that she preferred not to, that she
would rather enjoy their companionship just as before. Things seemed
to go pretty well for the next few months. Julia said that during this
time she tried not to think too much about her father’s death. There
were occasions when she felt sad and confused, and sometimes she
cried, but at these times, she said, “I was mostly worrying about my
mother, and my brother, too. He was having a difficult time at school.”

That summer, back at home, Julia got an internship at the local
newspaper. She was excited about trying something new: “I thought
everything was going to be OK.” Then one night, Julia’s mother said
that she was worried because Julia seemed to have completely forgotten
her father. She wondered if maybe Julia had denied her grief.

“Maybe you should see a grief counselor,” said Julia’s mom, looking
hesitant and worried.

“At first, I didn’t think she was serious.” Julia told me, “but she kept
at it. Then I knew I was in trouble. Once my mother sets her sights on
something, it gets done.” Rather than fight her mother, Julia agreed to
see a counselor. The sessions with her therapist lasted eight weeks, and
Julia hated every moment of that time. “He kept asking me about my
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father, what our relationship was like, and stuff like that. I mean, I’ve
had some psychology in school, you know. I’m not stupid. I could see
what he was getting at.” Julia told me she tried to “play along” but
mostly felt bored and annoyed. She said there was no question in her
mind that she had loved her father, but she resisted the therapist’s at-
tempts to examine the relationship. The insurance coverage for the ses-
sions eventually expired, and Julia’s mother agreed she could stop going.

Julia was probably wise to question a therapy that didn’t feel right to
her, and her mother was probably wise to acquiesce in Julia’s stopping
the therapy. Psychotherapy is helpful when it is used for the right kind
of problem, but in my experience, someone’s not grieving “enough” is
rarely a problem demanding psychotherapy, and in fact, it is rarely even
a problem.

Like Julia Martinez, many people who suffer difficult losses exhibit
a natural resilience. They hurt deeply, but the hurt passes, and rela-
tively soon after the loss they can resume functioning and enjoying life.
This is not true of everyone, of course. Not all bereaved people are
lucky enough to cope so well. We’ll come back to this serious issue later.
For now, though, we’ll stay focused on the empirical fact that most be-
reaved people get better on their own, without any kind of professional
help. They may be deeply saddened, they may feel adrift for some time,
but their life eventually finds its way again, often more easily than they
thought possible. This is the nature of grief. This is human nature.
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C H A P T E R  3

Sadness and Laughter

f grief is not work, then what is it?
Robert Ewing thought he knew. Robert was in his late fifties,

when I met him. A successful advertising executive, he dressed well but
was slightly overweight and a bit disheveled. This gave him a casual air.
It seemed to suit him. He was friendly and easy to talk to and, as I
eventually learned, enjoyed his leisure time.

A few years before I interviewed him, Robert had lost both his par-
ents. His father died first. He had lived a full life but his heart gave out.
Although Robert saw it coming, it was the first major loss he had ever
experienced. He was pinched by sadness and a bit frightened of what
might lie ahead. But the grief did not last long. There were too many
other things to think about. For starters, his mother was in her eighties
and now lived alone. She was going to need help. Robert’s wife looked
in on her when she could, but most of the burden fell to Robert. There
were also his three children to think about. Each had finished college
and was living independently. They all seemed to be doing fine, but
ever the dutiful father, Robert felt compelled to stay in close touch with
them. He also stayed close to his sister, Kate; he was especially fond of
her two young sons.

Three years later, Robert’s mother died. With both parents gone, he
began to think more about his own mortality. Still, the grief was not
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overwhelming. “You expect your parents to die someday. We all know
it’s going to happen,” he told me. “I felt very sad at times, but it seemed
more that I was feeling sorry for myself because they were both gone. I
knew I would get over it. I knew I would have to,” he explained. “I still
had my wife, and the children seemed to be doing fine. And there was
my sister, Kate, her family, those boys of hers. We all got along so well,
spent a lot of time together, at family events and the like. And you
know, everyone was healthy. We were lucky that way.”

Then the luck ran out. A little over a year after their mother passed
away, Kate was diagnosed with a malignant brain tumor. The news
came as a shock, but Robert vowed to help in any way he could. He
threw himself into the fight, making phone calls, researching alterna-
tive cures. If there was a way to beat the cancer, Robert would find it.
But nothing worked—and within six months Kate was dead.

At first, Robert was stunned. “You know, it was just impossible to
make sense of it. Kate had such a presence. She was a real dynamo.
When she came into a room, everything changed. She was that mag-
netic. To watch her wither away, the life draining out of her like that, it
made no sense . . . I couldn’t believe it.”

Over the few days following Kate’s death, it began to sink in. Kate
was gone. She would never again pester him with late-night phone
calls. He would never again watch in quiet admiration the flawless way
she orchestrated family gatherings, never again tease her, never again
share a laugh with her. Those experiences were now memories, and al-
ready growing distant.

What Robert Ewing found out was that one of the key components
of grief is intense sadness. Most of us know, of course, that people feel
sad when they grieve. But we know this as an abstract fact, a bit of in-
formation. It is not until we actually experience a profound loss that we
really know how intensely sadness can penetrate our being, how all-
 encompassing and bottomless it can seem. Robert had never felt this
kind of sadness before. Not when his father died, and not when his
mother died. He had been sad about their death, but he had known
each loss was coming, and he managed the pain well. When Kate died,
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Robert felt as if the dam broke. All he could think about was “Kate’s
soft face” and “that kind twinkle she always had in her eyes.” He felt as
if he was “drowning in sadness.” At first, it was unbearable: “I thought
my heart had shattered. . . . I didn’t know anything could hurt that
much.”

Theologians have likened the sadness of grief to an “inward desola-
tion.”1 When Karen Everly’s daughter died on 9/11, Karen’s sadness
was strangely noiseless, as if her heart were “silently” tearing in two.
Heather Lindquist’s sadness after losing her husband felt weighty. She
kept herself busy, and if she sat with the sadness too much, it would
crush her. Julia Martinez wasn’t able to find words to do justice to the
anguish she experienced when her father died. When I pressed her, she
simply shook her head and said, “It was sad. Just plain sad.”

* * *

Everybody seems to agree that grief is dominated by sadness, but why?
Why do we become sad? Why would nature have given us these reac-
tions? What good do they do? These questions were percolating in my
head when I arrived in San Francisco to begin my work on bereavement.
They might be floating in my head to this day, if serendipity had not come
into play. When I left for San Francisco, a colleague gave me the name of a
friend, Dacher Keltner, who lived in the area. She thought Dacher and I
might have something in common. Like me, he was beginning a career as
a research psychologist. I called him and we arranged to get together. It
turned out to be one of the most important meetings of my life.

Dacher didn’t look much like a scientist. When I met him, he had
longish blond hair and a friendly, casual demeanor. He seemed as though
he’d be more at home in the ocean with a surfboard than in a classroom
or laboratory. I soon discovered that not only was he enormously charm-
ing, but he also possessed one of the most probing and thoughtful minds
I have ever encountered.

At the time, Dacher was working with Paul Ekman, the pioneer of
modern research on emotion. Ekman’s research had changed the way
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psychologists think about emotion. For most of its brief history, psy-
chology had placed emotions in the background. They were considered
primitive, a vestige of our ancient animal brain that we needed to
 control. Ekman’s research changed all that. He showed that emotions
are more than just a primitive annoyance. They are varied, they are
complex, and above all they are useful. The ability to understand and
communicate emotional nuance, Ekman argued, is something we are
born with, and the different emotional reactions we have play a key
role in almost every aspect of our behavior.2

As Dacher and I got to know each other, we discovered a wealth of
shared interest and began to discuss collaborative research projects.
Eventually, the focus of our conversation shifted to the topic of bereave-
ment. I explained the dominant theories on facing the loss in various
stages and on working through the painful emotions of grief. I described
the reservations I had about these theories: To me, they just didn’t seem
to make sense. For his part, Dacher began teaching me about emotion.
He helped me understand how emotions work, what various methods
researchers had been using to study emotion, and where the field was
headed. There seemed to be so much we could do, so many angles to ex-
plore. Almost nothing was known about how emotion worked during
bereavement, and there were so many questions that at first we didn’t
know where to begin. We decided to start with the basics.

* * *

Emotions are seen in all humans in all cultures. They seem to have
spread along the evolutionary tree. We can’t ask animals about their
feelings, but as Darwin pointed out over 150 years ago, and as many pet
owners today will attest, animals often exhibit behaviors that, at least
on the surface, appear similar to human emotional responses.3 We will
probably never know for sure whether animals have emotions, but we
can say with some certainty that during the course of our evolutionary
development, we seem to have expanded on these same basic animal
propensities and developed an exceptionally rich and complex emo-
tional repertoire.
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Psychologists who study emotional behavior believe that the evolu-
tion of emotions was crucial for human survival.4 As difficult as our
lives might seem today, the modern world is a veritable piece of cake
compared to what our ancient ancestors faced. Tens of thousands of
years ago, every day was a potentially life-threatening ordeal. Food was
almost always scarce, and if disease or the elements didn’t pose enough
of a threat, predators did. Emotions very likely came about because
they helped early humans deal with these demanding circumstances.

We continue to confront some of the same challenges today: getting
along socially with others, competing for resources, avoiding physical
danger, defending ourselves from aggression, taking care of those we
love, and, of course, dealing with loss.

Emotions help us manage these situations in two main ways. The first
is that we “feel” emotion. This might seem obvious, but most of us take
this simple fact for granted. Emotions come and go. Sometimes they are
pleasant and sometimes unpleasant, and most of the time we are not
sure exactly why. But if we pay attention to our emotional reactions, we
quickly learn that they tell us a great deal about what is going on in the
world around us, and they help us to understand how we are reacting to
it. Take anger, for example. Anger is one of the most powerful emotions
we have. It probably evolved as a useful response when we felt someone
was trying to cheat us or take what was rightfully ours, or when we were
threatened or demeaned. But the crucial component—what generates
anger—is the perception that another person is deliberately trying to
cause us harm.5 When we get angry, we tell ourselves who, or what, we
think is responsible for the threat. Along with the feeling of anger, our
body initiates a chain of physiological responses that prepares us to de-
fend ourselves. As a result, we focus our thoughts and consolidate our
 resources. Our heart beats faster. We tense our muscles and flare our nos-
trils. We breathe deeply. We take in more oxygen. In short, we ready our-
selves to take action.

Nonetheless, as useful as our own feelings may be, there is more to
emotion than what goes on inside us. The fact that we show emotion to
others is also of great use. We all express emotions in a number of differ-
ent ways, but the most prominent and most well-developed expressions
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occur in the face. We have developed a remarkably sophisticated set of
facial expressions, involving literally hundreds of individual muscle ac-
tions. For evolution to have resulted in such an elaborate system, the fa-
cial display of emotion must have carried great survival value. But what
is that value?

For anger, the function of emotional expression seems obvious. An
angry expression indicates to other people, quickly and efficiently, that
we are feeling threatened and, more important, that we are willing to
respond to that threat. It is especially telling that when we are angry we
often grit our teeth, usually with our mouths closed. This component of
the expression is probably a modification of the more primitive animal
response often seen in dogs and our closest primate relatives: showing
the teeth as a threatening gesture. An angry expression may be provoca-
tive, but it may also prevent as many confrontations as it provokes.
Sometimes just showing another person that we have been angered by
his or her actions goes a long way toward resolving the problem.6

Another salient example is the facial expression of disgust. When
we encounter something truly revolting, like a noxious taste or a horri-
ble smell, we experience the potent feeling of being disgusted. We also
tend to look disgusted. Our face typically contorts into a grimace that
nearly everybody instantly recognizes as disgust. We literally look as
though we are trying to expel something: The skin of our nose wrin-
kles, our eyebrows lower, and the corners of our upper lip pull back.
Usually our mouths are open, and sometimes we stick out our tongue
as if to voice the “blecch” sound. Out of context, the grimace of disgust
is almost humorous, but in fact it may convey information of life-or-
death importance. Consider, for example, our protohuman ancestors as
they explored the world around them and tried to determine what they
could safely touch or ingest, whether some strange object they had
come across was diseased or poisonous. The expression of disgust in-
stantly captures the attention of others and warns of possible toxicity.
Although by comparison our world today is relatively free of such dan-
gers, there are still plenty of noxious substances floating around: Just
try finding a clean seat on a New York City bus! And experimental

The Other Side of Sadness30



31

studies have demonstrated that the expression of disgust still readily
captures our attention.7

The Function of Sadness

The emotion of sadness occurs when we know we’ve lost someone or
something important and there is nothing we can do about it.8 Of
course, we sometimes blame someone or something for a loss. In those
moments, we experience both sadness and anger, but sadness in its
purest form is essentially about resignation.

Sadness turns our attention inward so that we can take stock and ad-
just.9 When people are made to feel temporarily sad—for example, if
they are shown depressing films or are exposed to heartrending  music—
they become more detail-oriented.10 One study found that people ex-
posed to a somber piece of orchestral music by Gustav Mahler were less
likely than others to make false memory errors. Such errors are not un-
common, and most of the time we have no idea we are making them.
For example, in general, when people are exposed to a list of related
words, such as bed, pillow, rest, awake, and dream, and are later tested for
their memory of those words, they are likely to falsely remember having
seen words suggested by the category, such as sleep, that were not actu-
ally presented. Sad people are less likely to make these kinds of errors,
which the researchers concluded indicates that “with sadness comes ac-
curacy.”11 People made to feel sad are also more accurate in the way they
view their own abilities and performance and are also more thoughtful
and less biased in their perceptions of other people. For example, com-
pared to angry people, sad people show greater resistance to stereotypes
when they make judgments about others.12 In general then, sadness
helps us focus and promotes deeper and more effective reflection.

During bereavement, when we are trying to adjust to the death of a
loved one, the functions of sadness become essential tools that help us
accept and accommodate to the loss. As his sadness about his sister’s
death set in, Robert Ewing began to reflect on the many ways she had
been a part of his life, and on the fact that he would never have those
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experiences again. The pain of this realization forced him to come to
terms with the ways his life would be different without her. Sadness
helps us make these kinds of adjustments by giving us a forced “time-
out.”13 In this way, sadness is almost the opposite of anger: Whereas
anger prepares us to fight, sadness dampens our biological systems so
that we can pull back. Sadness slows us down and, by doing so, seems
to slow the world down. Sometimes bereaved people even say that liv-
ing with the sadness of loss is like living in slow motion. There seems
to be less need to pay attention to the world around us, so we are able to
put aside normal, everyday concerns and turn our attention inward.14

There is still more to sadness. When we are feeling sad, we can be-
come lost in reflection, so occupied with the sobering reality of what we
have lost that we may temporarily forget about our own immediate
needs and responsibilities or the needs of those around us. If unchecked,
this kind of preoccupation could be dangerous, but sadness comes
equipped with a built-in safety mechanism. When we feel sad, we also
tend to look sad, especially during bereavement.15 The face literally sags.
The eyebrows pinch together and raise upward, forming a triangle; the
eyelids narrow, the jaw slackens, and the lower lip is drawn out and
down to form a kind of pout. Whether we are aware of it or not, this ex-
pression is a compelling signal to others that we may need help. And as
it turns out, sad facial expressions are very effective in eliciting sympa-
thy, understanding, and often the help of other people.16

We are wired to react to each other this way: When we see other
people looking sad, we tend to feel sad, for example, when we come
across a photo of someone in dire straits or when we watch a sad scene
in a movie. Somber film segments are so effective in eliciting sadness in
viewers that they have become standard tools for researchers who study
the emotion .17 Neuroscience has recently confirmed that when people
view photos or films of others in sorrowful circumstances, including
scenes of grieving, activity increases in the amygdala, a brain structure
that is intricately associated with emotional experience.18

Even newborn infants can distinguish between an audiotape of their
own cry and a tape of another baby’s cry, and another newborn’s cry of-
ten provokes visible signs of distress.19 When children view sad films,
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their heart rate slows.20 In adults, a reduced heart rate and other signs
of sympathy, such as oblique eyebrows, in response to another’s distress
predict the likelihood of altruistic behavior. 21

I’ve always found room for optimism in these observations. Sure, we
can list the horrors humans have inflicted on each other: war, holocaust,
torture, and the like. It’s a sobering résumé. But it’s a hopeful sign that
we seem to be wired, from the cradle to the grave, to respond with sym-
pathy when others suffer. It suggests that as much as we are capable of
damage and harm, we are equally capable of tempering those urges
with compassion and concern

Not by Sadness Alone

The grief work process as Freud described it is lengthy and time-
 consuming. It is relentless and involves “each single one of the memo-
ries and hopes which bound the libido to the object.” Sadness is nothing
like this. Although when we feel sad, it may seem as if our sadness will
last forever, in actuality, by definition, all emotions are ephemeral—
that is, they are short-term reactions to the immediate demands on us,
usually lasting only a few seconds and at the most a few hours. A little
later we’ll get to the interesting phenomenon of emotions almost al-
ways seeming as if they are going to last forever, but the short-term
 nature of emotion is important, and it highlights some crucial implica-
tions for the grieving process.

First, bereavement is a complex experience, and if sadness is ephem-
eral, it is probably not the only emotion bereaved people will have. A lot
can happen when someone dies: Personal circumstances may change.
Financial circumstances may change. Relationships change. The order-
ing of the social world shifts. Sometimes the change is for the better,
sometimes for the worse, but each of these changes is likely to produce
a variety of emotional reactions.

Robert Ewing’s sister had always managed the family’s interactions.
It seemed effortless for her and was something everyone took for
granted. After her death, it was apparent that the family would be dif-
ferent. “The saddest thing about the funeral,” Robert told me, “was that,
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well, you know, this sounds odd, but it was that Kate was not there to
 organize it. Everyone seemed to be looking for her to run the show,
to run her own show.”

This was only one of many indications that Robert’s family was go-
ing to change. Family relations are often described as a system: Change
one part of the system and everything else changes.22 People take on
new roles, lose old ones, find new sides to their relationships, and revi-
talize old sides. Change can be good, but it can also be extremely tax-
ing. It can generate friction and misunderstanding, and it can produce
strong emotion.

Bereaved people sometimes experience anger along with sadness. In
one of the first studies Dacher Keltner and I carried out, Dacher coded
facial expressions of emotion from videotapes of bereaved people who
were talking about the recent death of their spouse. Sadness was the
most frequent emotion and also the most long lasting, but anger and
the related emotion of contempt were prevalent, as were expressions of
some other emotions.23

As a general rule, the usefulness of any emotion depends on its con-
text, that is, where and when it occurs. Emotions tend to be most useful
to us in situations they seem to be designed to address. Social psycholo-
gists have provided a compelling demonstration of how useful anger
can be, for example, when we are faced with what seems like unwar-
ranted or unfair aggression by another person.24 In one study, re-
searchers asked a group of volunteers to complete several simple but
challenging tasks, such as a standard task psychologists use when they
want to induce stress in a research study: asking people to count back-
ward in increments of 7 beginning with the number 9,095. Most people
can complete this task, but they have to concentrate. To make the con-
ditions more ripe for angered responses, the researchers told their sub-
jects that the speed and accuracy of the subjects’ performance was a
measure of their level of intelligence, which of course was not really
true. The researchers also told the participants that their scores would
be compared so that the most and the least intelligent people could be
identified. Then, as if all this weren’t intimidating enough, the study
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included a “harassing experimenter” who informed the participants
each time they made an error and continually reminded them that they
needed to work faster.

Not surprisingly, the research subjects’ faces were more likely to ex-
press indignation—a combination of anger and disgust—during the
stressful tasks than just before the assignment. Facial expressions usually
occur only briefly, however, and during the assignment, some of the sub-
jects also expressed fear, which demonstrated that this kind of harassing
situation evokes a range of emotional responses. But the important result
was that only the degree to which the subjects expressed indignation led
to a reduction in stress in the situation, and this reduction was apparent
not only in what the volunteers said but also in their bodily responses.
People who showed indignation during the harassment had lower levels
of stress hormones and a weaker cardiovascular response to the task than
other subjects. By contrast, the more subjects expressed fear (deduced
from facial expression), the more likely they were to show the opposite
response: higher levels of stress hormones and a stronger cardiovascular
reaction.

The logical explanation for the different consequences of these
emotions is that anger is useful because it originally evolved to help us
deal with threat from others. Fear, which I will discuss in more detail
in Chapter 4, is generally thought to have evolved for situations that in-
volve higher levels of uncertainty and dread. We experience fear when
we think we might be in great danger but we are not exactly sure what
will happen. In situations like the one with the harassing experimenter,
the source of the threat is localized and manageable. We know the ex-
perimenter is not going to harm us, just annoy us for a while. In this
case, fear is not really appropriate and does little to relieve the stress.

During bereavement, anger usually arises when we believe that an-
other person has threatened us in some way, said or done something in-
sensitive or unfair. Anger in this case may help us negotiate shifting
social relations in the wake of the loss, deal with an ongoing battle with
the medical bureaucracy, stand up to an insensitive friend, or hold our
own in changing relations with friends and family. Anger is sometimes
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directed at a higher being, for allowing the death, or for failing to heed
constant prayers. Sometimes expressions of anger are even directed at
the deceased loved one. It is not uncommon, for example, for bereaved
people to feel anger at lost loved ones for not caring for themselves better
when they were alive. Sometimes bereaved people feel that by dying, the
loved one has abandoned them. I have often heard angry survivors say
things like “He had to know this would happen. He never seemed to
care about his own health. He always said, ‘Life’s too short to worry.’
But he didn’t consider what it would be like for me when he died. He
never thought about how hard it would be for me to be alone.”

These reactions are personal and raw, but in measured doses they
are also useful. Because anger’s dominant function is to help us to pre-
pare to defend ourselves, a bereaved person who feels vulnerable due to
the emotional upheaval of grief might use anger to fortify herself for
the upcoming struggle. Anger in this case might help her develop a
sense that she will be able to survive on her own.

Laughing in the Face of Death

Probably the biggest insight into emotion and bereavement comes from
positive emotions. There is something counterintuitive about putting
positive emotion and grief in the same sentence. Historically, positive
emotions received almost no attention in the bereavement literature
and when they were mentioned it was almost always in the context of
denial. It was assumed that a joyous emotion during grieving could
only interfere with or suppress the normal process of working through
the loss.25 As it turns out, this is more folk wisdom than science. Posi-
tive emotions do more than simply indicate that we are feeling good,
and they occur in almost every kind of situation, even in situations as
difficult as bereavement.26

Our key to recognizing positive emotions is facial expression. The
face can tell us when people are genuinely happy through a set of cres-
cent-shaped muscles, nestled above and below the eyes, known as the
orbicularis oculi. These muscles are involved in eyeblinks, so they are
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well developed and contract automatically. Much to the chagrin of
beauty-conscious people everywhere, these are also the muscles that
cause those branchlike wrinkles in the corners of the eyes commonly
known as crow’s-feet. In the mid-nineteenth century, French anatomist
Guillaume-Benjamin Duchenne discovered something remarkable
about the orbicularis oculi muscles: They tend to contract when we ex-
perience good feelings. These muscles help the eyes smile.

However, there are different kinds of smiles. Most of the time, when
we smile we are not really feeling happy.27 The most common smiles are
intentional smiles. We deliberately smile in situations that require a po-
lite gesture, a cordial assent, a grin for the camera. Sometimes these
smiles serve other purposes. For example, they may cover up feelings
that we want to hide from others. When we smile without an internal
feeling of happiness, we make the familiar smile shape with our mouths,
but there is usually not a visible contraction of the muscles around the
eyes. In fact, it’s quite difficult to fully contract the eye muscles inten-
tionally. But when we experience a spontaneous burst of genuine happi-
ness, when we make a true smile or laugh, the orbicularis oculi muscles
contract involuntarily and visibly. Although this response is quick and
most of the time we are only vaguely aware of it, research clearly shows
that people respond differently to positive expressions when they involve
the orbicularis muscles and when they do not. There is evidence also that
different brain pathways are involved when we spontaneously smile or
laugh compared to when our smiles are deliberate.28

In honor of the discoverer, emotion researchers have come to refer to
genuine laughs and smiles, those that involve the contraction of the or-
bicularis oculi muscles, as Duchenne expressions. Research has shown
that Duchenne expressions serve a variety of purposes.29 One is that our
happy feeling spreads to the people around us. Sincere laughing and
smiling are contagious.30 (Think of all that canned laughter that accom-
panies situation comedies on television. It’s not there by accident; even
when we know it’s fake, it still works and it makes us feel more like
laughing ourselves.) Duchenne expressions make people feel more val-
ued, more like a part of the group, and therefore more inclined to be
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helpful and cooperative.31 In one study, for example, people taking part
in an economics game that used actual monetary payoffs were more co-
operative with their partners if, before the game, they were shown a
photo of the partner smiling.32

With all this infectious happiness, it should not be surprising that
people who show a lot of Duchenne expressions tend to be healthier
and better adjusted. A striking example comes from one of Dacher
Keltner’s studies. He and his colleagues found that women who had
genuine smiles in their college yearbook photos had better relationships
with other people, were more satisfied in their marriages, and were
generally more successful in their lives over the next thirty years than
those who had not shown Duchenne smiles.33

In a related study, Anthony Papa and I found that college students
who responded with Duchenne smiles when we asked them to talk
about their life were better adjusted and had larger networks of friends
and acquaintances over the next several years of college than students
who had not spontaneously smiled.34 But there was more: We added a
slight experimental twist to this study. Before we measured the smiles,
we made some of students sad by showing them an extremely sad film
clip. The other students watched a segment of an amusing comedy. It
turned out that whether the students smiled or not after the comedy
didn’t matter much; the link between smiling and long-term health
was evident only after the sad film. In other words, being able to smile
at something funny is well and good, but it doesn’t tell us much about
how healthy a person is. What really matters, in terms of our long-term
health, is the ability to crack a grin when the chips are down.

If genuine laughter and smiling are adaptive in everyday situations
and especially adaptive when people are feeling down, then we should
see a similar benefit during bereavement. In fact, Duchenne laughing
and smiling are common during bereavement.35 Most bereaved people
can show at least one genuine laugh or smile as they talk about their
loss, even in the early months after the loss. When we actually observe
bereaved people, the prevalence of these joyful expressions is striking.
In a typical example, a bereaved person is talking, with a somber ex-
pression, about the past or what the loss has been like. He may be cry-
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ing, and then suddenly he shows a sincere smile. Just as often it’s a ro-
bust laugh. In my experience, these expressions rarely seem odd or out
of place. Quite the contrary. They punctuate the ebb and flow of a con-
versation, rendering it more natural.

But these expressions don’t just seem right; they are adaptive. In the
research I did with Dacher Keltner, we found that the more widows
and widowers laughed and smiled during the early months after their
spouse’s death, the better their mental health was over the first two years
of bereavement.36 In other words, people who showed genuine smiling
or laughter when they talked about their loss coped better over time.
Part of the reason for this health bonus is that laughing and smiling give
us a break, a temporary respite from the pain of loss; they allow us to
come up for air, to breathe.37 Another reason is the comforting effect
these expressions of joy have on other people. It is not easy to be around
someone who is grieving. But it is less taxing when that person is able to
experience or express a genuine positive emotion.

This brings us back again to sadness. When we are with someone
who feels terribly sad, we are also likely to feel sad. When a person’s
heart aches, that pain fills the room and seeps into our own heart. It’s
much less taxing and much more rewarding to spend time with some-
one else’s pain when that person can let it go, even if only for a few brief
moments, giving everyone a chance to breathe. Our research shows, in
fact, that bereaved people who are able to laugh or smile while dis-
cussing their loss evoke more positive emotion and less frustration in
others then do bereaved people who cannot laugh or smile.38

Oscillation

How can grief be dominated by sadness and longing, on the one hand,
and include frequent smiles and laughter, on the other? If we think of
grief only as work, then the back-and-forth pattern is unexpected. In-
deed, many bereaved people who experience the coming and going of
intense grief for the first time find it confusing.

Robert Ewing was stunned by the level of anguish he felt at his sis-
ter’s death, but he was equally surprised by how suddenly the pain often
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vanished: “One moment, I felt so sad I thought it was going to crush me;
then a moment later, I was talking with someone about some silly little
thing, laughing as if nothing had happened. It was odd.”

Robert’s isn’t an unusual case. Bereavement is essentially a stress re-
action, an attempt by our minds and bodies to deal with the perception
of a threat to our well-being. And like any stress reaction, it is not uni-
form or static. Relentless grief would be overwhelming. Grief is tolera-
ble, actually, only because it comes and goes in a kind of oscillation. We
move back and forth emotionally. We focus on the pain of the loss, its
implications, its meanings, and then our minds swing back toward the
immediate world, other people, and what is going on in the present.
We temporarily lighten up and reconnect with those around us. Then
we dive back down to continue the process of mourning.

That grief reactions work this way should not be startling. The
same kind of back-and-forth fluctuation is apparent in just about every
other mind and body function we know. Everything inside us oscil-
lates, literally. We breath in, we breath out. Muscle fibers tighten, mus-
cle fibers relax. We fall asleep, we become alert. Our body temperature
rises and falls. Fluctuation is adaptive because it allows us to engage in
contrasting activities. We can’t inhale and exhale at the same time, so
we breathe in cycles. We can’t rest and be alert at the same time, so we
sleep in cycles. Even as we sleep, we cycle through deeper and shal-
lower sleep phases. It is the same with grief. We can’t reflect on the re-
ality of a loss and engage with the world around us at the same time, so
we do that in cycles, too.

Probably the most striking implication of the oscillation of mourning
is that it bears so little resemblance to the conventional idea that grief
unfolds in a predictable sequence of stages. Inherent in stage models is
the idea that each phase of mourning runs to completion before the next
stage can begin. According to Kübler-Ross, bereaved people are initially
immersed in nearly complete denial. Then, once denial is no longer pos-
sible, they move on to the anger phase. This, too, must run its course
fully before the next phase, bargaining, can begin, and so on down the
line through depression and, finally, acceptance.
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Not everyone needs to go through the stages in exactly the same way,
of course. But for most people, the pattern is thought to be uniform.
And that uniformity makes it difficult to see where laughter and smil-
ing would fit in. Kübler-Ross occasionally wrote about memorable
episodes of laughter in her patients. But these stood out because they
were rare. There is no stage for positive emotions, which is perhaps why
traditionally positive emotion has been equated with denial. But in our
research we have seen positive emotion at all points in bereavement, not
just in the early months when denial is thought to occur.

Other theorists have observed that grief comes about in waves rather
than in sequential stages. Robert Kastenbaum, one of the first social sci-
entists to consider how humans adapt to death and loss, wrote in 1977
that “distress does not end with the first wave of shock and grief. After
the realization that a loved one is dead often comes the realization that
life is supposed to go on.”39 More recently, researchers have begun to
 theorize about the wavelike nature of grief. One theory, aptly named the
dual process model of coping with bereavement, proposes that when we
cope with loss effectively, we oscillate between two separate processes.40

Similar to what we’ve observed in sadness, one of these processes is
“loss-oriented” and involves focusing on “some aspect of the loss experi-
ence itself, most particularly, with respect to the deceased person.”41 The
other process, however, is “restoration-oriented” and goes beyond the
loss to focus on the tasks and demands of life without the deceased and
on what needs to be done to restore normal functioning. The key, again,
is that grieving is not static but involves a regular oscillation.

But even these wavelike models seem to underestimate the degree
of fluctuation involved in bereavement. Indeed, when we look more
closely at the emotional experiences of bereaved people over time, the
level of fluctuation is nothing short of spectacular. In one study, bereaved
people rated their emotional well-being on a daily basis over the course
of the first several months after their spouses died.42 Daily ratings over a
long period of time produce a lot of information, so the researchers plot-
ted the ratings from each participant across time. If grieving occurred in
distinct stages, the resulting graphs should have revealed a clustering of
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flat lines at different points in time, something like a set of connected
plateaus. Each plateau would represent a different stage of bereavement.
As you can see in Figure 2, the ratings actually look quite random, more
like the rapidly etched back-and-forth lines of an electrocardiogram or a
seismograph. The lines zip up and down and begin to level out only af-
ter several months. This pattern was true even for resilient people
(Widow 1 in the figure) and again suggests that oscillation is a normal
part of grieving.

* * *
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FIGURE 2.—Daily ratings of emotional well-being reported by two widows across
the first several months of bereavement. Higher scores indicate better well-being.
The figure is reproduced from Toni L. Bisconti, Cindy S. Bergman, and Steven
M. Boker, “Social Support as a Predictor of Variability: An Examination of the
Adjustment Trajectories of Recent Widows,” Psychology and Aging 21, no. 3
(2006): 590–599.
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In his famous memoir, A Grief Observed, C. S. Lewis wrote, “The mind
always has some power of evasion. At worst, the unbearable thought
only comes back and back.”43 As his wife was dying of cancer, Lewis
found it “incredible how much happiness, even how much gaiety” they
“sometimes had together after all hope was gone.” When his wife died,
Lewis’s grief felt relentless. Yet he reminded himself that it was not as
constant, not as demanding, as he imagined his wife’s physical pain
must have been. “Physical pain,” he said, “can be absolutely continu-
ous . . . like the steady barrage on a trench in World War One, hours of
it with no let-up for a moment,” but “grief is like a bomber circling
round and dropping its bombs each time the circle brings it overhead.”
It is that respite from the trench of sadness that makes grief bearable. It
is the marvelous human capacity to squeeze in brief moments of happi-
ness and joy that allows us to see that we may once again begin moving
forward.
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C H A P T E R  4

Resilience

Daniel Levy’s wife died sooner than she should have. Daniel and
Janet had been together for eight years. They had had, in Daniel’s

words, an “easy relationship,” one they had both thought would last the
rest of their lives. They had met when they were both employed by a
small housewares design company. Daniel worked on the creative side
of the business. Janet had an administrative position. Both were in their
early forties and neither had had much success in previous romantic
 relationships.

Daniel was a wiry man. He dressed neatly but plainly, as if he would
rather not stand out in a crowd. He was slightly awkward when I first
interviewed him, but he gradually became more comfortable as we
talked. Daniel was thoughtful and had interesting things to say, I discov-
ered, but most of the time he seemed content to keep things to himself.

When Daniel and Janet met, everything just seemed to click. “Being
around Janet was the easiest thing in the world for me.” Daniel told
me. “It was as if I had known her all my life, instantly.” Initially, Daniel
decided that it would be best to keep his romantic feelings to himself
and to restrict his relationship with Janet to professional exchanges.

That plan didn’t last long.
After a few weeks, Daniel and Janet began dating. Soon, they were

spending all their free time together. Before they knew it, they were living
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together. Then they began scheming about starting up a new furniture
business. Janet had the financial resources, and Daniel had the artistic and
professional background to make it work. The more they talked about
their idea, the more irresistible it became. They took the leap, quit their
jobs, and launched the new company.

There were a few rough spots and slow periods, mostly at the begin-
ning. But for the most part, Daniel and Janet’s joint venture was a suc-
cess. The same was true of their relationship. Everything seemed to be
going well.

At first, they didn’t talk about marriage. Then their friends began
to bring it up. People in the neighborhood began asking. One day the
letter carrier mentioned it. “Well,” Daniel told me, “I thought, ‘Why
not?’” He and Janet were driving one day and Daniel mentioned that
they “ought to think about getting married.” Janet turned to look at
him, held his gaze for a brief moment, and then agreed. It was as easy
as that.

For the next seven years, their lives charted more or less the same
course. They seemed happy together and the work continued to go well.
Then, as quickly as Janet had come into Daniel’s life, she was gone.

She had gone out of town on a business trip. She could easily have
flown, but she had always enjoyed long drives, especially alone in the
early morning hours, when the roads were usually quiet. Janet decided
to head back from the trip at dawn. It began to rain. An oncoming car
spun out of control and struck Janet’s vehicle. She was killed instantly.

I saw Daniel several months after Janet’s death. It was obvious that
he had loved her dearly, and that he had endured a period of pain and
loneliness when she died. But there was almost no indication that he
was openly grieving when I interviewed him. It appeared that Daniel
was continuing to live his life more or less as he had before his wife’s
death. Daniel and Janet had a broad circle of friends and acquaintances.
He continued to enjoy those relationships. He also continued the busi-
ness that he and Janet had started together.

“Basically,” Daniel told us, “the only thing that’s missing, that’s
changed, is she’s not there. I am still the same person I was before she
died. Nothing else is different. Other than, you know, now I know what
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loss means.” He continued, “There were times when I was terribly
lonely. I still do experience that kind of loneliness at times, but those
moments get further and further apart.” Everyone on our research team
agreed that Daniel exhibited healthy resilience. He loved his wife and
had mourned her passing. But like the others in this book, he had found
a way to move on.

Although resilience is common, resilient people are not a homoge-
neous group. Their stories give flesh to some of the myriad experiences
of grieving, and they show that even when we cope effectively with
loss, we have diverse reactions and find different ways to get past it.

Examples are not enough, however. Individual stories do not dem-
onstrate how prevalent resilience is. Even hundreds of stories would
show only that those particular hundreds of people are resilient. This
chapter demonstrates that resilience is the norm rather than the excep-
tion, and not only during bereavement.1

What is perhaps most intriguing about resilience is not how preva-
lent it is; rather, it is that we are consistently surprised by it. I have to
admit that sometimes even I am amazed by how resilient humans are,
and I have been working with loss and trauma survivors for years. I
must also confess that I am not entirely sure where the astonishment
comes from. But I can make some educated guesses.

For starters, let’s assume that at least part of the explanation is cul-
tural. In other words, skepticism about resilience is almost certainly a
product primarily of the industrialized nations that comprise most of Eu-
rope and North America. Those who live in these Western  countries—
especially Americans—place great value on individualism. We care about
autonomy and personal freedom. And because we care about autonomy
and personal freedom, we care a lot about what’s going on in people’s
heads. We pay attention to feelings. We want to know what other people
are feeling. We want other people to know what we are feeling. Caring
about feelings means that when somebody loses a loved one, we tend to
closely monitor how that person is feeling and what his or her experience
of loss is. And because we know that bereavement is painful, we expect
bereaved persons to feel constant sadness and grief. When they do not, we
tend to be surprised.
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There is nothing strange about caring about individual people and
their feelings, of course, and nothing wrong in being surprised by how
resilient people are. The important point here is simply that these reac-
tions are not the same everywhere around the world. People in other
cultures have different experiences of grief, as well as different reac-
tions to the resilience of bereaved people. When we go beyond the
Western industrialized world—for now, I’ll put this huge portion of
the globe in the uncomplicated category of “non-Western culture”—
we find that people don’t experience life quite the same way. The big
difference is that people in non-Western cultures don’t pay as much at-
tention to individuals and their feelings. They care more about the in-
teractions between people than about what is going on in any one
person’s head. Owing to this difference, bereavement in non-Western
cultures is less about sadness and grief and more about what people do,
whether they behave the way mourning people are supposed to behave.
The idea of personal resilience has less meaning in non-Western cul-
tures because what counts is not what people feel but whether they en-
act the rituals properly.

Another reason why people in Western industrial countries may be
surprised by resilience is that we have a great deal of cultural knowl-
edge about emotions. We know that people are devastated by loss, and
if we should somehow fail to notice this fact, there are poignant cul-
tural reminders to ensure that we get the idea.

Just a few years ago The Year of Magical Thinking served as just such
a reminder. In the memoir, Joan Didion described in vivid prose just
how stunned she was by her husband’s death and how disorienting the
experience was for her. The shock of grief she felt, and what it means
for the rest of us, came through even more clearly a few years later
when she adapted the memoir into a stage play. The show opens with
Didion’s character standing alone and withered before her audience, a
harbinger of grief to come. She quietly gives her audience the sobering
information: Her husband died on December 30, 2003. “That may
seem a while ago, but it won’t when it happens to you.” Then, the
clincher, “And it will happen to you. The details will be different, but it
will happen to you. That’s what I am here to tell you.”
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But as much as we might take notice when Joan Didion warns us,
the truth is that most bereaved people are not debilitated by grief. In
the next chapter, we’ll examine why. But before we do that, we will
spend a bit more time getting used to the idea that resilience is preva-
lent, not only during bereavement but in response to a host of poten-
tially traumatic life events.

Durable Children

The very nature of childhood suggests fragility and dependence. We
come into this world almost completely helpless, primarily because our
brains are still relatively underdeveloped. As human intelligence evolved
over time, human brain size expanded at a remarkable rate, so that it was
increasingly difficult for our heads to fit through the birthing canal.
When the human brain “reached the physical constraint of pelvic size,”2

aspects of our brain development began to occur outside the womb. And
as human intelligence has evolved over millennia, we’ve come to require
a longer period of development and growth to maturity after birth.

Development and brain growth require nutritious food and adequate
sleep. Imagine the child who goes hungry or subsists on junk food be-
cause it’s cheap and readily available, or because no one is around to
monitor what the child is eating. It goes without saying that children
need more than just food and shelter. They need to be nurtured and
guided so that they develop the moral sense to determine right from
wrong, and so that their mental abilities will mature to allow them to ne-
gotiate the complex and competitive world around them. Imagine the
child who is told to “shut up” and “be quiet” every time he or she ex-
presses an opinion. Imagine the child constantly left alone to deal with
emotional upsets and wounded feelings because no parent or adult is
around to talk it out with them, or to help them find their way to a work-
able solution.

Children need nurturing and patience that foster in them the kind of
trust and compassion they will require later in life when dealing with
friendships or the demands of marriage. They need devotion and care
that they can pass on to their own children. Getting along with other
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people is difficult even under the best of circumstances. Imagine what it
would be like to be raised in fear, constantly subjected to the hatred and
anger of your caretakers, or to be beaten and violated by those who are
supposed to be your protectors.

There is no shortage of evidence to illustrate the damaging impact
that poverty and maltreatment have on developing children. Beginning
in the first half of the twentieth century, systematic reports emerged
documenting class and income disparities in the United States and the
cyclical and self-perpetuating quagmire they seem to create.3 Poverty
and poor nutrition contribute to dropping out of school early and to
drug use. These factors, in turn, limit job opportunities and feed the on-
going cycle of poverty. Maltreatment and abuse can devastate a young
child’s self-esteem and trust in others, leading to withdrawal and often
violent and reckless behavior, and resulting in further victimization and
self-harm later in life.4

But as debilitating as these cycles may be, not all disadvantaged
 children are seriously harmed. Surprisingly large numbers of at-risk
children manage to thrive. Think of folktale characters like Cinderella,
Snow White, and Hansel and Gretel. In each of these stories, the hero
struggles through exhausting periods of hard work and abuse before
eventually making his or her way to riches and fulfillment. These char-
acters originally evolved in oral tales, where they were refined through
hundreds of years of telling and retelling to gradually capture com-
pelling elements of the human condition.5 Perhaps it’s not surprising
that they are still relevant today and very much alive in our contempo-
rary imagination.

In the nineteenth century, Horatio Alger published wildly popular
rags-to-riches novels. These stories became part of the fabric of Ameri-
can myth, but they were fed by the real-life narratives of early Ameri-
can industrialist giants like Andrew Carnegie, Cornelius Vanderbilt,
and John D. Rockefeller, who began their careers in the obscurity of
poverty before rising to untold and almost unimaginable wealth. A re-
cent article in Forbes magazine pointed out that almost two-thirds of
the world’s billionaires had “made their fortunes from scratch, relying
on grit and determination.”6
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Yet, as inspiring as these stories may be, they are also misleading, not
because they depict a hero who comes out on top despite overwhelming
odds, but because they encourage the same fallacy we saw in the bereave-
ment literature: They imply that only the truly remarkable can succeed.
When reports of resilience among disadvantaged children first began to
emerge in the 1970s and 1980s, the media tended to describe these chil-
dren as “invincible” and “invulnerable,” or as a rare species of ghetto
 “superkids.”7 I don’t mean to take anything away from these children. It
goes without saying that anyone who overcomes an impoverished or abu-
sive upbringing deserves all the credit he or she receives. But when we
look at the numbers, it is quite obvious that more than just a few  super -
kids beat the odds. No matter what the challenge—poverty, a chaotic
family life, chronic maltreatment—many children endure and go on to
meet normal developmental expectations for healthy adjustment.8

Bereavement experts have long doubted the resilience of people who
endure the death of a loved one. Might there also be reason to question
the resilience of disadvantaged children? If development is so complex
and childhood so demanding, as we have seen, could these children
truly be resilient? Most of what we know about the hardiness of  dis -
advantaged children comes from studies of harsh and unfavorable en-
vironments. Often, it is difficult to untangle all the different factors
that come into play. Harsh environments influence a developing child
on so many different levels. It’s not easy to define exactly what re-
silience should look like. Sometimes a child appears to be healthy in
one aspect of his or her life, such as school performance, while failing in
another area, like maintaining close friendships.9

Regardless of these kinds of variations, however, research has con-
tinually shown that many children cope extremely well with adversity.
Even if we narrow our definition of resilience so that it includes only
those at-risk children who turned out healthy in all the important areas
of adjustment, on balance we still find unexpectedly high numbers.10

No matter how we view the data, there are great numbers of children
who beat the odds.

The durability of children becomes even more obvious when we
look at isolated events. Most people would expect children confronted
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with the untimely death of a parent to be devastated. Some are, but be-
reaved children tend to show about the same frequency of resilience as
bereaved adults.11 The same is true of children exposed to extreme
events that are likely to result in psychological trauma, such as natural
disasters, serious accidents, abuse, assault, or the violent death of a
loved one. Trauma researchers call these PTEs, or potentially trau-
matic events.12 One of the best examples of resilience to PTEs comes
from an ambitious study of over 1,400 children. The children in this
study were initially interviewed during middle childhood, around the
ages of nine to eleven years, and then reinterviewed annually until they
reached age sixteen. More than two-thirds of these kids had been ex-
posed to at least one PTE, yet very few were affected in any serious
way. Only a small percentage of the children had diagnosable trauma
reactions. And the vast majority of the children in the study showed no
indication of any trauma reaction at all.13 As much as we might expect
otherwise, most of the children simply got on with their lives.

Durable Adults

Adults are no less resilient than children. If anything, they are more re-
silient. Yet many adults find this simple fact hard to believe. One likely
reason is that enduring a potentially tragic event with equanimity might
make us think that the event was not as severe as we thought. We stop
thinking about it, and as long as we are unharmed, the event seems to
quickly recede into the past. Over the years, I have seen countless exam-
ples of this phenomenon. In the normal course of an interview, I typically
ask people whether they have experienced any potentially traumatic
events in their lifetime. I do this by reading a list of such events, like being
robbed or assaulted with a deadly weapon or suffering a life-threatening
illness. Many people cruise down the list, absolutely sure that they have
never experienced any of the events: “No . . . no . . . no . . . nope . . . no,
never happened to me . . . no . . . no . . . no, not that either . . . no . . . nope.”
But later in the interview, as they talk about their past, their memories
are jogged and suddenly they say, “Oh, wait, wait. Now I remember. I
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was assaulted. I remember now, with a gun. A guy once pulled a gun on
me in a gas station.”

A few years ago, my research team and I decided to investigate this
intriguing tendency to forget. We asked a group of college students to
log on each week to an Internet Web site where they would find a list
of life events. The list included many of the things that typically hap-
pen to college students, like financial troubles or breaking up with a
boyfriend or girlfriend, along with many of the potentially traumatic
events that adults encounter across their lifetimes. We asked the stu-
dents to indicate only the events that they had experienced during the
past week, or if they missed a week, since they had last logged on. Most
important, we asked them to continue doing this for their entire four-
year college career so that by the end of the study we had a fairly accu-
rate picture of how frequently such events had actually occurred.

Even though I expected that using a weekly Internet survey would
capture a greater number of potentially traumatic events than people
normally remember, even I didn’t anticipate just how many we did cap-
ture. The average number of such events that each student reported over
the course of four years was six; that’s one or two per year. Granted,
these were New York students, and potentially traumatic events do tend
to happen with greater frequency in a large urban context. But one or
two a year was considerably higher than most surveys led us to expect.

The most likely reason for the discrepancy was that life event surveys
typically ask people to think back and recall the events they experienced
over a number of years. We had already seen how easily people can for-
get even the most disturbing life events, so the one-time surveys proba-
bly failed to capture many of the events people were confronted with. By
contrast, our “online” survey asked students about the past week or two,
so they recorded these events more or less as they happened.

To better test this idea that we tend to forget disturbing life events,
at the end of the four years we asked all the students who were in our
study to try to recall how often they had experienced each event in the
survey. Almost all the participants underremembered the potentially
traumatic events they had reported earlier. We can’t say for certain why
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this happened, but the results certainly seemed to jibe with the idea
that because most people cope effectively with potentially traumatic
events, they simply stop thinking about them.

But not all potentially traumatic events are easily forgotten. Some
are so frightening and impact our lives so fully that they become indeli-
ble. Some events change our lives forever, and some events change the
world around us to such an extent that they become part of our shared
cultural identity.

Unthinkable and Unforgettable

For most of World War II, London was spared from direct attack by
Germany. Yet, as the war dragged on a nervous anxiety set in; it be-
came increasingly apparent that Germany was planning a relentless
aerial bombardment and that London would be the primary target.
Everyone knew it was going to be a rough ride and that it would prob-
ably go on for quite a long time. Although the anticipation was nerve-
wracking, the British government did what it could to begin preparing
for the attacks. Children were sent to live with relatives, sometimes
even with strangers, in the British countryside as a protection against
the pending onslaught. The British mental health establishment began
to prepare for widespread panic. Although little was known at the time
about psychological trauma, London hospitals and clinics made room
for the anticipated emotional casualities. Then the sirens began and
soon after the awful roar of airplanes.

Several years later, and halfway across the globe, the citizenry of
 Hiroshima, Japan, was growing anxious. American B-29 airplanes or
B-san as the Japanese had come to call them, had already bombed most
major Japanese cities. But they had not yet hit Hiroshima. Why? It was
unlikely that Hiroshima would remain untouched. That much seemed
certain, and so the city had been busy preparing for an attack. A portion
of the populace had been evacuated. Emergency sites had been readied,
shelters had been constructed, and fire lanes had been widened. Daily
air raid sirens, indicating the approach of enemy planes, had become a
nervous routine.
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On the morning of August 6, 1945, the sun was shining brightly in
the sky over Hiroshima. At 7 a.m. an air raid siren was sounded, and
people began their familiar routine of walking to the shelters.14 But
that morning, the Japanese radar had detected only three American
aircraft. Assuming these were part of a reconnaissance mission and not
a threat, the “all-clear” signal was given by 8 a.m. It was an odd mo-
ment of calm before the world turned upside down.

A little more than half a century later, on another bright, sunny day,
New Yorkers were making their way to work. Some were ascending
from the subway. Others were already at their desks, drinking coffee or
preparing for the day. The tallest buildings in the city, the twin towers
of the World Trade Center in lower Manhattan, were like a city onto
themselves. As many as 50,000 people worked there on any given day.

The view from the upper floors of the towers was breathtaking, but
also a bit frightening. Some worried that the towers were vulnerable to
attack. Several years earlier, a car bomb had detonated in the parking
garage beneath Tower One in a terrorist attack intended to bring the
building down. The attack had failed, but many feared that some day
the towers might be attacked again, and that the next time the terror-
ists might succeed.

* * *

The emotion most closely associated with psychological trauma is fear.
We experience the emotion of fear when we sense the imminent possi bil-
ity of danger and personal harm. Dangerous situations evoke a range of
emotions—anger, disgust, and perhaps sadness being the most
 common—but what generates fear is not only pending danger but a
sense of uncertainty, of not knowing what form the harm may take and
what, if anything, we can do to stop it.15 It is natural to experience fear in
these circumstances, and it also is adaptive. Fear elicits the fight-or-flight
response. Our eyes open wide, our muscles tighten, we breath rapidly,
and our heart pumps violently; our newly oxygenated blood is with-
drawn from the viscera and travels to the large muscle groups in our
limbs so that we can strike out more effectively or make a run for it.

Resilience



There was plenty of reason to be frightened in London when the
bombs began to fall. Germany’s explicit intention was to attack with
such ferocity and over such an intensified period that the British would
be demoralized into surrendering. Those attacks came to be known as
the Blitzkrieg, a German word meaning “lightning war.” But although
Germany’s aim was never achieved, the death and destruction took
their toll. In less than a year, tens of thousands of Londoners had per-
ished and countless homes and landmark buildings were damaged or
destroyed.

When the first atomic bomb exploded over Hiroshima, there was a
spectacular burst of light and 40,000 people were killed instantly. Al-
though the bomb made a thunderous roar twenty miles away, survivors
near the point of detonation described it as “a blinding noiseless flash.”16

People were frozen in their tracks. Then, after a brief but surreal pause,
came the explosion’s incredible impact. Those closest to the center of the
detonation were killed instantly by the searing heat. Many were burned
beyond recognition. Further from the center, clothing was torn from
bodies. Eyeglasses, tools, household utensils were flung into the melee.
People, objects, buildings—anything and everything, it seemed—was
simply lifted and thrown. Many people were buried beneath the rubble.

Shortly after, as the stunned citizens of Hiroshima began digging
themselves out, fires began to sprout up around the city. At first, there
were only a few patches of flame, but the heat and air movement caused
by the explosion whipped up a blaze that engulfed much of the city.
Those who survived the blast, who could walk or be carried, struggled
to safer ground. Many were trapped and had to be left to die.

The loss of life was inconceivable. Ninety five percent of the people
within a half mile of the bomb’s detonation had been killed. Over the
days that followed, thousands more perished. Of those lucky enough to
survive the initial blast, large numbers sustained nightmarish injuries:
burns, bleeding, ulceration, and internal hemorrhaging. It was many
days before even a cursory medical response could be mustered, and in
many cases survivors could do nothing but watch helplessly as others
died in agony. Many of those not immediately affected eventually suc-
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cumbed to the ghastly consequences of radiation sickness, and the an-
guish continued.17

Compounding the misery was the total newness of atomic weap -
onry. The citizens of Hiroshima could not fathom what had happened
to their city. Many survivors believed at first that they had been victims
of a direct hit by a conventional bomb. But as the scope of the damage
was ascertained, it became obvious that a greater force had been at
work. Speculation ran wild. Had it been a cluster bomb? Perhaps gaso-
line or other highly volatile chemicals had been spread over the city and
ignited? At the beginning, these conjectures remained unimportant.
Survival was all that mattered. As the long-term effects of radiation
poisoning began to appear, several weeks after the attack, fear and un-
certainty about the nature of the bomb began to spread.

The horror of September 11, 2001, was different. The scope of the
damage was more contained. But there were elements of the Septem-
ber 11 attacks that were similar to the attack on Hiroshima. Nothing
like it had ever happened before, and the uncertainty and fear dragged
on for months. Vertiginous buildings had become a common sight in
most modern cities, and they had just kept getting taller. Occasionally,
an older structure had had to be removed to make room for new con-
struction, usually by controlled implosion. Nobody had figured out
how to take down a structure as tall as the twin towers. Then a small
group of terrorists demonstrated how easily it could be done.

Because it was still early in the day when the planes struck, the
buildings were not yet full. A good many people managed to evacuate
to safety. Few thought the towers would actually come down, and
when they did, anyone still inside or in the immediate vicinity per-
ished. All told, some 3,000 people died as a result of the attacks. Hospi-
tals and medical clinics throughout the New York area freed up beds
for what they assumed would be a flood of casualties, and in the days
that followed, a massive rescue effort was organized to comb the rubble
and dig out survivors. Sadly, there were few.

* * *
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Bombs, radiation, and terrorism: horrific acts, planned and executed
against masses of innocent civilians. How could anyone endure it?

The simple facts are that history is replete with such acts. The form
may change and technology may differ, but mass violence has always
been a part of human behavior.

Somehow we manage to endure it. Fear does its job and we get by.
The struggle may last anywhere from a few hours to a few days to a
few weeks, sometimes longer, but most of us find a way to regain equi-
librium and get on with our lives.

Although Londoners were initially fearful at the onset of the Blitz -
krieg, they quickly grew accustomed to the constant threat.18 There
were remarkably few cases of psychological disturbance and even fewer
incidents of psychiatric disorders or requests for treatment for psycho-
logical problems in medical clinics. In the areas hit with the heaviest fre-
quency, there was greater incidence of “transient emotional shock” and
acute anxiety. However, most of these cases “recovered spontaneously or
were responsive to the simplest forms of psychiatric first aid,” typically
requiring nothing more than rest and sympathy.19 In the end, the official
reports on the civilian reaction to the bombing simply emphasized the
unexpected resilience that had been witnessed.20

Despite the carnage and the misery in Hiroshima, the available ac-
counts again provide clear evidence of abundant resilience.21 Of course,
there was acute fear and anxiety soon after the attack. How could there
not be? And there were plenty of opportunities for sadness in the after-
math; for many, the devastation and loss were simply unending. Yet
many survivors evidenced a tenacious buoyancy. Hideko Tamura
Snider, a child of ten who lived through the Hiroshima bombing, de-
scribed feeling both terror and resignation as she struggled to find her
family after the attack. She witnessed sights no child should see: bodies
burned beyond recognition, walking corpses, and countless friends and
strangers grieving for their lost loved ones. Alone and helpless, she lit-
erally willed herself to move on. “Out of nowhere,” she recounted,
“something inside of me started to say, ‘You are on your own now. Get
up Hideko, only you can make it happen.’”22

The Other Side of Sadness58



59

In his account of the days after the bombing, John Hersey reported
“a curious kind of elated community spirit, something like that of the
Londoners after their blitz—a pride in the way they and their fellow
survivors had stood up to a dreadful ordeal.”23 Some experienced a won-
drous sense of calm, even serenity, and many managed to keep their
spirits up through the age-old use of humor and lighthearted  banter.

As is almost always the case, children were ready and willing to
make a game of it all. The Nakamura family had two children, both of
whom suffered from what appeared to be radiation poisoning. Yet they
remained fascinated by all that was happening around them and were
“delighted when one of the gas-storage tanks went up in a tremendous
burst of flame. Toshio, the boy, shouted to the others to look at the re-
flection in the river.”24 Not long after the event, Toshio “talked freely,
even gaily about the experience.” Months later he remembered the dis-
aster as if it were a kind of “exhilarating adventure.”25

Adults also found moments of relief. Father Kleinsorge, a German
priest living in Hiroshima, was wounded in the attack but capable of
dragging himself around the city to care for others. At a park designated
for evacuees, he made repeated excursions to bring water to throngs of
badly burned survivors. Amid this appalling scene, “he saw a young
woman with a needle and thread mending her kimono, which had been
slightly torn. ‘My but you’re a dandy!’ he said. And in response, she
laughed.”26

In a memoir of the bombing of Nagasaki, Japan, the only other city
to suffer atomic attack (on August 9, 1945), Dr. Takashi Nagai de-
scribed an arduous trek he had shared with a small group of colleagues
as they went from village to village tending the wounded. “Exhausted,
overcome with pain, and ready to collapse,” they nonetheless found hu-
mor in their own behavior “and then with a laugh, and without even
noticing the distance,” continued on their way. Dr. Nagai related the
story of a nurse who made repeated trips to carry the wounded to safety
after the attack. The task filled her “with a deep joy such as she had
never experienced before. It was a noble joy accompanied by profound
happiness.” She had realized that if the people she helped survived,
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they would never know that she had saved their lives, “and as she re-
flected on this, a smile vibrated through her cheeks.”27

Probably the most salient testimony to human resilience was how
quickly people in Hiroshima and Nagasaki began to rebuild. Less than
two weeks after the bombing, banks reopened in Hiroshima to reinstate
commerce in the city. Within a month, when it was determined that the
city itself was not radioactive, residents began streaming back to start
life anew. Shanties and huts sprang up. Many survivors returned to the
sites of their former homes and began planting gardens amid the wreck-
age. Within three months of the attack, the population had swelled back
to more than a third of its previous level.

The same was true of Nagasaki. American military journalist
George Weller made this firsthand observations only twenty-eight days
after the bombing: “Trains coming from both Honshu and southern
Kyushu were so jammed with returning human beings that the writer
was able only to fight his way into the baggage cars. Some refugees
rode the locomotives’ cowcatchers. . . . But they are coming back. By
the hundreds they streamed along the concrete platforms which alone
remain of Nagasaki’s station, their belongings tied in big silk scarves or
shoulder rucksacks.”28 As is common in any tragedy, many people ex-
perienced acute emotional stress right after the attack, but these reac-
tions typically lasted no more than a few days, and at most only a few
weeks.29 Only a small percentage of those who had endured the devas-
tation remained depressed or exhibited other types of enduring psychi-
atric symptoms.

To assess the broader psychological impact, about three months after
the attacks on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the U.S. military conducted a
survey of residents throughout Japan. Despite the crushing devastation,
instances of lasting psychiatric disorders were relatively rare. Moreover,
the level of morale among the survivors in and around Hiroshima and
Nagasaki was not much different from that in other areas of Japan that
had not been exposed to the bombing. There was relatively little hostil-
ity toward the United States or hopelessness about the future.30

In our own era, the 9/11 attacks on the World Trade Center stunned
the American public, if not the world. For some time it seemed that they
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were all anyone could talk about. It was soon apparent, however, that
New Yorkers had coped extremely well. A large-scale random house-
 hold survey conducted six weeks after September 11 indicated that only
a very small percentage of Manhattan residents had had trauma reac-
tions that were severe enough to meet the definition of posttraumatic
stress disorder (PTSD).31 Even more surprising, however, was how
quickly that low level of trauma declined. Four months after the attack,
the prevalence of PTSD in the New York area had dropped to just a few
percentage points, and by six months it was almost nonexistent.32

The absence of PTSD or some other psychiatric diagnosis is one
thing, but how many people in New York City were able to maintain
steady levels of good mental health after 9/11? To answer that question, I
teamed up with the researchers who had conducted the original survey,
and we examined their results from the entire New York City area, in-
cluding the five boroughs of the city as well as the contiguous parts of
New Jersey and Connecticut. We found that a large majority of residents
had had no trauma symptoms at any point in the first six months after
the attack, nor were they more likely to experience other types of psycho-
logical problems. If we narrowed our focus to only the people who had
lived close to the attack, those living in downtown Manhattan near the
World Trade Center site, the proportion showing resilience dropped only
slightly. If we focused on people who had been directly exposed to the at-
tack, those inside the World Trade Center at the time of the attack, we
still found that the majority showed no significant signs of trauma.33

What about people who lost friends or relatives on September 11?
Probably the most wrenching consequence of the attack was the uncer-
tainty it wrought for those whose loved ones failed to return home that
day. Although it was clear that few had survived the towers’ collapse,
there was always the possibility that a person had been injured or be-
come disoriented after the attack and was somehow still alive. Many
held onto whatever sliver of hope they could muster. Downtown New
York City was literally plastered with photos of those still missing. But
over time, hope gave way to somber resignation.

The survey data, as well as another more intensive interview study
my research team had conducted, showed that people who lost loved
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ones in the 9/11 attack were every bit as resilient as other survivors.
More than half of those in this category had no measurable trauma re-
actions, no depression, and, compared to others in the study, the lowest
levels of other types of psychological problems.34

There was one small group of bereaved people, though, for whom
9/11 was especially difficult. These were people who had lost loved ones
and had witnessed some part of the attack in person. In essence, these
were traumatic losses because they involved the intense sadness of grief
and also the intrusive flashbacks and the anxiety that are associated
with trauma. Typically, this kind of reaction occurs when a loved one
dies through violent means.35 When these horrible things happen, not
only must surviving friends and relatives contend with the normal
emptiness of loss, but they are also left with disturbing and graphic im-
ages of their loved one’s final moments.

For many who witnessed the 9/11 attacks firsthand, the loss of a
loved one was excruciating. Some remembered looking on helplessly as
the sky filled with smoke, while knowing, or perhaps finding out later,
that people they loved were trapped inside. With the seemingly ubiqui-
tous media repetition, the images sealed themselves into our collective
memory, and it was nearly impossible not to dwell on them. The
people who experienced this kind of bereavement had the greatest pro-
portion of severe trauma reactions. Just under one-third met the crite-
ria for PTSD. That is about the highest proportion of PTSD that any
event will produce. And yet just as many people who had experienced
this same horror—one in three—had no trauma reaction at all.

Epidemic

As difficult and demanding as war and terrorist attack are, these are
not the only forms of extreme adversity we may face. There are natural
disasters, for example, and throughout history there has been the po-
tentially devastating threat of larger-scale biological epidemic. Almost
unfathomable death tolls rose during the Middle Ages, for example,
when bubonic plague swept through Europe. Closer to our own era,
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there have been malarial plagues and, in the early part of the twentieth
century, the sweeping yellow fever epidemic.

One of the scariest biological epidemics in history, and one that
threatened to spread throughout the globe, happened only a few short
years ago. Severe acute respiratory syndrome, or SARS, first appeared in
China late in 2002. Most people understood that SARS was a respiratory
problem, but few knew anything beyond that. No one was sure where it
came from, or what caused it, or most important, how to stop it.

The initial symptoms were flulike and included fever, lethargy,
 gastrointestinal problems, a cough, and a sore throat. More severe res-
piratory problems often followed. Overall, SARS proved fatal for about
7 percent to 15 percent of those infected. Mortality rates were lowest in
young people and considerably higher in the upper age brackets. A
staggering 50 percent of those infected who were over sixty-five eventu-
ally died from the syndrome.36

One of the places hardest hit by SARS was Hong Kong. Approxi-
mately 1,800 people were infected, and almost 300 died. I spent two
summers there shortly after the epidemic. I was working at the time
with my good friend and colleague Samuel Ho at the University of
Hong Kong, and I was also having long discussions with Cecelia Chan,
director of the University’s Center on Behavioral Health. From Sam
and Cecelia and others I learned more about the near panic SARS had
induced in the city.

SARS was especially frightening because there was no known treat-
ment. The only available remedies were fever-reducing medications
and containment. Typically, those infected were quarantined to keep
the spread in check. But quarantine is not a comfort to someone facing
the possibility of severe illness or even death. The idea of treatment by
containment was particularly terrifying in Hong Kong, as the city is
built on a small island. Part of greater Hong Kong, called the New Ter-
ritories, extends onto the Chinese mainland. But until 1997, when the
United Kingdom returned Hong Kong to the Chinese, the New Terri-
tories were politically separate from the People’s Republic of China
(PRC) and the border between Hong Kong and the PRC was tightly
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controlled. At the time of the SARS epidemic, access between Hong
Kong and the PRC was still regulated, and Hong Kong residents knew
how easy it would be to close the boundary once again.

As the epidemic progressed, Hong Kong residents began to fear that
the entire city might be sealed off, and they’d be left to die. Those hospi-
talized for SARS learned about the panic from the streets. Friends and
relatives, prohibited from visiting, often positioned themselves near hos-
pitals and communicated by holding up signs. If their loved ones man-
aged to look out their hospital windows, they saw a remarkable sight:
crowds of people wearing protective masks waving posters and signs of
encouragement saying, “We love you.” “We won’t abandon you.”

Sam Ho and I decided to take a look at how Hong Kong survivors
had handled the epidemic.37 Because the hospital system in Hong Kong
is run by a central government agency, it was possible to track the men-
tal health of about 1,000 Hong Kong residents who had been infected,
hospitalized, and eventually released. We charted the overall mental
health of these survivors at several different times during the first year
and a half after they had been released from the hospital.

Because SARS was so stressful, we anticipated that a large propor-
tion of the survivors would have suffered chronic psychological prob-
lems. Our survey indicated that the suffering was even worse than we
had anticipated. Over 40 percent of the survivors had very poor psycho-
logical functioning each time we assessed them. At first I was troubled
by these numbers.

Yet, as we’ve now seen many times, there was also abundant evi-
dence of resilience. As overwhelming as the epidemic had been for
some, an equally large number of survivors had maintained near per-
fect psychological health. Despite having been hospitalized with a life-
threatening and mysterious respiratory illness; despite their knowledge
that there was no known cure; and despite the panic and rumors of
abandonment that seemed to spread throughout the city, these people
had picked up where they left off. As a city, Hong Kong was changed,
and no doubt those hospitalized for SARS were changed as a result of
the experience. But many had quickly resumed their previous routines,
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albeit a bit more cautiously, and continued to live healthy and produc-
tive lives.

* * *

Why is it that when people are exposed to similar events, the same type
of loss, or the same category of potentially devastating tragedy, some
are so obviously devastated and others emerge, for all intents and pur-
poses, unscathed? This is obviously a complicated question and not
likely to yield a simple answer. But science has begun to put together a
number of pieces of the puzzle.

Resilience





C H A P T E R  5

Whatever Gets You 
Through the Night

When we lose someone important to us, all we have is memory.
Our heart wants the person back. Our mind does, too. We

know the person is dead, but the memory persists. The memory of a
lost loved one can be so strong, in fact, that it plays tricks on us. Occa-
sionally the sheer habit of memory overrides all other systems, and we
temporarily forget that the person is actually gone.

Heather Lindquist was standing in her driveway talking with her
neighbor when she heard the phone ring inside the house. “I should get
that,” she told her neighbor. “It’s John. He always calls this time of
day.” Heather’s neighbor looked at her oddly, and then Heather real-
ized how strange her words must have sounded. John had already been
dead for months.

The tenacious grip of the memories of a dead loved one suggests
that a good place to begin looking for clues about resilience is in the
quality of the relationship that was lost. According to traditional be-
reavement theories, how we got along with someone when that person
was alive should shape how we deal with grief for that person when she
or he is gone. Thus, the emphasis on the painful work of mourning
contains the belief that people who are not debilitated by grief must be
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emotionally distant and therefore must have had either a superficial or
a conflicted relationship with the person they had lost.1 This is a simple
enough idea, but we could just as easily assume the opposite, that re-
silient people are exceptionally healthy and therefore must have had an
exceptionally healthy relationship.

In reality, most important relationships are complex and idiosyn-
cratic, and thus there is lots of room for variation. Karen Everly’s rela-
tionship with her daughter, Claire, is a perfect case in point. Karen loved
Claire with all her heart, but when Claire was young, Karen told me,
they had often fought. Sometimes, the fights were volatile. “Claire al-
ways had a temper, even when she was a little girl. I remember her
throwing these magnificent fits. She must have been no more than seven
or eight at the time,” Karen remembered. “I had to close the windows.
Now it’s laughable, but it didn’t feel like that at the time. You know, I
mean, the neighbors must have wondered what on earth was going on.”
Eventually Claire settled down, and ultimately the fights stopped. But
she never lost her spunk. For Karen, this was a definite plus. “Claire had
a soft, girlie side. But I liked that she could also be tough. I think I se-
cretly encouraged it. I had a business career and I knew what it was like
for a woman to make something of herself in this world.”

As she grew older, Claire seemed to come to terms with her
mother’s good intentions. Just before she left home for the first time to
attend college, Claire asked her mother if they could take a walk to-
gether. At first, they strolled along in silence. Claire seemed pensive.
Then she began to speak. “She told me she had been thinking about
mothers and daughters,” Karen said. Claire had observed her friends
with their mothers and had reflected on her relationship with hers. She
had thought about the kind of person she hoped to become. Claire
chose her words carefully. But when she finally got it out, Karen
couldn’t help but cry. “She told me basically that I had done all right,
that I was about as good a mother as she could have had. She said that
this was the reason why she was excited about her future. I can’t tell
you what an effect that had on me.”

Heather Lindquist’s relationship with her husband John was also
far from simple. Heather admired John: “He was a good man. I think
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that’s the truth of it. John was a generous soul, a good, solid husband,
and a loving father.” When I asked her about disagreements, Heather
had a hard time coming up with examples: “I won’t say we never had
problems, but our life together was pretty good. We didn’t fight much.
Never had those knockdown arguments.”

But Heather also had doubts at times. She wondered if they had
been too independent of each other: “Ever so often it occurred to me
that maybe we were living together apart, if you know what I mean,
like we were just passing time in the same relationship.” She thought
for a minute and then grew pensive. “The independence seemed like a
good thing, because we could develop—we could become different
people. I always thought it one of the main reasons we got along so
well. But I wonder now if maybe there was something missing. I don’t
know exactly what that would be—maybe a spark. We had been a cou-
ple for so long that I can’t, I couldn’t, remember what it was like to be
alone,” she explained. “It doesn’t make sense to worry about it, but I
find myself asking: Did we really have such a good relationship? Did
we love each other? We cared deeply for each other, and I think we
were a good, solid couple, but I wonder sometimes if we might have
been living out the relationship everyone expected of us—you know,
the happy couple. I don’t know what the past was anymore. I wish I
could see John’s face again, how he would react when I talk with him.”

I have interviewed more bereaved people than I can count. Most
coped extremely well with the pain of grief. Yet there seemed to be no
clear pattern, no emergent theme in the way they described the past,
that might account for their resilience. Very few of the relationships
seemed superficial or shallow, as the traditional theories would lead us
to expect, but by the same token, the stories did not seem to describe
uniformly healthy relationships, either.

If there is one constant, it is that most bereaved people idealize the
lost loved one. This is only natural. The pain of grief serves as a con-
stant reminder of what lost loved ones meant to us and what their pres-
ence brought to our lives. Their gifts, whatever they may have been,
loom larger because we can no longer have them. Studies have consis-
tently documented this kind of veneration, and it turns out that it is not
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unique to resilience. Almost all of us remember those we have lost with
at least a little bit of a positive spin.

What, then, can the quality of the lost relationship tell us about suc-
cessful coping with loss? A few years ago, I had a chance to find out. I
was invited by Camille Wortman and her colleagues at the University
of Michigan to help them understand the results of a one-of-a-kind
long-term research project. The project was called the Changing Lives
of Older Couples study, or CLOC for short. What Camille and her col-
leagues did was interview about 1,500 married people and then follow
them for close to a decade.2 Along the way, the spouses of some of the
people died, and Camille and her colleagues interviewed the bereaved
survivor at regular intervals afterward. These interviews gave them a
snapshot of the person’s life at multiple points in time, both before and
after the loss.

When I joined the CLOC team, my first goal was to identify the be-
reaved people who were resilient, that is, those who had no signs of de-
pression at any point before or after the spouse’s death and almost no
grief at any point during bereavement. As should not be surprising by
now, a lot of bereaved people in this study fit the bill, in fact, close to
half. What about their marriages? What had they been like? Just as I
had seen in interviews with other bereaved persons, the quality of the
marriages of the resilient people were not much different from any-
body else’s. In other words, the relationship itself was simply not a fac-
tor in determining who would cope well after the loss. It was not that
the quality of the marriage didn’t matter: Some negative characteristics
of the marriage clearly foretold more severe grief reactions. But that is
another story that I’ll get to in Chapter 7. The crucial point here is that
there was no general rule about the kinds of relationships that pro-
moted the healthiest forms of grieving.

There were also no rules about the resilient people themselves.
Everyone had been interviewed at the onset of the study, years before
any spouses had died. The people who eventually lost a spouse but
coped well, the resilient group, were rated by the interviewers about
the same as everyone else. They were not seen as cold and unsympa-
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thetic, as had long been predicted by traditional bereavement theorists,
nor were they exceptionally warm and sociable.

These were important findings. They showed that the relationships
we have with others will not necessarily determine whether we will
cope well if they die, and that one doesn’t have to be an exceptional per-
son to deal well with loss.3

Finding Comfort in Memory

The quality of the relationship is less important than expected in a grief
reaction because we don’t grieve the facts. We don’t grieve the actual de-
tails of the relationship. We grieve only what we remember of the rela-
tionship. And the accuracy of our memories does not determine how we
grieve; that is determined by what we do with our memories, how we
experience them, and what we take from them during bereavement.

After Janet’s death, Daniel Levy came to appreciate how much she
had helped him find an inner calm. This realization helped him cope
with his grief over her loss. “Often,” Daniel told me, “especially in that
first year after her death, I would seek out quiet moments when I could
conjure her up, when, I could be with her. I wrapped her memory
around me. It reminded me of the warmth and love she gave me.”

Karen Everly thought often about Claire and felt that in many ways
Claire was still with her. Karen was able to summon calming and sooth-
ing recollections: reminiscences from Claire’s childhood, images of her
accomplishments, or simply memories of daily life together, at the din-
ner table, walking in a park, or caring for their dogs. She seemed to have
an endless variety of memories that she could call up to help her feel that
Claire was still with her.

Julia Martinez used photos to help remind her of her father. There
was something remarkably purposeful, almost precocious, in the way
she did this. She would decide on a good time to remember her father,
a time when she was unlikely to be interrupted. She would close the
door to her room, carefully get out the photos, and let her eyes and her
mind roam over them: “It was like visiting him, in a way. You know, it
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made me sad sometimes, when I remembered him. But usually it made
me feel better. It helped me remember how lucky I’d been when he
was alive. It was a little bit like he was still there.”

Heather Lindquist made a deliberate effort to keep alive the positive
memories of her husband, John. She felt she owed it to her sons. She
thought they should have a strong image of their father. She kept photos
of John in prominent places around the house. She talked about him of-
ten and made sure that John’s friends remained a part of her family’s life.
She found that positive memories came to her in private moments, and
without much effort: “We had so many good years together. I couldn’t
forget that. There is no way those memories were going to fade.”

Robert Ewing found that summoning up comforting memories of
his sister, Kate, required no special effort. In fact, most of the time he
didn’t need to search. Kate had been such a big part of his life and his
family’s life that the reminders were everywhere. And more often than
not, the reminders brought back feelings of the warmth and care that
was Kate’s presence.

We are not accustomed to thinking of grief as a process of finding
comfort. The idea seems a bit odd, but this is precisely what resilient
people tend to do. Regardless of what the relationship was actually like,
resilient people are generally better able to gain a feeling of comfort
from remembering the relationship during bereavement. They are also
more likely to find comfort in talking about or thinking about the de-
ceased, which, they report, makes them feel happy or at peace.4

People confronted with the pain of loss need comfort. We see this
same need in just about anyone faced with aversive circumstances. Chil-
dren who survive poverty or abuse, for example, usually have someone
in their life they can talk to, someone to lean on, someone they know
will be there even when everything else seems to be falling apart. This
person might be a close friend or confidant, or perhaps a positive adult
figure.5 The availability to a disadvantaged child of a caring and sup-
portive helper has such a salubrious effect, in fact, that it may even can-
cel out a genetic risk for depression.6 The same is true of adults exposed
to potentially devastating events like war, assault, or natural disaster.
They consistently fare better when they have other people to turn to.7
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In this context, it is not surprising that the bereaved people who are
able to deal with a loved one’s death, and who are able to accept the fi-
nality of the loss, are also able to find comfort in memories of that per-
son. They know their loved one is gone, but when they think and talk
about the deceased, they find that they haven’t lost everything. The
 relationship is not completely gone. They can still call to mind and find
joy in the positive shared experiences. It is as if some part of the rela-
tionship is still alive.

In contrast, other bereaved people, those who are more debilitated
by loss, find it harder to hold onto positive memories, as if they can no
longer find the person they lost, as if the memories are hidden from
them. The pain of grief, it seems, can block all memories of the good.

C. S. Lewis provided a poignant example of this kind of frustration
in A Grief Observed. Lewis grieved intensely after the death of his wife,
to whom he referred in his memoir as “H.” During the time when his
grief was most acute, he worried that he was losing her memory. He
worried that what he could recall about her was fading and no longer a
representation of what they had shared when she was alive. But just as
Lewis’s grief was beginning to subside, as he was beginning to recover
from his wife’s death, something “quite unexpected” happened: “Sud-
denly at the very moment when, so far, I mourned H least, I remem-
bered her best. Indeed it was something (almost) better than memory;
an instantaneous, unanswerable impression. To say it was like a meeting
would be going too far. Yet there was that in it which tempts one to use
those words. It was as if the lifting of the sorrow removed a barrier. . . .
And the remarkable thing is that since I stopped bothering about it, she
seems to meet me everywhere.”8

There is power in these memories. Even when it seems as if we’ve
lost someone forever, we find that there is still something to hold onto,
something to nurture us, something that, as C. S. Lewis discovered, is
almost better than memory.

Traditional bereavement theories tend to look askance at this sort of
remembering. Grief has to be painful, these theories hold; resilience is
an illusion and the comfort people claim to find in memories of lost
loved ones is just another barrier to dealing with the reality of the loss.
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From this traditional perspective, comforting memories are probably
nothing more than a kind of fantasy substitution that masks the more
painful facts of the loved one’s death. They may be useful in the short
term, but beyond that, they are unhealthy.

The science of bereavement strongly counters this idea. Resilient
people are actually less likely than others to use avoidance and distrac-
tion as coping strategies. They are less inclined to evade thinking about
the loss, or to deliberately occupy their minds to avoid confronting the
pain.9 It is important to remember that even those bereaved people who
cope with loss the most effectively suffer at least some distress and con-
fusion, and that most bereaved people continue to experience occasional
intensely painful waves of longing for the lost loved one. So if comfort-
ing memories act as denial, it must not be a very effective denial.

I prefer to view the use of positive memories during bereavement as
evidence of the flexibility of the human brain. We use positive memories
and positive emotions to keep ourselves on an even keel, so that we can
confront the pain of the loss at times when it is most tolerable, as in mo-
ments of quiet reflection. As time passes, we are able to go back and
forth between positive memories and negative memories, and on our
own terms. This kind of flexibility evolves from oscillation, the back-
and-forth process, discussed in Chapter 3, that occurs naturally soon
 after the loss.10 Shortly after a loss, most bereaved people experience in-
tense sadness, along with periodic bursts of positive emotion. These
brief swings provide a temporary respite from the pain and keep us con-
nected to other people around us, and by doing so, they help us gradu-
ally adapt to the loss.

As times goes by, grief further subsides and the bereaved person
moves closer to normality. The oscillating pattern evolves into a broader
flexibility and a more stable balance as the pull of painful emotions and
the yearning for the lost loved one gradually decrease. They may still be
there, but the bereaved survivor gains some control over the grieving
and is able to choose when to mourn, when to talk about the loss with
close family or friends. By the same token, the reprieving swing toward
positive emotions is enhanced, so that the comfort and solace they pro-
vide becomes a more established part of daily life.
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Karen Everly gives us a compelling example of this kind of evolving
balance. She had no shortage of painful memories. The relentless media
coverage of the attacks that took her daughter’s life on 9/11 provided a
storehouse of searing thoughts and images. When Karen talked to me
about Claire’s death, several months after 9/11, it was obvious that the
wound was still sore. But she was also able to pull back from the pain.
Even when talking about that fateful day, her eyes still wet from tears,
Karen was able to shift to more positive memories and beam with pride
over her daughter’s accomplishments or smile with contentment at the
memory of a family gathering.

Is There a Resilient Type?

Not every bereaved person can muster comforting memories. Not every
bereaved person copes so well with the pain of loss. Then can we say
there is actually a resilient type, a kind of person who by disposition is
especially good at dealing with extreme stress? Although the CLOC
study did not reveal such a type, other studies I’ve conducted have con-
firmed, at least in part, the existence of a resilient type. I say in part be-
cause the issue is not as simple as it may sound. People who cope well
usually have a number of positive factors going for them. For example,
they tend to have better financial resources, better education, and fewer
ongoing life stressors to worry about; they are also likely to be in better
physical health and to have a broader network of friends and relatives
on whom they can rely, both for emotional support and for helping with
the details and demands of daily life.11

But even taking these factors into account, we can safely say that
some people are, in fact, more resilient than others, and a growing body
of evidence even suggests a genetic underpinning to a resilient type. We
need to be very cautious here because the evidence for a genetic link is
preliminary. It is also not quite as simple as it may sound. Advances in
genetic research have shown us that genes do not create behavior in a
simple one-to-one correspondence, like a blueprint. Rather, they seem
to function more like a recipe or game plan that predisposes us to be-
have a certain way.12 The researchers who study these effects describe
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them as “gene-by-environment interactions.” The genes do their work
only when turned on or “expressed” by a specific environmental trig-
ger, in this case exposure to extreme stress. At this time, only a few
genes have been researched in this connection, but the evidence that we
have so far does indeed suggest that a person who possesses certain
forms of these genes will fare better when exposed to serious adversity
than someone who does not.13 The genetic research has not yet exam-
ined whether these same genes help people to manage grief. However,
there is indirect evidence to suggest that this is likely to be the case.14

Regardless of how cautious we might be about the genetic evidence,
we can still talk about the psychological findings. Here the evidence is
solid. We consistently find specific psychological characteristics among
people who cope well during bereavement. One such characteristic is
the ability to adjust to the shifting demands of different situations. This
is a kind of behavioral flexibility not unlike the flexibility I described
earlier in the use of positive memories. Every stress and adversity chal-
lenges us in particular ways. The types of struggles people confront
when they lose a loved one to a graphic or violent death are different
from the stresses that arise when a loved one succumbs to a prolonged
illness. The demands of these losses also tend to change over time. And,
of course, dealing with loss is different from coping with other types of
violent or dangerous trauma, like surviving a hurricane or tsunami. By
and large, the people who deal best with these different situations are
those who can do what it takes to get through the event.

Part of this ability comes from the way we think about stressful cir-
cumstances. There is an advantage, the research shows us, in being op-
timistic. People who cope well tend to have an indelible belief that
things will somehow turn out OK. They also tend to be confident.
They believe that they will be able to exert at least some control over
the outcome of even the most difficult life events. This is not to say that
optimistic people believe they can undo the past or stop certain things
from happening. Sometimes, even the hardiest of individuals are ini-
tially stunned after a tragedy. Nonetheless, fueled by their deep-rooted
sense that they can and should be able to move on, they manage to
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gather their strength, regroup, and work toward restoring the balance
in their lives.15

Along with these optimistic, self-confident beliefs, people who cope
well also have a broader repertoire of behaviors. Simply put, they seem
to have more tools in their toolboxes. One example is how resilient
people express emotion. We think that, as a general rule, the more we
show what we are feeling, the better off we will be. This is especially
true when bad things happen to us, and it is actually a cornerstone of
the traditional grief work idea.

Certainly there is some advantage in emotional expression, but
there are also times when suppressing emotion, keeping one’s feelings
to oneself, may be adaptive. Imagine that you have been overcharged on
a bill, you’ve already made several attempts to correct the problem, and
you are speaking with a customer service person who might be able to
adjust the bill. Of course, giving full vent to your frustration and anger
might get the quickest results, but then again, as anyone who has ever
dealt with a large bureaucracy knows, expressing anger sometimes
only makes matters worse by hardening people to us and making them
less likely to want to help. In our hypothetical situation, we may get the
best results by hiding our anger and instead plying the customer service
person with smiles and compliments.

The same may be true of the way we express sadness and other emo-
tions during bereavement. As we’ve already discussed, the expression of
sadness evokes sympathy and caring in other people. Yet, in some situa-
tions, we may be surrounded by people not very sympathetic to our
pain. There are also times when the expression of sadness and grief is
impractical, at least temporarily, as when we are caring for someone
else or focusing on a necessary duty, on work, or on some other obliga-
tion. Because most of us find ourselves in a variety of circumstances, be-
ing flexible in expressing or suppressing sadness is adaptive. My
research team has been able to demonstrate the advantage of this kind
of expressive flexibility by using an experimental paradigm. In one
study, for example, we examined emotional suppression and expression
among New York City college students who had just recently lived
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through the September 11 terrorist attack. We found that students who
were skilled in only one of these behaviors—either expressing emotion
or suppressing emotion, but not both—fared about the same two years
after the attack as other students in the study. However, the students
who were flexible—that is, who could either express or suppress emo-
tion as needed—were markedly less distressed two years later.16

Bereaved people who evidence a similar kind of emotional flexibility
relatively soon after their loss also cope more effectively with the pain
of grief. We have found this to be true even among the more depressed
people in our studies. If they can evoke this kind of flexibility, they are
more likely to recover from their grief.17

Coping Ugly

Flexibility is adaptive because different kinds of adversity create differ-
ent kinds of demands. The better able we are to adapt ourselves to
those demands, the more likely we are to survive. An intriguing impli-
cation of this idea is that in some circumstances, it is adaptive to think
or behave in ways that we would normally think of as inappropriate or
even unhealthy.

Imagine yourself among those seeking emergency shelter during
Hurricane Katrina. You are stuck inside a domed football stadium for
days along with thousand of other people, a gapping hole in the roof
that allows rain to pour in, no bedding, no sanitation, very little food or
clean water, human waste and rubbish piling up, and then the threat of
rampant violence, gang fights, and a general state of disorganized
chaos.18 How would you deal with that situation? You would probably
take whatever measures were necessary to get by, and you might not
behave exactly as you would under normal circumstances. As long as
your behavior helps you get through the ordeal, and you don’t directly
harm anybody, it is probably adaptive. I have come to call this kind of
behavior “coping ugly.”19

The phrase comes from baseball. In the mid-1970s, my home team,
the Chicago White Sox, were winning baseball games with unexpected
frequency. They were winning through a combination of gritty deter-
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mination, cleverness, and the mistakes of their opponents. Sportswrit-
ers began referring to this particular brand of baseball as “winning
ugly.” It has since become a somewhat common phrase in sports and,
ironically enough, politics.20

The phrase captures the kind of “whatever it takes” approach that
we might use to deal with the unexpected adversities in our lives. An-
other phrase might be “pragmatic coping.” John Lennon’s famous song
“Whatever Gets You Through the Night” also comes to mind.21 When
bad things happen, people often find the strength to do whatever is nec-
essary to get back on track.

An example of coping ugly is what psychologists refer to as a self-
serving bias, in which we distort or exaggerate our perception of some-
thing so that it works in our favor. Common instances of self-serving
biases are taking credit for something we had little to do with and deny-
ing responsibility for something we did by blaming it on something or
someone else.

I have a personal example of self-serving bias, though a rather silly
one. I was once an avid yoga practitioner. Unfortunately, that was
many years ago, when I was younger and considerably more pliable. A
few years ago, my wife took up yoga. By that point, my body just didn’t
bend the way it used to. She, however, thought yoga would be good for
anyone, including me. More than a little reluctant, I agreed to join her
one day. We were both trying to do a standing pose called the Lord of
the Dancer, also known by its Indian name as the Natarajasana. When
it is done correctly, a person in the pose looks like a Hindu statue. One
leg is extended backward, lifted well above the head, and then held at
arm’s length. The torso is bent forward and the other arm is extended
out in front. My wife had done the pose perfectly. I, on the other hand,
was wobbling and waving my arms just to keep my balance. I looked
more like a traffic cop than a statue. And then, of course, I fell.

The key question is not why I fell but rather how I explained to my-
self and to my wife why I fell. Was it that I hadn’t practiced yoga in
years? Was it that I had aged and was no longer nimble? Or was it the
floor’s fault? It just so happens that we live in an old apartment with
hardwood floors. The slats are somewhat uneven and have buckled
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here and there—the perfect excuse. I fell, I explained, because it was
impossible to hold such a delicate pose on wobbly flooring. Of course,
the explanation was a bit desperate, but it allowed me to accept the ob-
vious limits of my performance without delving too deeply into nag-
ging thoughts about my aging body.

At first, the idea that self-serving biases can be useful may seem
counterintuitive. Aren’t healthy people supposed to be realistic about
their faults and limitations? It turns out that the average healthy person
is not always completely realistic and unbiased. Actually, most of us tend
toward slightly self-serving and distorted views of ourselves. Moreover,
these mildly distorted views have been associated with a number of
health-promoting qualities, such as happiness, confidence, and the abil-
ity to maintain higher levels of motivation and achievement.22

In his popular radio program A Prairie Home Companion, Garrison
Keillor describes his fictitious hometown as a place where “all the
women are strong, all the men are good looking, and all the children are
above average.”23 It turns out that most of us believe we are “above aver-
age.” Psychologists have come to call this belief the better-than-average
effect,24 and it is remarkably easy to demonstrate. Ask any group of
people to rate themselves on any variety of traits and qualities, like intel-
ligence, sense of humor, attractiveness, work ethic, friendliness, or com-
munity spirit. Most people will rate themselves as slightly above average,
a statistical impossibility as we can’t all be above average.

In connection with bereavement, self-serving biases have proved to
be useful when people are dealing with extremely painful or difficult
events, including the death of a loved one.25 Thinking ourselves to be
slightly better than average, for example, tends to bolster our confi-
dence that we are going to be OK. In addition, self-serving biases can
help us contend with the nagging thoughts we sometimes have that we
could have done something to prevent the death. Of course, people die,
and most of the time there isn’t much we can do to prevent it. Yet in
moments of weakness we may succumb to irrational self-blame and
doubt. The self-serving tendency to assign blame to factors outside our
control may keep self-blaming thoughts at bay.
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Other forms of self-serving bias may also be useful, like finding bene-
fits. We do this when we turn a bad event into a positive one by finding
the silver lining inside the dark cloud. Benefit finding helps us maintain
the idea that the world is basically a decent place and life is good. For ex-
ample, people confronted with major illnesses like cancer often use ben-
efit finding to help ameliorate an otherwise unfathomable reality.26

Bereaved people also use this mechanism to help them cope with the
pain of loss, as is seen in statements like “I never knew I could be so
strong on my own,” or “The loss has helped me become more focused on
priorities,” or “After she died I realized how many true friends I have.”
Another kind of benefit finding is counting our blessings by focusing on
how much worse the loss could have been, as in “I am just thankful that
I had the chance at least to say good-bye.” People making these state-
ments are not in denial; rather, they are accepting the reality of the loss.
By finding some benefit, they are creating a different, and in many ways
more tenable, way to look at an otherwise unendurable event.

* * *

Nobody wants bad things to happen. Nobody wants loved ones to die.
But these things do happen and there is not much we can do about it.
When I first began to study resilience, I assumed that at least some
people would show a relatively consistent pattern of good health across
time, in other words, that they would be reasonably healthy and happy
before a loved one’s death and then reasonably healthy and happy after
it. As I learned more about how people manage to withstand extremely
aversive events, it became all the more apparent to me that humans are
wired to survive. Not everybody manages well, but most of us do. And
some of us, it seems, can deal with just about anything. We adapt, we
change gears, we smile and laugh and do what we need to do, we nur-
ture our memories, we tell ourselves its not as bad as we thought, and
before we know it, what once seemed bleak and bottomless has given
way; the dark recedes and the sun once again peeks out from behind
the clouds.

Whatever Gets You Through the Night





C H A P T E R  6

Relief

Most people get over their losses. Many cope exceptionally well.
Sometimes the quality of life is considerably better after a loved

one’s death.1

Kyle Wilkin battled colon cancer for three years. He died at the age
of fifty-four. When his surviving wife, Adelle, came in to talk about her
grief and the period leading up to Kyle’s death, at first she found it
hard to describe. “It’s all kind of one big blur. I mean, everything in
those last three years was colored by Kyle’s illness, you know. I can’t
quite pinpoint particular moments in time, specific events. It’s a mash
of things.” Those three years so dominated Adelle’s existence that she
came to mark the chronology of events in her life as being either before
or after Kyle became ill: “Everything that happened before then seems
more distant than I think it normally would seem. Everything before
Kyle got sick feels as if it happened soooo long ago.”

When Kyle was diagnosed, the cancer had already progressed. At
first, he and Adelle were hopeful that he might survive, and it seemed as
if he might, but then his overall health gradually deteriorated. Kyle’s
doctors estimated that he had about one year to live. Somehow he man-
aged to hang on longer. Adelle considered his endurance a blessing, but
it was also exhausting: “So we had three years together, which was so
 important to me. Then, when he was ill and getting more and more
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 dependent, it made everything completely different, more a parent–child
relationship than a husband-and-wife relationship, because, you know,
he was—he needed everything done. I—you know, it colors things.”

Despite the anguish and exhaustion of three years of caregiving,
Adelle kept herself on as even a keel as possible. There were moments
of deep sadness. Sometimes she thought she was becoming depressed.
Sometimes, however, the strain made itself known in other ways: the
imbalance of caregiving created resentment and conflict. When Kyle
became ill, Adelle was negotiating a career change. Not long before
Kyle’s diagnosis, she had completed a master’s degree that would have
qualified her for a new job: “I had just finished my one year of school,
which now seems as if it was eons ago. This was probably the biggest
conflict because I was changing; as a person I was changing. It was
hard for him to see that. Because of the illness, you know, Kyle couldn’t
really see that. The way it distanced things is, was, you know—I was
tired a lot, too, and it wasn’t the same kind of relationship it was before.
I was going to be doing this new thing, but then I wasn’t. The shift was
hard, to become the one that was totally depended on, all the time, you
know. I had to stop thinking about everything else.”

When Kyle died, what Adelle felt most acutely was relief. Kyle’s suf-
fering was over. Her exhaustion and worry were over. Kyle was gone,
and now she could finally move forward. Adelle exhibited almost no
symptoms of grief. She was not distressed. She did not yearn to have
him back: “I missed Kyle, of course. We had a decent relationship. But,
you know, during those last three years, we kind of said our good-byes.”

There were changes to be made. Adelle was going to have to rethink
her life, now as a middle-aged single person, and sometimes she worried
about what the future might hold. But for the most part, she was peace-
ful and reconciled. As she explained, “It’s hard to know what would
have happened if Kyle hadn’t died. I was changing anyway. We had a
good marriage and we were able to talk about the things that really mat-
tered. When he was ill, we talked about what I would do when he
wasn’t there, what I should do and, you know, whether I should get re-
married, which was good. So we were able to talk about the things that
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needed to be cleared up before he died. There weren’t really any things
left that weren’t resolved fairly well.”

In the year following Kyle’s death, Adelle gradually acclimated to
her changed life. She took time off to travel and visit old friends. Then
she found a job in her new field, public health nursing, and eventually
began dating again. She was busy, enthusiastic, and optimistic. “This is
not what I would have thought my life would be like” she told me, “but
it is good. Those were a rough couple of years there. I still miss Kyle.
But I’ve come out of it OK. I have a new direction now. I think I can
honestly say that I am happy.”

Caregiving

Adelle’s story exemplifies the relief pattern: exhaustion from caring for
and anguishing over a loved one’s suffering, and then relief, even calm,
when the suffering is finally over. More often than not, there is a lengthy
battle with physical illness or disease, sometimes lasting years. A close
family member or spouse may have to tend to all of the sick person’s
needs, sometimes with no help: washing and bathing, helping with the
toilet, shopping and running errands, discharging various duties and
other obligations. Life becomes a demanding twenty-four-hour-a-day,
seven-day-a-week job that may feel relentless.

Beyond the physical burden, there is the psychological pain of watch-
ing a loved one suffer. Sometimes this is the worst part. Sometimes there
is conflict when caregivers like Adelle Wilkin have to put their lives on
hold. This a tough row to hoe, and not surprisingly, people who exhibit
relief at a loved one’s death often say that during the loved one’s illness,
life felt unfair to them.

Another interesting characteristic of the relief pattern is that, in
contrast to people showing a more straightforward kind of resilience,
people who are relieved by a death do not tend to find comfort in mem-
ories of the deceased, at least not at first. However, their initial relief
changes over time. Calm sets in, and it becomes easier to find comfort
in the more joyous memories of the lost loved one.

Relief



What I find especially compelling about people who experience re-
lief is that they are usually as surprised as anyone else by their good ad-
justment. When we asked people in our study who were showing the
relief pattern how they were doing after the loss, many tended to en-
dorse statements like, “I feel amazed by my strength,” or “I am proud
of how well I am managing.”2

In retrospect, this pattern shouldn’t have been surprising at all, even
to the people who experienced it. In 1990, sociologist Blair Wheaton
had suggested that in certain situations, what seems like an undesirable
life change may be a change for the best and may actually prove benefi-
cial for mental health.3 Wheaton emphasized the importance of taking
into consideration the context in which major life events take place. In
situations where there is ongoing stress, he noted, another bad event
may improve a person’s lot by providing relief from the previous
stress.4 Marriages fail, children develop problems, jobs become dissatis-
fying, relationships sour, finances slip out of control, and loved ones
grow ill. We adjust as best we can and eventually get so used to the situ-
ation that we forget it was not always there. And then even an undesir-
able event like divorce, a job loss, or the death of a loved one simply
dissipate the burden we have grown so accustomed to.

When Death Opens New Doors

The death of a loved one may come as a relief even when caregiving is
not involved. There are times when we can do nothing but lessen a
loved one’s suffering; their death comes as a relief mainly because it
brings an end to their misery. A loved one’s death may also bring
changes to our lives that we couldn’t have imagined. Sometimes a loved
one’s death opens new doors.

In his autobiography, the famous scientist Edward O. Wilson de-
scribed a period in his life just after having graduated from college. Al-
though he was passionate about science and on the verge of a promising
career, he feared he might have to forestall his research endeavors just
as they were getting off the ground. Wilson’s father suffered from a
number of chronic health ailments. He also had a serious drinking
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problem and was growing increasingly depressed and helpless. Then,
early one morning, Wilson’s father “wrote a calm note of apology to his
family, drove his car to an empty section of Bloodgood Street near the
Mobile River, seated himself by the side of the road, put his favorite tar-
get pistol to his right temple, and ended his pain.”

How could such a tragic event not be devastating? To Wilson’s sur-
prise, he found that “after a few days the shock of grief was infiltrated by
feelings of relief, for my father who was now released, for [my mother]
Pearl whose desperate siege had been broken, and for  myself—the filial
obligation I had feared might tie me to a crumbling family was now for-
given. The impending tragedy took final form, and happened, and was
over. I could now concentrate entirely on my new life.”5

It would be neither fair nor accurate to say that Wilson had no diffi-
cult feelings related to his father’s death. He tells us that he did experi-
ence sorrow for his father, as well as guilt over having felt relief about
his death. But he did not grieve extensively, and whatever the lingering
feelings he harbored, they did not impede his ability to live out his
dreams. After his father’s death, Wilson went on to a brilliant career
and ultimately myriad achievements and awards, including the Na-
tional Medal of Science. Over the years, too, he came to admire his fa-
ther and to view his life not as failure but as a courageous struggle.

My own father struggled with health problems, and near the end of
his life he was depressed. He had a heart condition and he did not take
very good care of himself. His life was stressful and frustrating, and
eventually it overwhelmed him. My father’s stress also influenced my
life in ways I didn’t fully understand as I was growing up. And al-
though his was a sad story, I, too, felt relief when my father died.

He came from tough stock. His parents had emigrated from southern
Italy in the early 1900s. My grandfather worked with his hands. He
made things. He fixed things. When he came to the United States, he
found employment with the railroad in Chicago as a mechanic. He was a
hardworking, stern man and, as my father told it, a tough disciplinarian.

You could see the toughness in my grandfather’s tools. I still have some
of those tools. One of my favorites is a handmade steel monkey wrench. I
keep it on my desk. I had always assumed my grandfather made it
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 himself. The handle had been twisted several times around, before the
steel cooled, to give it a pretzel-like quality. It was an aesthetic detail, but it
was also a boast. It showed that its maker could bend steel to his own will.

I also have a wide-angle group photo of my grandfather and his
coworkers, the Erecting Department of the Chicago and Northwestern
Railway. The photo was taken in the 1930s. The men posed for the
photo with one of the gigantic steam engines they had worked on.
They surround the locomotive like hunters with a subdued beast. Al-
most everyone was smiling in that photo, except my grandfather. He
never smiled in any photo.

This was the culture my father was raised in.
When he was young, my father was strong and wiry. As a child, I

remember being awed by the size of his wrists. His arms seemed to me
to be as wide as other people’s legs. Like his father, my dad also enjoyed
working with his hands, and although he had a white-collar job, on
weekends, more often than not, he could be found up a ladder some-
where, fixing something, or in the garage working on his car. He loved
baseball, too, and as often as he could my father arranged his vacation
time to coincide with the World Series. For my father, this was as good
as life could be. He would work around the house during the morning
and then in the afternoon settle in, still in his work clothes, to watch the
Series on television, a beer in one hand and a cigar in the other.

Unfortunately, the rest of my father’s life was not so comfortable.
He had only a high school education, but slowly he worked his way up
through the ranks to a managerial position in the midwestern distribu-
tion center for the Eastman Kodak Company. This meant more money
and a better life for his family, but it was a strain for him. He felt out of
place in a suit and tie. And I think he felt he had taken on more respon-
sibility than he could competently manage.

My father did not read much, but it is telling that one of the few
books I ever saw him spend any time with was The Peter Principle.6 A
best-seller in the late 1960s, this book had the basic thesis that in the mod-
ern workplace hierarchy, the typical employee rises through the ranks
until he reaches “his level of incompetence.” People are promoted, the au-
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thor argued, primarily on their performance in their current position.
The new, higher-ranking position is not necessarily more difficult, but it
does often require a different set of work skills, which the employee fre-
quently does not possess. Although he never said so directly, The Peter
Principle seemed to perfectly describe my father’s work experience—and
the stress it caused him.

Stress in and of itself is not necessarily bad.7 Stress reactions are
closely linked with emotions, and together they form our natural ability
to cope effectively with threats. When we feel endangered, our brains
instigate a set of responses designed to maximize our ability to respond
to the threat. Our hearts race. We breathe deeply. We temporarily stop
longer-term bodily activities, like digesting food, which can be put on
hold until the threat passes. The ways that our bodies and minds re-
spond to stress appear to have evolved to help us deal with actual physi-
cal threats, like being chased by a predator. The parts of our brain that
orchestrate the stress response are the oldest brain structures, which are
similar to the corresponding structures in the brains of many animals.
But other animals typically have stress reactions only when confronted
by actual physical threats, whereas we humans also tend to experience
threat in the abstract, as when we worry about our mortgage or whether
another person likes us or not. Thus we feel stress in a wider range of
situations, and we also are more vulnerable to chronic stress.

When stress is unremitting, not only does the quality of life plum-
met, but there is a serious physical cost as well. In the simplest terms,
chronic stress wears us out: It breaks down our immune system. It
makes us more susceptible to illness and infection. It contributes to the
breakdown of bodily systems, like bone maintenance and weight con-
trol. It can even interfere with memory formation.8

The constant stress my father experienced in his job eventually took
its toll. He suffered his first heart attack when he was only forty-three.
As his career advanced, his health continued to deteriorate. He gained
weight. He smoked. He drank. He found fewer and fewer opportuni-
ties for physical exercise. He had further heart troubles, and in his later
years, he became diabetic. Gradually he became depressed.
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Growing up, I felt close to my father. I was one of three boys, all born
one year apart. These days we live dramatically different lives, but as
children we were nearly inseparable. Although my brothers were also
close to my father, my mother once confided in me that of all his sons
my father considered me “the one he and my mother could depend on.”
I am not sure why he felt that way, but it probably had something to do
with my acute awareness of his pain. I could see his frustration, his un-
fulfilled dreams, and I could see that they were killing him. I was the
only one of his sons who attempted to speak to him about the situation.

I remember once finding him alone in my parents’ bedroom. It was
daytime but he had drawn the shades. I was perhaps ten years old at
the time. I watched him from the doorway for a minute or two and
then, hesitantly, ventured into the room. I stood by the foot of the bed.
He looked at me. The room was dark, but I could see the gloom in his
eyes. “Dad, are you OK?” He didn’t respond right away. Then he let
out a pained whisper, “George, don’t try to talk to me.” The frustration
in his voice was palpable. I didn’t know what to do. Slowly, I backed
out of the room and closed the door.

Watching my dad suffer left an enormous impression on me. At an
early age I vowed never to let the same thing happen to me. I promised
myself that I was going to live my life as fully as I could. I was going to
see the world, take chances.

My father had always wanted to travel, but he squelched the desire.
He felt he had to. Given the culture in which he grew up, he was proba-
bly right. I once found a shoe box filled with mementos from his days in
the military. He had been stationed in the southwestern United States
for basic training near the end of World War II. People didn’t travel
nearly as much in those days as they do now, and this was the first time
my father had ever been far from home. In that box, I found tourist
postcards. I found photos of my father in the mountains, in the desert,
photos of him with women, forgotten girlfriends, and clowning around
with his buddies. These scenes fascinated me. It was a version of my fa-
ther I had never seen; it was like discovering his long-lost brother. He
looked happy, even carefree.
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This period didn’t last long.
When the war ended and my dad returned from the military, he

found that his father’s health had begun to fail. It was time for his fa-
ther to retire and it was time for my father to take up the filial duty that
was expected of him. He didn’t question it. From that point forward,
he would be the man of the family. Before World War II, he had
worked in an entry-level position at Kodak. After the war, he returned
to that company and never left. He worked there for the remainder of
his life. His first job was to pack cameras for shipment to local shops.
Gradually he was promoted through the ranks and took on more and
more responsibilities. Like his own father, he worked hard, so hard in
fact that there wasn’t much time for anything else. Our family rarely
took vacations. We rarely went anywhere, in fact, because my father
was always working. He left early in the morning and often returned
late at night. He was busy doing what he was supposed to do, support-
ing his family, making a few extra dollars in whatever way he could.

When I was an adolescent, the idea of free-form travel became some-
thing of an obsession for me. I even began sleeping without a pillow. “If
I am going to have adventures,” I reasoned, “I will probably not be able
to plan where I sleep. I may have to sleep in open fields and I will proba-
bly not always have a pillow. I had better start getting used to it.”

The passion continued to grow. When I finished high school, at the
age of seventeen, I announced to my parents that I was leaving home. I
should have been making concrete plans for the future. I should have
been planning to go to college. I knew it and my father knew it, but I
was hell-bent on going off on my own.

My father was not happy about it, and he forbade me to go. We began
to argue, and then he threw down the gauntlet. “If you leave home,
now,” he stammered, “you are on your own. Don’t come crawling back.”
The words stunned me. They sounded like a forecast of my pending fail-
ure, like a line drawn in the sand. I steeled myself, and then I crossed the
line. I left home, and I vowed never to crawl back.

* * *
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I was sleeping soundly when the phone rang. It was the middle of the
night. I was twenty-three years old and living in a small apartment in
Boulder, Colorado. For the past seven years—since leaving my parents’
home—I had lived a more-or-less itinerant lifestyle. I had traveled
much of the United States. I had been to other countries. I had slept on
mountaintops and in fields, often as it turned out without a pillow. I had
lived on farms and found temporary employment whenever I could. I
had worked hard. It had been an exciting time for me, but also lonely
and at times exhausting.

I didn’t answer the phone.
Whoever it was would call back in the morning. But the phone kept

ringing. I knew it had to be bad. I picked up the receiver and heard my
older brother’s voice: “George, I’ve got some awful news.”

* * *

The next morning, I made plans to fly to Chicago for the funeral. I
thought about how hard my father’s life had been, about the relentless
stress and the health problems he endured. It had seemed to wear him
out. And now he was gone. These thoughts forced me to ponder my fa-
ther’s death. People sometimes say things like “It was probably for the
best.” They usually say these things when they don’t know what else to
say. But it’s hard to think about death being a good thing when the loss
is your loss. I let my mind try the thought on. No fire. No brimstone.
Maybe it was for the best.

I turned on the radio. Then it popped into my head that perhaps I
could request the local radio station to play a song in my father’s honor.
I called the station. I don’t remember what song I asked for, but I do
remember that the person I spoke with was very kind. Several minutes
later, I heard his voice over the radio announcing, “The next song is for
a young guy who just called because his father died.” He dedicated the
song to my father and me. It was a simple act, but it enveloped me. I
knew other people were listening somewhere and that my name and
my father’s name had been spoken together on the radio. It felt like an
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apology of sorts, for the trouble I had caused him. I wanted to cry but
no tears came. I felt gratitude. I felt relief, too. I wonder now if it was
relief that my father’s pain was over, or relief I had managed to do
something right in that moment, or perhaps even relief that the pain of
grief was not as horrible as I had feared it might be.

A week later, I was back in Colorado and back at work. I was glad
to have my routine again. I noticed people were a bit hesitant around
me, watching to see if I was OK. I wondered if I might break down at
some point. But I never did.

In fact, my life opened up after my father’s death.
It felt to me that I had been living my life as if in a stage play. I had

been acting out a kind of duet with my father under bright lights in the
center of the stage. The rest of the theater was dark. I could not see the
faces in the audience. When my father died, it was as if the house lights
had come on. To my surprise, I found that the theater was empty. Not
only was I the only one left on the stage, but I was the only person in
the entire theater. I had been acting out a play by myself. I could have
stopped at any point, but I hadn’t known it.

With time I came to appreciate the complexities of my father’s life
and how our hopes and dreams had become entangled. I came to un-
derstand that my father hadn’t intended to issue such a draconian ulti-
matum. He had wanted me to understand the significance of the step I
was taking when I left home. He had wanted me to understand that
the consequences of my actions were serious. I had no clear plan and no
particular means of supporting myself, and he knew that. It was reck-
less of me to cast everything to the wind.

But recklessness was part of the point, part of the adventure I was
seeking. Unfortunately, my recklessness was what most irked my fa-
ther. He had longed to do something just as capricious in his own life,
but he had had to bury the desire. With hindsight I can see that I was
trying to do that for him. I was trying to live out some of his fantasies. I
wish I had understood that more fully when he was alive.

Two years after my father’s death, I finally began attending college.
I was twenty-six. It felt like a late start. At first I was tentative. I was
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not sure how I was going to pay for college, and I was not sure whether
I would be able to handle the academic material after so many years.
But that hesitance gradually abated, and soon I was thrilled to be on a
new course. I made up for lost time. I felt like a sponge, soaking up any
new ideas that came my way. To my great surprise, and relief, I found I
could thrive in my new environment.
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C H A P T E R  7

When Grief Takes Over

I’ve emphasized resilience throughout this book, but we should not
lose sight of the fact that not everybody copes so well. For some

people, the death of a loved one is nothing short of devastating, and re-
covery from grief is a genuine struggle.

Rachel Tomasino was in her early sixties when she lost her husband,
Frank. They had been married for over forty years. Frank had not
been in great health. He was overweight. He didn’t exercise, and he in-
dulged himself regularly in his favorite unhealthy foods. But Rachel
did not expect him to die—at least not as soon as he did: “We were
married so long, you know, I just assumed he would be there, always. I
always thought we’d grow old together. I never thought that he would
just leave me like that.”

Rachel and Frank had married young. They had no children, and
over the years, Frank became a bigger and bigger part of Rachel’s exis-
tence. Apart from occasional fishing trips with his buddies, Frank
spent most of his free time with Rachel. She considered Frank her best
friend in the world.

Then one day, Frank collapsed at work. His heart stopped. He died
before Rachel could get to the hospital to say good-bye.

It was weeks before she could force herself to eat. She cried for
hours at a time. She was unable to sleep. She lost weight. She grew pale
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and bleary-eyed. She did not even try to return to work for several
months after Frank’s death, and when she finally did she was unable to
concentrate. She was fragile and lethargic and found herself sneaking
off to cry in a back room. Her boss suggested she take a leave of ab-
sence, but this only seemed to make things worse. Rachel began to
spend most of her time at home crying or lying in bed. A year later, she
still had not returned to her job.

Prolonged Grief

It is only recently that the professional community has begun to under-
stand extreme and prolonged grief. Ironically, this shift came about in
part because of the greater attention paid to healthy adjustment. When
we began to cast our net broadly, to capture the full range of grief pat-
terns, including successful coping and mild grief reactions, we also began
to move toward a greater appreciation of what it means to suffer. The fo-
cus on resilience made prolonged grief stand out in greater contrast.

Approximately 10 to 15 percent of bereaved people are likely to strug-
gle with enduring grief reactions. In other words, one or two out of every
ten people tends to have grief reactions that continue to interfere with
their ability to function for several years or longer after the loved one’s
death.1 In absolute terms, 10 to 15 percent is a relatively small proportion.
However, when we recognize that almost everyone must confront the
pain of loss at some time, 10 to 15 percent represents a lot of people, and
makes it clear that prolonged grief is indeed a serious matter.

We saw earlier that we seem to be wired for sadness, that sadness is
“functional,” helping bereaved people reflect on their loss, take stock,
and accept what cannot be undone. It helps people to recalibrate for life
without the lost loved one. Our expressions of sadness also evoke sym-
pathy and caring responses from other people. But when sadness be-
comes too strong, when it runs unchecked for long periods of time, it is
no longer helpful. Rather, it becomes pernicious and dysfunctional.
People who are overwhelmed by sadness get lost in themselves; they
withdraw from the world and become mired in an endless preoccupa-
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tion, an insatiable desire to have the deceased person back again. When
that happens, grief has already begun to take over.

* * *

Rachel Tomasino’s family and friends were worried about her, and for
good reason. Well into the second year after Frank’s death, she was still
plagued by sorrow. She felt lost, aimless, and hopeless and was growing
increasingly desperate: “When Frank died I was scared, really scared. I
didn’t know what I was going to do. I was afraid about what was going
to become of me. I had a pretty good job, but then I couldn’t get myself
to go to work. It didn’t matter, not anymore. I didn’t know how to do
anything else. I didn’t know how to do anything, really. I was Frank’s
wife; that was it mostly. And he was gone. He’s not here anymore. He’s
gone. And I am basically, I am, now—I am nobody.”

Indeed, most bereaved people experience at least some temporary
confusion about their identity; they lose track of who they are or what
their life means. It is not uncommon to hear statements like “It feels
like a piece of me is missing.” People suffering from prolonged grief, by
contrast, feel as if everything is missing. With prolonged grief, the loss
of identity is profound.2 Whatever life was about before the loss no
longer seems to matter. Whatever goals or interests the bereaved sur-
vivor had, whatever were his or her sources of pleasure, are simply no
longer important. In the simplest of terms, he or she has lost the focus
in life.

As Rachel Tomasino’s grief wore on, she became hopeless and even-
tually completely lost: “I just don’t know what to do. I mean, what am
I supposed to do now? We didn’t have a fabulous life, but it was a good
life. We were happy. We never had much money. But we always got by.
It always seemed like enough. The days came and went. Every day was
more or less OK. There was always plenty to do. I don’t know what it
was I did with my time. I worked. When I was home, when we were
together at night and weekends, we were always doing something.
Now I just sit there. Each day seems like forever. When I wake up in
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the morning, the minute I know I am awake, there is this awful mo-
ment when I realize that I am alive and Frank is dead. I wish to God
I were back asleep. I can’t even cry anymore. I stare out the window. I
feel as if I live in a cave. I just sit there and watch the world go by my
window. Everyone is out there in the sunshine. I sit here in the dark.”

What causes this kind of emptiness and pain? What keeps people
with prolonged grief in the dark, in their caves, apart from the rest of
the world? These are riddles we have not yet fully solved, but fortu-
nately some answers are beginning to emerge. One crucial insight is
that prolonged grief is dominated by yearning, the repetitive and futile
search for the lost loved one. People in this state can think only of the
person they lost. They want nothing but to have that person back. They
yearn for that person with their entire being.

This reaction is different from what we normally see in depressive
states. The symptoms of depression have no object. They are global and
undifferentiated and include such difficulties as a feeling of worthless-
ness, fatigue, the inability to concentrate, diminished interest or pleasure
in activities that would normally be rewarding, reduced or exaggerated
appetite, and difficulty maintaining normal sleep patterns. The yearning
of prolonged grief, by contrast, is entirely focused on one thing: finding
the lost loved one.

The paradox is that yearning brings no comfort, only deeper pain.
Even when people suffering from prolonged grief manage to shut out
the world and wrap themselves wholly in the past, they still feel only
pain.3 Their loved one is dead and cannot be found. Their search is
endless, hopeless, and futile—a bit like chasing a ghost—and it brings
only more and more pain.

This experience is almost the opposite of the daily experience of most
of us. For most of us, thoughts of those we are closest to usually help us
to feel safe and comforted. We call forth these images when we are frus-
trated or threatened or lonely, and often we feel better. This is how hu-
man emotional attachments normally work.4 This pattern begins in the
earliest moments of life5 and continues as our brains slowly mature. As
infants we become bonded with our caregivers, usually our mother, and
this bond ensures that we remain close to her, where we can be pro-

The Other Side of Sadness98



99

tected. This kind of bonding also makes us pay close attention to our
caregivers and makes possible all kinds of powerful social learning expe-
riences. If all goes well, and it usually does, as we grow older we inter-
nalize these learning experiences. In other words, we create a kind of
mental representation or image of the caring other. It is not a static im-
age, like a photo. It’s more like a kind of internal hologram, a prototype
or template that encapsulates our history of experiences with the person.
We tend to use this internalized hologram to understand most of the in-
timate relations we have as adults. When we bond with someone as an
adult, we use this same internal template to create and understand that
bond. It helps us feel safe. Of course, adults no longer require constant
caregiving or the continual presence of a safe figure. But when we feel
threatened, when things are not quite going our way, we want to be
around those we are closest to and have attached to. Often, that’s not
possible, so we do the next best thing: We evoke our internalized holo-
gram of that person.

Think about it a minute. Who are you closest to in your own life?
Who is the person you can almost always count on, or the person you
want to be with when you are feeling down or upset? Whom do you
turn to for advice? For most of us, these questions are not difficult to
answer. Parents or spouses usually come to mind; sometimes it is sib-
lings or other relatives, often close friends.

I have asked these questions of many bereaved people. Almost
everyone can name at least one and sometimes several people who serve
these functions—everyone, that is, except those who suffer from pro-
longed grief. When prolonged grief sets in, all thoughts circle back to
the lost loved one. Other people slowly drop out of the picture, and all
needs for safety and comfort seem to become concentrated on the de-
ceased. The more protracted the grief reaction, the more concentrated
this focus seems to become. And a concentrated focus on the lost loved
one only compounds the pain because that person is no longer here.

When grief persists, the bereaved survivor’s desire to coax the lost
loved one back begins to appear in dreams: “I saw him in a window. He
looked right at me. He saw me. I knew it. But when I ran up to the win-
dow and peered in, it was dark. I could hardly see anything. I made out
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furniture and a door or something. It was hard to see. There were re-
flections on the glass from outside. I pounded on the window. I yelled.
But I couldn’t see him. I looked around, up the street. There were cars,
but the street was empty. Then the window was gone. The wall was
solid brick.”

We saw in Chapter 5 that resilient people cope well, in part, because
they are able to evoke comforting memories of the lost loved one.
These memories provide relief and help make the loss more bearable.
We also saw that longer periods of grief can make it difficult to hold
onto those memories. C. S. Lewis worried that he was losing the mem-
ory of his deceased wife, that what he could recall was no longer a fair
representation of the good things they shared. As he began to recover
from the pain, he was surprised that his memories returned and that he
once again found his wife, that when he mourned her the least he “re-
membered her best.”

When grief persists for even longer periods of time, when it drags
on for months and then years, the image of the deceased becomes elu-
sive, fragmentary, and increasingly disturbing. Relentless suffering and
yearning color everything. What was once a feeling of safety or happi-
ness becomes mixed up with worry and fear and dread.6 Memories fes-
ter and sour. They become, literally, haunting.

* * *

When Frank Tomasino was alive, Rachel never worried about infi-
delity: “Frank was a handsome man, but he was a good man. He would
never have hurt me like that. Never.” But then about a year after Frank’s
death, Rachel began having nightmares about catching Frank with
other women: “I dreamed I walked into the room and there was Frank.
He had his arm around this woman. He was laughing and talking with
people. I don’t know who she was. I never saw her before. She was
young and pretty.”

The most disturbing aspect of these dreams, though, was not the in-
fidelity; it was the way Frank behaved toward Rachel: “He acted funny,
different than I had ever seen him. He had this weird sneer, all cold
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and haughty, and he laughed at me. It made me feel so ashamed, just
horrible. This was not my Frank. But it was him. He even had on that
gray shirt he used to wear.”

Rachel ruminated on the past. She returned over and over to the fact
that she and Frank had been unable to have children. She blamed her-
self: “Frank wanted children. I knew it. He said it didn’t matter. He
said he didn’t care. But I knew he wanted a child. We even applied for
adoption, and when we were denied it made him very angry. I was up-
set, too. But it surprised me that Frank got so angry. The anger was be-
cause of me; it was because of me that we weren’t going to get the child,
the children. I should have done something, something else. I should
have tried something else. He would have been happier. He might have
lived longer. I was stupid.”

Sometimes Frank appeared with a child in Rachel’s dreams. For
Rachel these were the worst dreams—far worse than the dreams about
infidelity. They seemed to personify her emptiness: “He introduced me
to the child. He called it ‘his child,’ as if he’d got the child somewhere
else, without me. He seemed happy. He was happy without me, with a
child.” Frank was gone, and the child she’d never had was gone. Her
losses had merged and had found each other, somewhere else, without
her. In the dreams, Frank and the child were together. Only Rachel
was alone.

* * *

Watching someone go through this kind of loneliness is heartbreaking,
especially for other people in the bereaved person’s life, like the well-
 intentioned family or friends who try to help draw the bereaved sur-
vivor back into a full life. Try as they may, these efforts are often futile.
Others in the bereaved’s life are repeatedly rebuffed, denied access,
locked out.

This kind of frustration eventually takes a toll, and others begin to
give up, adding further to the ongoing sense of loss. The downward spi-
ral may begin in a remarkably short time. One study7 revealed that it
takes only about fifteen minutes of conversation with a depressed person
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for people to begin to feel an increase in their own levels of anxiety and
depression and a hostility toward the depressed person. The people in
this study also reported that they would be less willing to interact with
the same depressed person in the future and that they would be willing
to tell that person about their negative reactions. The depressed people,
in turn, anticipated that they would be rejected, and they, too, were
 willing to express rejection of their counterparts. Close friends and rela-
tives, of course, are generally more patient and tolerant, and for longer
periods of time. But even their patience is not bottomless.

Dependency

Yearning, emptiness, and isolation—these are a thorny combination. In
theory, each of these problems can be surmounted if it is dealt with sep-
arately. But separating these problems turns out to be easier said than
done: The glue that seems to bind them together is dependency. There
are no absolutes about bereavement because the process is too idiosyn-
cratic. But the co-occurrence of the symptoms of prolonged grief with
dependency is one of the most consistent patterns we have been able to
identify.

The word dependency can mean many things. We say that two events
are dependent when one is required for the other to occur. We say that a
person who requires a particular chemical has a chemical dependency.
Chemical dependency often has a psychological component, as is com-
mon in addiction and substance abuse. Sometimes we use the term de-
pendency to describe a relationship in which one person is overly invested
in or overly reliant on another person.

One common form of relationship dependency is economic depen-
dency,8 which occurs when one person in a relationship has almost com-
plete control over the available financial resources, for example, when
one person is the sole provider in the family. In some cases, one person
controls the economic resources through bullying or intimidation. In
others, the economic dependency may be more imagined than real.9 For
example, a person may come to believe that he is unable to earn a living,
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regardless of how capable he may actually be or how much work experi-
ence he may actually have.

Regardless of its source, economic dependency can cause serious
problems during bereavement. Fortunately for Rachel Tomasino, eco-
nomic dependency wasn’t an issue, at least not initially. Rachel had
 almost always worked. She didn’t earn a huge wage, but she made
enough so that she felt she was contributing to her life with Frank.
Their mortgage had long since been paid off, and together they had
managed to put away enough for a reasonably comfortable retirement.
Frank’s death had also brought a sizable insurance settlement, so Rachel
didn’t have to worry about getting by financially despite her inability
to work.

A more serious problem for Rachel was her emotional dependency.
In the most general sense, emotional dependency is an exaggerated need
for care, nurturance, and protection even when one is capable of func-
tioning independently to meet normal everyday challenges. Emotionally
dependent people—both men and women—tend to be submissive and
clinging. They also tend to have a pronounced fear of separation.10

This kind of clinging and fear can strain a relationship. It can also be
the basis of a painful and exaggerated grief reaction, should the spouse or
partner die. When married people in the CLOC study were asked to
think about what it might be like to lose their spouse, emotionally depen-
dent people imagined that they would be “terrified” and “completely
lost,” that they would feel “hopeless” and “desperate.” Unfortunately,
their predictions held a measure of truth. Years later, when some of the
people in this study did actually lose a spouse, those who had earlier re-
vealed this kind of emotional dependency did, in fact, suffer complicated
grief reactions.11

Rachel Tomasino had always felt anxious when Frank was not
around, even when she knew he was safe: “Even though there was noth-
ing really to fret about, I just couldn’t shake the feeling. I always had
this spooky feeling, like something bad was going to happen, and I
thought about all the stuff that could happen to him. I’d get these terri-
ble images. What if he didn’t come back? I could get one of those phone
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calls saying something horrible had happened to him. I get gooseflesh
now even thinking about it. The weird thing is that one day I did get
one of those phone calls.”

Rachel knew that her anxiety and clinginess bothered Frank. She
did her best to keep them in check, but when he died, and her deepest
fears were realized, she could no longer control those feelings. The dam
broke. There was no adjustment, no recalibration. Frank was gone and
Rachel was terrified. She was frozen in a relationship with someone
who was no longer there. She couldn’t let go, and she couldn’t go back
in time: “Everything came crashing in on me. All I could think about,
can think about, is Frank. I don’t know where to turn. What can I do?
If I could only have my Frank back, it would be all right. I’d be all right,
too. I could be like everyone else again, if I can have Frank back again,
just for a few minutes, to put myself right again. Just a few minutes, my
Frank. Just a few minutes.”

Getting Help

As intractable as Rachel’s suffering might seem, the situation is not
hopeless. A great deal of progress has been made in recent years in
finding ways to help people suffering from prolonged grief reactions. I
mentioned earlier that therapy isn’t always the best way to help a be-
reaved person. The reason, in the simplest terms, is that most bereaved
people do not need treatment. But when the grief doesn’t abate, when
people find themselves in the same kind of depressing quagmire as
Rachel Tomasino, then therapeutic interventions may be appropriate
and effective.

In general, psychotherapy has proved to be a valuable tool for help-
ing people deal with ongoing mental health problems.12 One of the rea-
sons is a general movement toward the use of what psychologists call
empirically validated treatments.13 When someone is not functioning
well, the best way to help that person is to first determine as precisely as
possible what the specific problem is and then apply a psychological
treatment or intervention that has a proven track record for that prob-
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lem. Of course, people are sometimes troubled in ways that elude un-
derstanding, in which case determining the appropriate treatment is
much more complex. In addition, sometimes there is a clear psycholog-
ical problem but not a well-established treatment for that problem. In
general, however, first identifying the core problem and then applying
a well-validated treatment has become a useful guiding principle for
psychological interventions.

Although it has been a bit late in coming, this same logic has begun
to influence the way we understand bereavement. Traditionally, people
who had lost loved ones were almost always considered potential candi-
dates for psychotherapy and were often referred for treatment whether
they needed it or not. We saw an example of this practice in Chapter 2
with Julia Martinez. Julia’s story illustrates that, to some extent, this
kind of overprescription of grief counseling is still going on.

So what does it matter? If grief counseling can help people, what
difference does it make if it is overprescribed? Someone who doesn’t
need treatment will probably be OK anyway, and providing therapy
for as many bereaved people as possible should increase the chances of
helping those who really need it, right? This has been more or less the
attitude of most mental health professionals. Unfortunately, this kind
of global, one-size-fits-all approach to grief counseling has, in fact,
proved to be not only notoriously ineffective but sometimes even harm-
ful.14 In the language of empirically validated treatments, we would say
that the problem has not been adequately defined. What can possibly
be the effectiveness of a treatment that is not needed, as in Julia’s case,
or that is applied to people who are likely to get better on their own?
And psychological interventions do sometimes actually make people
worse, usually when the intervention is unwarranted and interferes
with a natural recovery process.15

This kind of misuse of therapy has, unfortunately, become something
of a common practice in the aftermath of collective traumatic events. If
disaster strikes a community when someone carrying a gun opens fire on
innocent victims in a crowd or a public institution, or when there is a
high-profile terrorist attack, many people are affected, and not just those
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present at the time but also the friends and family of the victims, people
who live nearby, and people who have some relation to the institution or
community. The assumption over the last couple of decades has been that
almost anyone even remotely involved in the event can benefit from a
brief bit of therapy. These interventions have various names. Probably
the most commonly used is critical incident stress debriefing or, for short,
debriefing.16

When it was first developed, debriefing seemed like a good idea. It
was originally intended as a prophylactic intervention for people in
high-exposure professions, like emergency medical personnel. People in
these professions are constantly exposed to horrific events. They are
trained to deal with these kinds of situations, and generally they cope
better than the average person. But at some point even the most highly
trained individuals reach their limit and become overwhelmed. This is
the situation debriefing was designed for, to provide a chance to take a
step back and regain some perspective. On the surface, the idea seems to
make sense, at least for emergency medical personnel.17

Problems arose when mental health professionals began to use de-
briefing more broadly as a preventive measure for everyone in the gen-
eral public exposed to a potentially traumatic event. The logic seemed
straightforward: If debriefing is helpful to those on the front lines of
trauma, it should also be helpful to everyone else.

Unfortunately, that logic has a few serious flaws. For one thing, it
fails to consider what the average person’s experience of trauma is like.
Emergency medical personnel are highly trained and thus already
somewhat accustomed to traumatic events. They know what to expect.
They know what a basic trauma reaction looks like. They know what it
feels like. But most of us do not. Most people, in fact, have no idea what
trauma looks like or feels like. It is not clear that teaching people about
trauma immediately after they have experienced it for the first time is
necessarily the correct approach.

Another crucial factor that was overlooked is that mental health
professionals are experts and thus hold a position of authority with the
lay public. To some extent, emergency medical personnel are already
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trauma experts, and thus debriefing for this group is essentially one ex-
pert helping other experts process what they have been through. But
when debriefing is used with people outside professional circles, the
dynamic is completely different. Untrained laypeople are not at all ac-
customed to trauma. They are often frightened and unsure and maybe
a bit nervous. They are trying to make sense of the events they have just
endured and are perhaps hoping that they will be all right. Just a thera-
pist’s belief that they need treatment may instigate a whole set of new
worries.

And the consequences? Psychological debriefing has never been
shown to be useful as a global intervention for the general public. Actu-
ally, virtually the same results have been observed as when grief counsel-
ing was used indiscriminately for all bereaved people. Global applications
of psychological debriefing to anyone exposed to a potentially traumatic
event proved to be not only ineffective but, all too often, harmful.18

In one well-known study, debriefing was tried with a group of
people who had been hospitalized for injuries due to serious automobile
accidents.19 This was a good test because there was no question that the
accidents were potentially traumatic: Auto accidents can be extremely
frightening, and in this study, each person had been severely enough
 injured to require immediate hospitalization. In addition, the experi-
menters who conducted the study assumed that the debriefing would be
helpful, so they were going to give it as honest a test as possible.

Each patient in the study was interviewed by the researchers as soon
as possible after he or she arrived at the hospital. Most of these inter-
views took place within twenty-four hours of the accident. Then, by
random selection, half the patients received a one-session debriefing,
and the other half, the “control” group, received no intervention, just a
plain interview.

I like this example because on the surface, the debriefing seemed in-
nocuous. It lasted only one hour. All that was asked of each patient was
that she or he review the accident in detail. The patients described the
accident and how they had perceived what was happening to them as
it unfolded. They were also encouraged by the researchers to express
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whatever emotional reactions they had. Each session ended with the re-
searcher providing the patient “information about common emotional
reactions to traumatic experience” and “stressing the value of talking
about the experience rather than suppressing thoughts and feelings.”
Finally, the researchers gave the patients a pamphlet that summarized
the principles of the study and encouraged them to seek support from
family and friends. That’s it; that’s all there was to the debriefing.

It all seems harmless enough, but it wasn’t. Actually, the results of
this study were shocking. Three years after the accident, the patients
who had received the simple one-hour debriefing session were doing
more poorly in many different areas of their lives than the members
of the control group. They had greater levels of distress, more severe
physical pain, more physical problems, more impaired functioning in
their daily lives, and greater financial problems, and they even reported
less enjoyment as passengers when someone else was driving the car.

Could it really be the case that such a simple intervention harmed
these patients? What about the most distressed patients? Did they, at
least, benefit from the intervention? Actually, their reaction was even
more decisively negative. For the most part, patients who were initially
highly distressed but had not received the intervention recovered spon-
taneously within four months of the accident. By contrast, the initially
distressed patients who had received the debriefing session were still
distressed three years later. Indeed, they were almost as distressed three
years after the accident as when they had first arrived at the hospital.
The debriefing had interfered with their natural recovery process.

As a result of sobering findings like these, the mental health commu-
nity has begun to drastically revise its policy on debriefing. In the weeks
following the tsunami disaster of 2004, for example, volunteer therapists
and paraprofessionals began flooding into Southeast Asia with the in-
tention of providing debriefing to large swathes of the population. They
were well intentioned but misguided, and the World Health Organiza-
tion (WHO) decided to stop them before their mission got out of hand.
The WHO issued a clear warning on its Web site: “Single-session Psy-
chological Debriefing: Not recommended.” The accompanying report
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acknowledged that single-session psychological debriefing had become
“one of the most popular approaches” applied across the globe in the af-
termath of conflicts or disasters. However, the report went on, “It is the
technical opinion of the WHO’s Department of Mental Hygiene and
Substance Abuse—based on the available evidence—that it is not advis-
able to organize single-session debriefing to the general population as an
early intervention after exposure to trauma.” The reason, the report con-
cluded, is that psychological debriefing as an early intervention “is likely
ineffective and some evidence suggests that some forms of debriefing
may be counterproductive by slowing down natural recovery.”20

Treatment for Prolonged Grief

If early, global interventions are so ineffective and may even be harm-
ful, how can treatment for grief be a good thing? The answer, once
again, turns out to be basic common sense. We can and should treat
grief reactions the same way we treat all other emotional disorders, like
depression or phobia. We first establish that a person is, in fact, in need
of help, that is, has a specific, identifiable psychological problem that
will probably not improve on its own. Then we use a treatment with a
proven track record specific to that problem.

Let us stick with the case of a more general psychological trauma.
When someone has been exposed to a potentially devastating event—
for example, a serious automobile accident, a physical or sexual assault,
or a terrorist attack—it is reasonable to assume that that person may
have suffered a psychological trauma. But as we saw in Chapter 4, most
people recover from these kinds of events without lasting harm and
without professional intervention. On the other hand, people with se-
vere trauma reactions are more likely to benefit from intervention. We
will need a reliable criterion, some sort of agreed-upon marker to help
us to distinguish people with severe trauma reactions from people who
will recover or already have recovered on their own. We already have
such a criterion in the form of posttraumatic stress disorder, or PTSD.
There are also empirically validated treatments for PTSD.21
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If we apply this same simple logic to bereavement, we should also be
able to help people who are suffering from prolonged grief. To be fair,
one of the reasons that grief counseling has had such a poor track
record is that until recently there was little appreciation of the differ-
ence between normal and severe grief reactions. Again, the emerging
research on resilience has helped clear things up. As we began to see
just how resilient most people are in the aftermath of loss or potentially
traumatic events, we were also able to see more easily when someone
might need help. And there is now a relatively well-established diag-
nostic category for extreme grief reactions, called prolonged grief dis-
order, or PGD.22

One of the key factors in determining whether someone has PDG is
the severity of the person’s reaction. The symptoms must be severe
enough that the person is unable to function as he or she did before the
loss. Another crucial component is time. Although there is still no clear
consensus, six months is generally considered the minimal time passage
for identifying a prolonged grief reaction.23 That is, as much as we
might want to encourage a person to seek treatment after a loss, we can’t
reliably determine whether there is a true psychological problem until at
least six months have passed.

Once the critical time period has passed and a reliable diagnosis has
been made, the question of treatment becomes much more  straight -
forward. Although no single treatment approach yet stands out clearly as
the gold standard for prolonged grief, several treatments have shown
promising results,24 and these treatments share a number of elements. One
of those elements is a technique generally known as exposure, which is also
a core element of the common treatment for PTSD. Exposure involves
having patients confront those aspects of the event that they most dread.
For trauma, the patient gradually relives the traumatic experience in the
safety of the therapist’s office and with the therapist’s guidance. With
time, the patient becomes able to tolerate the memories of the trauma and
learns to control his or her fearful reactions to those memories.

Exposure treatments for extreme grief reactions are a little bit dif-
ferent. To begin with, the focus is usually less clearly on the specific
event of the loss. Generally speaking, exposure for grief therapy focuses
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broadly on those aspects of the loss or the lost relationship that most
haunt the bereaved survivor.

To identify the trouble spots in bereavement, Dutch researcher Paul
Boelen developed an approach in which the therapist asks patients to
tell their story about the loss, what happened when their loved one died
and how they experienced the death.25 As the story unfolds, the areas
that are most distressing usually stand out. These areas are then gradu-
ally covered in the treatment. The therapist may help patients organize
the different aspects of their loss in a hierarchy of difficulty so they can
gradually come to terms with the things that bother them, beginning
with the least distressing and eventually working their way up to the
most difficult aspects of the loss. For Rachel Tomasino, for example,
such an exposure hierarchy might put Rachel’s guilt over the couple’s
lack of children near the top of the list.

The therapist can also help prolonged grief patients to understand
what might be behind the most difficult or disturbing aspects of the loss.
This process often involves helping patients to see how irrational some
of their beliefs are. The pain of severe grief is real—there is no mistake
about that—but often it is fueled by an illogical chain of reasoning, as
we saw in Rachel’s case. When Frank died, and Rachel’s grief took over,
she began to worry and fret. She spun her regrets about not having chil-
dren into an elaborate tale that she had ruined Frank’s life. She came to
believe that her inability to bear children had made Frank deeply un-
happy, and that it had caused his poor health, ultimately killing him.

There may be a kernel of truth in Rachel’s story but clearly many
 irrational and exaggerated aspects as well. The therapist’s job is to help
separate fact from fiction. In Rachel’s case, the core facts were that she
could not have children and that Frank may have harbored private re-
grets. But it also seemed true that Frank had genuine affection for
Rachel and did his best to conceal from her any displeasure he felt. The
rest of the story was pretty much Rachel’s invention. Her inability to
have children did not cause Frank deep unhappiness; it did not ruin his
life or cause his poor health, and it certainly did not kill him.

Another useful treatment element for PGD is to work with the pa-
tient to develop concrete goals to begin moving back toward a normal
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life. People overwhelmed by grief simply give up. They stop participat-
ing in life and dwell increasingly in the past. They need help structuring
more activity into their lives. They need help finding ways to be with
other people, to revitalize old relationships and to begin developing new
relationships. Of course, new, active approaches are difficult for people
who struggle with dependency. They have not done much independ-
ently in their entire lives. And beginning this kind of new course while
grieving is doubly difficult.

But dependency can actually help move therapy along. We tend to
think of dependency in exclusively negative terms, but in fact, it has
some plainly adaptive aspects.26 For example, dependent people are in-
clined to be compliant and responsive to authority, so in a prolonged
therapy the patient will trust the therapist and abide by her or his in-
structions. A dependent patient is also apt to be more open to the thera-
pist’s suggestions about the irrationality of some of the patient’s painful
thoughts.

Even more important, dependent people are usually sensitive to the
nuances of interpersonal communication. They pick up cues in social
interactions that others might miss. Therapists can work with this abil-
ity and help dependent people to use this sensitivity to their advantage.
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C H A P T E R  8

Terror and Curiosity

On the morning of the day John Lindquist died, he seemed happy,
even chipper. “There was all this life in John,” Heather Lindquist

recalled, “that day, in particular. He got up in a good mood. I can still see
him smiling. I forget what he said exactly. We were getting dressed and
he made some sort of joke. We both laughed.” John had put his arms
around Heather’s shoulders and squeezed her in a bear hug. “It was af-
fectionate, you know, the way guys are affectionate,” Heather said. “John
was such a guy. Only he squeezed a little too hard. This funny sound
came out of me. It made us both laugh.”

Later that day John was a stiff mass on a hospital gurney, a body with-
out a life in it. “I stood there, asking myself, ‘Where did he go?’” Heather
told me. “I saw him there in the hospital. I wanted him back. I wanted to
do something, anything, to bring him back. But then I thought, ‘Maybe
he’s not even there anymore.’ He still looked like John—the body did—
but John was gone. I could see that. It was eerie; John wasn’t in that body
anymore.”

* * *

The death of a loved one is painful and sad. It is also confusing.

113

d



The death of a loved one is not a normal, everyday event, and the
confusion that often surrounds the death is not a normal, everyday
kind of confusion. It’s bigger than that. It can be strange. It can be dis-
turbing, and sometimes it can be mystifying. Death pulls at the veil of
mundane life and, at least temporarily, exposes us to a universe of ques-
tions, many of which have no clear answer.

It would not be accurate to call bereavement a crisis of meaning. Most
bereaved people do not find themselves searching for meaning in the tra-
ditional sense of questioning how or why the death came about.1 This is
not where the mystery lies. More often than not the why and the how of a
death are all too clear: “His heart stopped”; “She fell and never recovered”;
“The infection spread to his kidneys and overwhelmed his immune sys-
tem”; “The impact was immediate, and she was killed instantly.”

Sometimes, of course, the “why” is tricky—“It was just one of those
things; she was in the wrong place at the wrong time, but why her?”—
yet most people eventually find their way to accepting the death. They
don’t like it. They wish it weren’t true, but they eventually stop think-
ing about it.

But even though most people cope remarkably well and are not
troubled by nagging questions about the nature of a loved one’s death,
they often find themselves perplexed. They find themselves pondering
weighty matters, questions about life and death, and the possibility of
a soul.

Terror

Around the time I started college, I was living in a small New England
town where I struck up a close friendship with an elderly woman. Alice
was well into her nineties and lived by herself in the small red house next
to mine. She was quite a character. This was obvious right from the start.

I met Alice on a warm summer day. I had been working in my small
vegetable garden and had taken off my shirt. I heard what sounded like
a wolf whistle, the kind of whistle men used to make when a beautiful
woman walked by. I looked around but didn’t see anybody. Assuming
that I had imagined the sound, I went back to work. Then I heard it
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again. This time when I looked up I noticed an elderly woman standing
behind the screen door of the adjacent house. It was Alice. I stared at her
and she stared back; then she whistled again. I couldn’t believe it. I
walked over to her door and we began to talk. It was a long and intrigu-
ing conversation, the first of many we shared over the next few years.

I had never met anyone quite like Alice. She was old and frail and
moved around slowly, but she always had something interesting to
say, and there was usually a playful glimmer of a smile in the corner of
her eyes.

Alice had worked most of her life in a small bookstore that served as
the cultural center of the town. She was also an amateur historian of
sorts and for years had written a column for the local newspaper about
the town’s past. She remained curious and thoughtful to the very last
days of her life.

Alice knew her time was just about up, but she spoke frankly about
death. “Soon,” she told me, “I will know something no living person
knows. Soon,” she leaned forward and smiled, “I will know what hap-
pens when we die.”

Was Alice genuinely unperturbed by death? Or were her playful re-
marks part of some ruse—maybe self-deception or outright denial? I
trusted Alice, and I believed her curiosity to be genuine. Maybe this was
self-deception on my part. Maybe I wanted to believe her as a way of
dealing with my own anxieties about death.

These are big questions. Fear and anxiety about the end of life are
not uncommon. Many social scientists believe, in fact, that such fears lie
just below the surface and that much of what we do—indeed, much of
human culture—is nothing more than an elaborate symbolic defense
against the knowledge that we will all someday die. This basic thesis
first gained prominence in 1973 with the publication of philosopher
Ernest Becker’s book The Denial of Death.2 A year after its publication,
the book was awarded the Pulitzer Prize. Several decades later, a group
of social psychologists elaborated Becker’s views into a more precise
and testable theory they called terror management theory (TMT).

The theory goes something like this: During the course of human evo-
lution, as we developed increasingly larger brains and more sophisticated
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cognitive abilities and intelligence, we also developed an awareness of our
own vulnerability and mortality. That is, we became the first animals to
manipulate and control nature, and also the first animals to worry about
death. This awareness, combined with our extraordinary ability to imag-
ine the countless ways in which we might be injured or killed, could pro-
duce an almost paralyzing terror about the end of life.

Dealing with this terror in the modern world has become increas-
ingly difficult. For starters, we now have the sobering lens of science.
Breathtakingly rapid advances in our understanding of the biological
processes that sustain life, as well as those that bring life to an end, have
laid bare many of the delicate secrets of nature. One unmistakable im-
plication, many believe, is that consciousness is merely a by-product of
the activity in our brains, and when we die not only do our biological
processes cease, but quite likely so does all consciousness.

How do we live with this knowledge? The answer, according to
TMT theorists, is that although our sophisticated brains create fears
about death, our inherent intelligence also equips us with clever ways to
keep harrowing thoughts at bay.3 One way is plain old denial. TMT
theorists see death-related denial as similar to other kinds of defenses we
employ to fend off potential blows to our self-esteem. For example, if
we fail a crucial test, we can simply deny the painful feelings by telling
ourselves the test was not valid or fair. It might be more difficult to deny
the reality of death, of course, especially during bereavement, but the
suppression of unwanted thoughts is certainly within human capability.

If suppression doesn’t work, we can always try to find comfort in
the idea that we might pass on our genes through our progeny. This
idea grants us a kind of quasi immortality. Our children and our chil-
dren’s children are, quite literally, a continuation of our genetic selves.
They come from us. They look like us, and to some extent they act like
us. Of course, this hand-me-down process contains elements that might
make us cringe, as, for example, when our worst habits are replicated
to perfection by our children. But this is a tolerable price to pay for the
comfort we gain from the idea that we are passing on a bit of ourselves.

The bigger problem is that this kind of immortality has a built-in
limit. Each child we produce will carry approximately half of our ge-
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netic makeup, and with each successive generation, the proportion is
halved again: Our children’s children will each have only about a quar-
ter of our genes, and so on down the line. Even those of us who are not
mathematically inclined can see without too much effort that within a
few hundred years, the genetic similarity between ourselves and our
eventual kin will have been stretched thin.

There are still other symbolic routes we can try, thanks to the brain’s
stunning capacity for imagination. We can, for example, strive to leave
our mark on a culture in the form of lasting accomplishments or through
leadership and fame. We can make other people remember us, even after
we have perished. But this route, too, has its obvious limits. All we have
to do is visit a city park to find a statue of someone who at one time was
well known for some great accomplishment or civic achievement. Who
remembers that person now? For the most part, these once-glorious
commemorations are now nothing more than convenient perches for
 pigeons, not exactly what the civic leaders of the past had in mind.

According to TMT theorists, the simplest and most effective way to
quell the fear of death is to buy into a shared cultural worldview. TMT
theorists define worldviews as “humanly created and transmitted beliefs
about the nature of reality shared by groups of individuals.”4 Examples
include the belief that individual rights are more important than any
other ethical concern, or that our country and political system are better
than any other country and any other political system.5 We invest in these
shared beliefs, TMT theorists argue, because they “provide the universe
with order, meaning, value, and the possibility of either literal or sym-
bolic immortality.”6 Shared worldviews allow us to feel we are part of a
larger whole, a group or culture that is bigger and more enduring then
ourselves. This feeling, in turn, gives us a sense of being immortal.

A testimony to the strength with which we tend to cling to world-
views comes from the fact that usually we fail to see them as views at
all. Rather, we see them as objective truth, as reality, and we assume
that they are shared by everyone. Research has shown, in fact, that most
people overestimate the extent to which other people share their beliefs.

This phenomenon is called the “false consensus” effect. In the origi-
nal experiment that identified the effect, college students were asked
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whether they would be willing to walk around campus wearing a
sandwich board inscribed in large letters with the word repent. The
students who agreed to wear the sign believed that the majority of stu-
dents on campus would also be willing to wear the sign, whereas the
students who refused believed that the majority of students would also
refuse. There are many other examples: During elections, voters typi-
cally assume their favorite candidates are more popular than they actu-
ally are, and sexually active college students overestimate the frequency
of sexual activity in their peers.7

Mortality Salience

One of the strongest claims TMT researchers have made is that when
people are reminded of their own mortality, they cling all the more
tenaciously to shared worldviews, thereby fending off the threat of
death. The procedure researchers have used to demonstrate this claim is
deceptively simple; it begins with a “mortality salience” prompt that
usually consists of nothing more than asking a few basic questions about
death, for example, “Jot down as specifically as you can what you think
will happen to you when you die and once you are physically dead,” or
“Write briefly about the emotions you feel when you think about your
own death.”8 To ensure that the people who participate in this research
don’t catch on to what the researchers are up to, the mortality questions
are usually embedded in a host of questions on other subjects.

These simple questions about death have produced some remarkable
effects. For example, one of the more compelling experiments involved
municipal court judges who were tested just before setting bail for ac-
cused prostitutes. Using the typical mortality salience prompt, the re-
searchers asked half the judges the above two questions about death.
The other half were asked two innocuous questions. The results were
striking: The judges who answered the death questions set a higher bail
bond for the prostitutes than the other judges. We assume that court
judges are objective in their interpretation of the law and shouldn’t be so
easily influenced. Yet the only difference in the two conditions was that

The Other Side of Sadness118



119

one group of judges answered those two simple questions about their
own death. The explanation, according to TMT, is that because prostitu-
tion is generally considered a violation of American morals, the judges
upheld this view and when reminded of their own mortality clung to it
more strongly. This same result came through even more clearly in a fol-
low-up study with college students. In this study the researchers first as-
certained the students’ attitudes toward prostitution and then presented
the same bail bond task. The mortality salience questions again caused
the students to set a higher bail bond for prostitutes, but this reaction was
strongest in the students who had earlier said that they found prostitu-
tion immoral.

TMT also predicts that when our mortality is made salient we should
react more favorably toward other people who we perceive as doing
something consistent with our shared worldview. Most of us share the
belief that standing up to crime is morally correct. When we are re-
minded of our own mortality, then, we should value this behavior even
more. To test this idea, some researchers had subjects read a description
of a woman who called a police hotline with crucial information about a
dangerous mugger who had terrorized her neighborhood. The woman
was described as acting courageously. She called the hotline even though
she greatly feared the possible harm that might come to her if the mug-
ger learned of her identity. After reading about the woman’s behavior,
the people in the experiment were told that the woman would receive a
monetary reward for her heroic behavior and that their task was to set
the amount of her reward. As predicted, those that had been given the
mortality salience prompt assigned a higher reward to the woman.9

Yet another means by which we control our fear of death, the TMT
theorists hold, is to deny our animal nature. When we acknowledge that
we are animals, we have to face the fact that all animals die. To counter
this threat, we convince ourselves that human existence means more in
the grand scheme of things than does mere animal existence. If the
TMT perspective is correct, this defense should be exaggerated when-
ever we are reminded of our own mortality. This is precisely the result
that the TMT researchers have found. A group of subjects exposed to a
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mortality salience prompt tended to overstate the differences between
themselves and other animals, to react with increased disgust toward hu-
man body products and toward animals, and to prefer essays that em-
phasized a greater distinction between humans and animals. In keeping
with the symbolic immortality we may achieve through progeny, dis-
cussed earlier, mortality salience questions have also been shown to
evoke in people a greater desire to have children.10

* * *

The great discovery of TMT research is that most of us have, some-
where, simmering just below the surface of conscious awareness, a
vague and fleeting dread of our own vulnerability and mortality. Even
the simplest reminder of our mortality may dramatically alter our atti-
tudes and behavior in ways that appear to be consistent with some of
the larger claims of the theory.

Yet many psychologists find it difficult to accept the sweeping na-
ture of the TMT theorists’ claims. For one thing, TMT assumes that
the primary function of worldviews is to ward off death anxiety. Al-
though the results of the TMT experiments are consistent with this hy-
pothesis, there is nothing in these tests to show that lessening death
anxiety is the sole or even the primary function of worldviews. More to
the point, as critics of the TMT approach have been quick to point out,
our brains probably evolved global belief systems in the service of far
more pedestrian ends. Belief systems condense and catalog the world
around us, for example, and thus help us to reliably predict what is
likely to happen in a given situation. Shared beliefs also reinforce our
membership in groups and cultures. When we feel that we belong to a
larger whole, we are more likely to cooperate, to pool resources, and to
work together to solve common problems.11 These functions promote
survival and suggest that worldviews more than likely evolved for
more basic purposes than to help us deal with death anxiety.

There is an even more intriguing limitation to the TMT paradigm.
The mortality salience prompt works only when it is presented “at the
fringes of consciousness” and not to full conscious attention.12 For ex-
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ample, in one study, American college students were given the stan-
dard mortality salience prompt (“briefly describe the emotions that the
thought of your own death arouses in you”) and showed the typical in-
crease in worldview strength, in this case greater pro-American bias in
their evaluations of a political essay. However, the effect of the death
questions was dramatically reduced if the students were asked to con-
template their own death at a deeper, more explicit level or for a longer
period of time.13

Why would deeper or longer contemplation of death reduce the
usual mortality salience effects seen in these studies? The explanation
that TMT theorists give is somewhat circular: This result is caused by
the worldview’s already having done its job in reducing death anxiety.14

Possibly, but there is another explanation: When we confront the idea
of death in a more measured, reflective context, we react with less dis-
tress because we have time to contemplate its meaning. Most of us lead
busy, hectic lives. We have places to be, schedules to keep, children to
comfort, deadlines to meet, bills to pay, food to cook, and so on. A fleet-
ing reminder of our own mortality in the midst of that activity may
trigger a cascade of worries and fears, but even the busiest of us slow
down eventually, and when we do, we can and often do ponder the
larger questions in life. When we confront death head-on, we have no
choice but to embrace its meaning.

Meditating on Death

As part of their daily meditation, Buddhist monks believe it is healthy to
reflect on the vulnerability of the human body. In Asia, Buddhists even
go so far as to take their mediation practice to human burial grounds.
The presence of decaying corpses, they believe, fosters a greater appreci-
ation of the impermanence of life. Buddhists in the West espouse a simi-
lar belief, but finding corpses to meditate with is not quite so easy. Burial
is strictly regulated in the West and hanging around with dead bodies is
most definitely frowned upon. But then Rande Brown, an active Bud-
dhist and executive director of a Buddhist foundation in New York
City, had an idea.15
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“Bodies: The Exhibition” was in New York at the time. The exhibit,
which had become extremely popular all over the world, displayed a
number of actual human corpses, preserved by a unique process that re-
moves the water from the dead tissue and replaces it with a rubbery
polymer. Each corpse was skinless and arranged in a unique pose to al-
low spectators an intimate glimpse into the wonders of anatomy. Ad-
mittedly, an exhibit of this nature is not for the fainthearted, but visitors
were often surprised by how pleasant, and even calming, the show
turned out to be.16

To Rande Brown, it seemed like a perfect place for Buddhist medi-
tation. “It just quickly came to me,” she told the New York Times. “I
called the Bodies exhibit and told them, ‘I’d really like to do a medita-
tion in your space.’”17 The exhibitors were willing, and not long after,
arrangements were made for around 180 meditators to use the space.
They filled the room, set up their meditation cushions among the dis-
played corpses, and got down to a half hour of contemplation.

How do Buddhists gain such comfort with the idea of death? This
is an intriguing question, because, at least on the surface, Buddhist
ideas about culture and the human tendency to cling to illusions would
seem to be quite similar to TMT.18 But although Buddhists have been
musing on the human struggle with death and impermanence for
more than two millennia, in many ways this belief system takes a more
hopeful view of human nature and mourning.

The central tenets of Buddhist philosophy are captured in what have
been called the Four Noble Truths. Probably the best way to  explain
these truths is to take a look at how they came about. Around 500 BCE,
Siddhartha Gautama, the young man who would eventually become the
Buddha, grew up in a small town in the Himalayan foothills of what is
now India. His family was wealthy and provided him with the pam-
pered and protected existence of a prince. His life was more or less insu-
lated from the pains and troubles of daily existence—maybe a bit too
insulated.

At the time of Buddha’s youth, life in the region was rife with polit-
ical and social unrest. Religious sects were springing up in the area and,
as the Buddhist scriptures tell it, young Siddhartha’s father greatly
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feared that his son would run off to join one of them. For that reason
he kept the young prince sequestered within the walls of the family
compound. As the prince grew to be a young man, of course, keeping
the world from his eyes became impossible. Not surprisingly, his fa-
ther’s plan backfired. When the innocent and privileged Siddhartha fi-
nally set eyes on the world, he was immediately taken by the profound
suffering of those around him. He soon realized that nobody was im-
mune to such suffering; that all people, rich and poor alike, eventually
grow old and weak; and that in due course everyone must come to
terms with death. Siddhartha also realized that even though he led a
comparatively comfortable and trouble-free life, he would face his own
death one day.19 This was the First Noble Truth: Life is suffering.

Like the TMT theorists, Buddha eventually came to believe that the
human dread of death and vulnerability was the fundamental motivator
for much of human behavior and culture. Just as the TMT theorists de-
scribe the anxiety-buffering function of worldviews, Buddha came to
realize that humans try to mollify their dread of death and vulnerability
by clinging to illusions of immortality. Here we have the Second Noble
Truth, that suffering is caused by our clinging to and grasping at the il-
lusion of permanence. It seems to us that our own existence must be per-
manent. Most of us simply cannot let go of the idea that whoever or
whatever we are will live on, even as our bodies decay. We seek pleasure,
but pleasures never last. We strive for wealth and power, but whatever
wealth and power we acquire is never enough. We always want more.
We carve our bodies and dye our hair so as to forestall the appearance of
aging. As the TMT research so thoroughly demonstrates, we invest in
cultural symbols and shared beliefs in the hope of belonging to some-
thing larger than ourselves.

When he saw the ubiquity of human suffering, the young Sid-
dhartha left his cloistered sanctuary and spent years wandering the
countryside in search of a solution. He explored and mastered a number
of different spiritual methods but finally came to realize that the ability
to transcend existential anxieties about the impermanence of life was de-
ceptively simple. Rather than overcoming the human condition through
sheer will or denial of bodily needs, as many ascetics of the day were
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preaching, the Buddha realized, one had only to understand, to become
aware of, the link between impermanence and suffering. In other
words, the Buddha came to believe, paradoxically, that by accepting the
reality of our impermanence, we can eventually find our way to happi-
ness.20 This realization became the Third Noble Truth: Genuine accep-
tance of the impermanence of life is the only way to find true happiness.

Buddhist writers often compare this insight to waking from a dream.
The experiences we have while dreaming feel absolutely real—until we
awaken, when it becomes apparent that the experiences were only an il-
lusion.21 In a famous anecdote in the Buddhist literature, a stranger by
chance encounters the Buddha not long after he has achieved enlighten-
ment.22 The stranger is immediately struck by the radiance and serenity
that the Buddha exudes and stops him to ask, “My friend, what are you?
Are you a celestial being or a God?” The Buddha simply says no. “Well,
then, are you some kind of magician or wizard?” The Buddha again
simply answers no. “Well, my friend, what, then, are you?” to which the
Buddha replies, “I am awake.”

To their credit, Buddhists accept that their philosophy is at odds
with the way most of us view life. One of the classic Buddhist texts
points out, for example, that although happiness can come about only
through the “ceasing of identity,” surely this realization “runs counter
to the entire world.”23 For this reason Buddhist teachers commonly ad-
vise those new to the philosophy to remain critical or even to doubt the
core doctrine. Rather than simply accept the teachings, they suggest,
the neophyte should test the validity of Buddhist ideas directly through
contemplation and meditation.

However, the kind of contemplative practice Buddhists aspire to re-
quires years, if not a lifetime, of devotion, and the Fourth Noble Truth
spells out how a practicing Buddhist can live his or her life so as to bet-
ter ingrain these habits and insights.

* * *

Do Buddhists cope better with loss? It would certainly seem that a
Buddhist should handle bereavement with greater equanimity. For one
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thing, Buddhists cope well with adversity generally. The Buddhist
refugees who fled Tibet, for example, had been exposed to any number
of trying circumstances, including imprisonment, rape, beatings, tor-
ture, and forced labor. Yet researchers who studied these groups re-
ported that “despite a high prevalence of potentially traumatizing
events, [their] levels of psychological distress were extremely low.”24

As we saw earlier, Buddhists believe it is healthy to confront death
head-on. As the Dalai Lama notes, “The reality of death has always been
a major spur to virtuous and intelligent action in all Buddhist societies. It
is not considered morbid to contemplate it, but rather liberating from
fear, and even beneficial to the health of the living.”25 We’ve already seen
an example in the practice of meditating among corpses. There are also
guided meditation exercises, such as those developed by Vietnamese
Buddhist teacher Thich Nhat Hahn, that instruct practitioners to imag-
ine their own death: “Imagine you were on an airplane and the pilot an-
nounced that the plane was in trouble and might crash.” That idea would
launch a cascade of frightening thoughts and images in most of us. But
Thich Nhat Hahn advises that the meditator focus on the Buddha, his
teachings, and the community of other meditators as abiding sources of
peace: “If you were indeed to die, you would be able to die beautifully, as
you have lived beautifully in mindfulness. You would have enough calm
and clarity in that moment and would know exactly what to do and what
not to do.”26 In an even more explicit exercise, Thich Nhat Hahn in-
structs his followers to contemplate in vivid detail nine separate stages of
decomposition of a corpse as if the corpse were their own decaying body.
The exercise is explained as being a way to help its practitioners grow to
accept the idea that everyone must die and to begin to let go of the nor-
mal worries and sufferings that plague them.

Beyond Terror

Many of us do not follow the basic tenets of Buddhism, but we may
hold similarly benign attitudes toward death. The same can be said of
other religious or spiritual belief systems. On the other hand, some
people are especially prone to death anxiety. Even TMT research finds
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differences in whether or not people react defensively when reminded
of their own mortality.

Differences in attitudes toward death can be explained, at least to
some extent, by differences in personality. One type that seems to be es-
pecially susceptible to death anxiety is the authoritarian personality.27

There was a great deal of interest in this personality type immediately
following World War II. The passive compliance evidenced by ordinary
German citizens in going along with Hitler’s genocidal Nazi regime led
to questions about how such a tragedy could happen. It was possible, of
course, that the horrors of Nazi Germany came about because of a flaw
in the German national character, but that explanation was just too
 simple minded. A more plausible account was that the conditions in Ger-
many in the 1930s were ripe for the exploitation of a global element of
human nature: authoritarianism. We are all capable of mindless obedi-
ence to authority, a propensity that has been demonstrated by experi-
menters like Stanley Milgram.28 But some people, those who have an
“authoritarian personality,” are more obedient to authority than others.

The connection between authoritarianism and death anxiety was
discovered in a TMT experiment about in-groups and out-groups. The
classic in-group/out-group effect occurs when we blindly favor people
we perceive as more like ourselves, that is, the in-group. We are also
sometimes blindly unfavorable or unfair to people we perceive as differ-
ent from ourselves, the out-group. This effect is at the root of much of
the prejudice and racism we see in modern life. It is also related to our
need to adhere to shared worldviews. The more we define ourselves as
part of a specific group or type, the more we can relish a shared reality.
Given the results of the experiments on mortality salience discussed ear-
lier, it should come as no surprise that having people think briefly about
their own death seems to exacerbate the in-group/out-group effect.
That is, when we are confronted with questions about death, we are
more likely to derogate and reject people we perceive as different from
or inferior to ourselves. However, people high in authoritarianism are
especially likely to derogate the out-group, and not surprisingly, it is
mostly authoritarian personalities that do so when reminded of their
own mortality. The converse is also true: People who are less obedient to
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authority are also less susceptible to death anxiety and less likely to dero-
gate the out-group, even when reminded of their own mortality.29

There are also simple sex differences in the effects of death anxiety.
I mentioned earlier that making people aware of their own mortality
tends to increase their desire to have children. It turns out, however,
that this effect is clearest in men. The mortality salience prompt’s influ-
ence on women’s desire for children depended on the extent to which
they were concerned about career success. Women who had more pro-
nounced career goals were less likely to desire children regardless of
whether they were reminded of their own mortality. However, in an-
other study, women who were shown a fake newspaper article that
touted the benefits of children for career success responded to the mor-
tality salience prompt with a greater desire for children.30 Another
study found that making people aware of their own mortality resulted
in a greater willingness to engage in risky activities, like bungee jump-
ing, white-water rafting, skydiving, or drinking large quantities of
 alcohol. However, this kind of effect was found primarily in men.31

I know of no research that examined differences in the extent that
being reminded of death influences our tendency to distance ourselves
from our animal nature. However, it seems likely that such differences
do exist. Frans de Waal, the noted primatologist, has written, for exam-
ple, “I often get the impression of being surrounded by two distinct cat-
egories of people: those who do and those who do not mind being
compared to animals.”32

Another personality quality related to how a person reacts to death-
 related thoughts, and one of particular relevance to resilience and be-
reavement, has to do with attachment behavior. We touched on this
subject briefly in the last chapter. The ability to feel close to and safe
with another person is a crucial aspect of normal, healthy development.
The extent that we can do this depends at least to some extent on our
history of interactions in close relationships throughout our lives, espe-
cially our early bonding experiences. Normal, healthy attachment is
 assumed to provide an inner resource; when we feel threatened or
stressed, we can evoke mental images of the people we are attached
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to—the internal hologram we discussed in the last chapter—as a way
to comfort ourselves.

Some people find this process easier than others. Psychologists de-
scribe consistent differences in attachment behavior in terms of attach-
ment styles.33 Those who have difficulties experiencing intimacy in close
relationships are said to have an insecure attachment style. These people
tend to be less confident that others will be available when they are
needed, and not surprisingly, these people are also more likely to suffer
prolonged grief reactions. Insecure attachment is not uncommon, but it
is also not the norm. Most people tend toward a more secure attachment
style and are generally able to get close to others and feel confident about
depending on other people. Securely attached people also tend to handle
grief better and are less susceptible to death anxiety.34

The CLOC study I described in Chapter 5 provided a unique op-
portunity to examine whether views about death are truly related to re-
silience during bereavement. To recap, in that study people had been
interviewed years before their spouse died. Included in the initial inter-
views were various questions related to death anxiety. For example, the
people in the study were asked to rate how much they agreed with
statements like “Death is simply part of the process of life” or “I don’t
see any point in worrying about death.” This study found that the
people who years earlier had said they didn’t worry about death or who
generally accepted that death happens were the same people who
tended to cope best with the pain of grief when their spouse died. Also,
when they were asked the same questions several years later, after their
spouse had died and they had actually confronted death, most still gave
more or less the same answer. In other words, they still didn’t see any
point in worrying about death even after having come close to it.

Curiosity

When my friend Alice hinted that she was actually curious about what
happens when we die, I believed her. We are thinking creatures, and
 although at times we don’t exactly act the part, we tend to seek explana-
tions for the world around us. The impermanence of life may be  anxiety-
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provoking or even terrifying, but it is also a mystery that has piqued our
interest and wonder since Homo sapiens first walked the earth.

“Death excites an enormous curiosity,” wrote the pathologist 
F. Gonzalez-Crussi. “How could it be otherwise? From the beginning of
time human beings have left this life to emigrate to the unknown, dark
realm, without any one of them ever coming back to hand us a report on
the beyond. Any form of report. Not a word about what awaits us! We
are curious by nature, but by nature we are doomed never to know.”35

Yet we have always wanted to know. Ruins of the first human settle-
ments include ancient stone structures aligned with the pathways of
planets and stars. They suggest a precocious desire to understand the
heavens. Early humans also appear to have shown a profound need to
grasp life beyond the grave. Indeed, the capacity to conceptualize death
and the possibility of an afterlife is widely considered an emergent
property of mind that sets humans apart from other animals. Archaeo-
logical evidence of ritualized burial of the dead, found at prehistoric
sites, for example, is often cited as a marker of the emergence of human
self consciousness and the origins of society.36

The human inquiry into the mysteries of life and the nature of the
soul is acute during bereavement. When a loved one dies, we have no
choice but to face up to nearly imponderable questions, the kind of
questions I mentioned at the beginning of the chapter. Most of us open
ourselves up to the questions death demands of us. We don’t necessarily
do this by choice, mind you. Death does not ask permission. Although
we may accept death’s invitation with trepidation, many of us find that
the experience is not as frightening as we anticipated. Many of us dis-
cover, in fact, that we have found something quite profound hidden in
the experience.
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C H A P T E R  9

Between Was and 
Is and Will Be

After C. S. Lewis’s wife died, he wondered what had become of her:
“Can I honestly say that I believe she now is anything? That vast

majority of people I meet, say, at work, would certainly think she is not.
Though naturally they wouldn’t press the point on me. Not just now
anyway. What do I really think? I have always been able to pray for other
dead, and I still do, with some confidence. But when I try to pray for H,
I halt. Bewilderment and amazement come over me. I have a ghastly
sense of unreality, of speaking into a vacuum about a nonentity.”1

Like Karen Everly with her daughter, C. S. Lewis found it difficult
to accept that his wife had vanished completely. He accepted that she
had physically died; it took a while, but he came to terms with her
physical death. It was much more difficult, however, to accept that
everything about her was gone. Some part of H, he was sure, still ex-
isted, but where and in what form?

The logic of Lewis’s internal questioning propelled him almost to
absurdity as he tried to work the problem out:

Where is she now? That is, in what place is she at the present time. But

if H is not a body—and the body I loved is certainly no longer she—she
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is in no place at all. And “the present time” is a date or point in our

time series. It is as if she were on a journey without me and I said, look-

ing at my watch, “I wonder is she at Euston now.” But unless she is

proceeding at sixty seconds a minute along the same timeline that all

we living people travel by, what does now mean? If the dead are not in

time, or not in our sort of time, is there any clear difference, when we

speak of them, between was and is and will be?2

The way questions like these take shape can be surprising. Most of
us are ill equipped to handle them. Some of us hold strong religious be-
liefs with prepackaged stories about the afterlife. Some of us have intel-
lectual arguments about existential dilemmas or the relationship of
consciousness to the brain. Such views tend to refute the possibility
of any kind of life after death. Some people have no beliefs at all. They
simply haven’t given the possibility of an afterlife much thought. When
someone close or important to us dies, though, and we find ourselves
puzzling over where that person has gone, and often whatever we pre-
viously believed simply falls apart.

* * *

Serge and Sondra Beaulieu were married for over twenty-five years.
They had a passionate and loving relationship. Then Serge was diag-
nosed with lung cancer. His death came slowly, and it was hard on
Sondra. But like so many bereaved people, she stood up to the pain and
did what she had to do to get on with her life.

Sondra is a professional journalist and radio producer. Not long after
Serge’s death, she gave me a short essay she had written about her experi-
ence with loss. The essay, titled “The Final Good-Bye,” highlights lucid
accounts of Sondra’s struggle, her loneliness, fear, and guilt. It also de-
scribes moments when Sondra seemed to fall into odd, almost mystical
states and had the kind of experiences Joan Didion described as “magical
thinking.” Yet Sondra’s essay is neither stark nor foreboding. Somewhere
in the experience, soon after Serge’s death, Sondra found peace.
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“I had been doing my best,” she wrote, “to put everything in order.”
Sondra and Serge had often worked together. She was “taking care of
some of the projects Serge had developed in his lifetime.” But Sondra
was concerned that she might not be able to manage it all: “I felt I was
letting Serge down. I worried that I wasn’t carrying on his legacy, and
it saddened me.”

Then, one night, she woke up and saw Serge standing in the bed-
room doorway. He wasn’t actually present, but his blurred image was
there momentarily. She was left with a lingering conviction that Serge
had visited her to assess the situation.

A few days later, Sondra was awake but still in bed and she smiled.
It was the same kind of smile, she realized, that she had seen on Serge’s
face in the ambulance on his way to his death. The attendant had said
at the time that Serge looked as if he was “seeing angels.” Sondra con-
tinued to smile broadly, and then she saw a white light in front of her
bed. She described it as “cloud-shaped but not opaque,” and it evoked
in her a tranquillity she had never before experienced. Sondra’s first
thought was that perhaps she was dying. She reflected a moment and
concluded that she was in fact awake and that there was no evidence
she was being transported or altered in any way. Then she saw Serge:
There he was again, this time larger than life. He seemed to be floating
upright next to her. His image fanned out from one side of the white
cloud shape to the other. Then, just as quickly, the light was gone and
she was alone again.

The experience was not in the least disturbing to Sondra. On the
contrary, she wrote, “I felt a lingering calmness, and I sensed that Serge
was telling me that he was in this extraordinarily tranquil place and
that he was all right. He had no worries about what was happening
here, and no matter what I was able to do—or not do—it was all right.
He was at peace, and I didn’t need to worry about him.”

Was Serge really there? Had some aspect of his spirit or soul actu-
ally visited Sondra? Perhaps what she experienced was only the vestige
of a lingering dream?

Does it matter?
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Like Karen Everly, C. S. Lewis, and countless others, Sondra had
experiences after her husband’s death that were as profound as they
were unexpected. They gave her something to believe in. On the second
anniversary of Serge’s death, Sondra wrote a poem. The last line read,
“I lost his body but not his soul. He’s with me every day.”

The Enduring Bond

In the terms we have used so far in this book, Sondra was unquestion-
ably resilient. She mourned Serge’s passing and at times suffered acute
emptiness over all she had lost. But not only was she able to move on,
she also continued to embrace life. She basked in old friendships and
began new ones. She resumed her writing career and explored new
forms. She began writing poetry and planned a memoir of her life with
Serge. Once again she discovered passion in the things she did. She con-
tinued to live a rewarding and productive life.

Sondra’s quasi-hallucinatory exchanges with Serge are more difficult
to assess. From a traditional perspective, they could only mean trouble.
Traditional theories about bereavement discussed in Chapter 2, inspired as
they were by Freud’s theorizing about grief work, assume that the only
way to recover from a loss is to sever the emotional bond with the de-
ceased. This dictum is unambiguous. When bereaved people fail to sever
this bond or, as in Sondra’s case, even revel in it, something is supposed to
have gone wrong. According to the traditional theories, the behavior of
bereaved people who maintain rather than break bonds with dead loved
ones is pathological.3 And from this point of view, Sondra was using the
enduring bond as some sort of fantasy experience to mask a deeper pain.

The science of bereavement shows us that we need to take a broader
view of these experiences. For starters, the bereaved people who find it
most difficult to let go of a lost loved one are typically not those who
have coped well. Rather, they tend to be people like Rachel Toma sino
who are overwhelmed by grief. Rachel was stuck in an endless  cycle of
rumination and yearning for her dead husband. Sadly, she also found it
almost impossible to gain any pleasure from holding on. In her case,
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the memories of her husband acted more like a purgatorial ball and
chain than a comforting connection.

Most of us can locate comforting memories of dead loved ones and
find reassurance, hope, and soothing calm in our recollections. Cer-
tainly, this experience is beneficial. Sometimes an emotional bond takes
the form of a spiritual connection that is also beneficial. But sometimes,
as for Sondra, the connection becomes more tangible. C. S. Lewis wrote
that his recovery from grief felt “as if the lifting of the sorrow removed a
barrier.”4 What if the barrier disappears? What if the loved one seems to
exist again, even briefly, as if brought back from the dead or trans-
formed in some altered state? How healthy can that be?

The first thing we need to find out is how common such experiences
are. If we discover, for example, that a palpable sense of a deceased
loved one’s presence is rare, we have to accept the traditional idea that it
represents a malfunction of the normal grieving mechanism, or at least
something to be concerned about. If, on the other hand, the vast major-
ity of bereaved people have these experiences, we must conclude that
they are part of the normal grieving process, a bit strange but essen-
tially benign, perhaps even healthy.

Remarkably, the question of how common such experiences are
hasn’t been answered until quite recently. The reason is simple: Nobody
had ever asked.

When researchers finally investigated this phenomenon, the results
were intriguing, if not a bit surprising. For one thing, some bereaved
have sensed the presence of a deceased loved one to a profound extent,
whereas others have never experienced anything of the sort. In fact,
when asked about such experiences, many often find the question odd
if not downright silly. I’ve seen this kind of polarity in my own studies.
When I bring up the subject of a continued relationship with the de-
ceased, many people immediately light up. They are delighted that I
have finally broached the issue. Others, though, simply shake their
heads or shrug: “Nope, never felt anything like that.”

A large-scale survey study revealed the same pattern. A clear major-
ity of those surveyed felt that their lost loved one was still in some way
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with them or “watching over” them. However, only about a third of the
bereaved people in the survey reported that they talked regularly with
deceased loved ones. Slightly more reported that they talked regularly
to the deceased’s photo. For these people, however, the conversations
continued at about the same frequency even more than a year after the
loved one’s death.5

* * *

When Daniel Levy wanted to “have a little talk” with his deceased
wife, Janet, he would walk to a marshy area near his home. “She liked
the way the trees looked,” he told me. “There isn’t much there really, a
smattering of trees, lots of empty space, salt water, but it’s private. No-
body ever went there, I think, except us. It was always our spot, our
own private little place.”

Daniel had a set routine. He visited the marsh about an hour before
sunset and walked directly to a large rock with a bowl-like depression
on one side. The rock formed a natural seat that faced the water and
the setting sun. Although the insects were plentiful at that time of day,
Daniel said he didn’t mind: “The scene is too beautiful. There are pine
trees and eucalyptus there. Janet loved the way the colors of those trees
contrasted.”

One day, several months after Janet’s death, Daniel decided to visit
the marsh: “I had been thinking about her all day. I guess I was feeling
lonely. I went to the marsh around the same time I normally did, only
this time I had a very strong feeling. It seemed as if she was there. She
was telling me she wanted to talk.” Daniel called out Janet’s name. He
didn’t hear anything or see anything. But it was crystal clear to him:
He knew she was there.

Daniel went into “some kind of trance” and spoke to Janet at length.
To an observer, it would have looked as though he was talking to himself,
but for Daniel it was definitely a “conversation.” When he asked Janet
questions, she seemed to him to answer. I asked Daniel if he had actually
heard Janet’s voice. He said, “I don’t know. I heard her say things, but I
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don’t know if there was really a voice out there in the marsh saying
things. I can’t answer that. But it felt real. Man, it felt real.”

Robert Ewing’s experiences after his sister, Kate, died fell toward
the opposite end of the spectrum. For Robert Ewing, recollecting his
“good egg” sister was grounding. “She was part of me, you know, actu-
ally part of me, my blood. The memories come easily. At times, I still
forget. It’s as if she is going to walk through that door and sit down and
talk to me. The images are so sharp, like a movie. I can see her talking,
in that busy, taking-care-of-everybody way she had. She was loving.
Even right now, as I am talking to you, I can see her.” Despite the clar-
ity of his memories, Robert never experienced Kate’s presence in any
tangible sense. When I asked him whether he’d ever had this kind of
experience, he was defensive, as if I had implied there might be some-
thing wrong with him: “Not at all. I know Kate is dead. She is not ac-
tually here. She is not in this room. As much as I’d love that to be true,
I know she is dead. I’ve accepted that. She is not coming back; she can’t.
I can’t actually talk to her. It doesn’t work that way.”

Like Robert Ewing and his recollections of Kate, Julia Martinez
found succor in recollections of her father. She said she knew that the
love and safety he had given her would always be a part of her. And
like Robert, Julia reported she had never felt that her father was physi-
cally present or was in some way guiding her. When I asked her about
this possibility, her face grew serious: “Never.” Did she ever talk with
him? “No.” She began to stare at me, as if to ask, “Why are you asking
these weird questions?” Then she laughed and gave a shrug: “Is this
some sort of test you guys do?” I reassured her. I told her I asked these
questions of everyone in the study because not all bereaved people have
the same experiences.

Heather Lindquist was a bit different. She told me that after her
husband John died, she stopped thinking about where he might have
gone and whether there was such a thing as a soul: “I’m not much of
a theologian. The way I figure it, who knows what happens?” But
Heather did occasionally talk with John, typically when she was uncer-
tain about something and she wanted John’s advice. She usually held
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these conversations in her garage: “John was always in the garage, tin-
kering with things, fixing something. Some of his tools are still there.
The kids use them now. The tools remind me of John. It’s a good place
to talk with him. It’s quiet there—private.”

When I asked Heather if she felt John was actually present during
the times when she spoke with him, she thought for a moment and
then said, “I kind of assume he’s probably not there, you know, hover-
ing or anything like that. But like I said, what do I know? It feels as if
I am with him when we talk. That’s all that matters. When I talk, it
makes me feel good, as if we can have a little chat.”

* * *

This seems like a good place to put my own experiences on the table: I
have, in fact, periodically engaged in something of a continued relation-
ship with my deceased father. My perceptions of these experiences are
probably most similar to the halfway state described by Heather
Lindquist. I’ve already written about my reactions to my father’s death
in earlier chapters. I didn’t grieve a lot at the time, and if anything, I felt
relieved: His suffering had ended and my life could take a fresh course.
But I never stopped thinking about my father. As I grew older, I found
myself having conversations with him—much to my amazement.

The first time this happened was a good seven or eight years after
his death. I was in graduate school at the time, earning my PhD from
Yale. This choice had meant a major change in course for me, and I
wished there was some way my father could see that. He died believing
that I was a failure, that I was not going to make anything of myself,
and also that he had failed me. If he had handled my rebelliousness dif-
ferently, perhaps tried another approach, I might not have strayed so
far. I longed to reassure him that everything had turned out OK. I
wanted him to know that nothing was his fault, that I knew he had
done the best he could. I wanted so much to speak with him, to tell him
these things. Then one day, while walking down a quiet street at dusk,
I did.
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At first, I felt a bit odd speaking out loud. I looked around to
 double-check: Nobody was there; nobody was watching me. I spoke at
a normal conversational level. “Hello Dad,” I began, and then I paused.
I didn’t hear anything, but I felt my father’s presence. It was warm and
comforting.

I knew almost immediately that this experience was something I
would not be able to describe later. The instant I tried to identify the
 experience and categorize it—after all, I was a psychologist in training—
it was gone. So I pulled back and just let it come. It appeared to me not so
much that my father was actually there as that the possibility was there. I
felt a sense of expansion. If I opened myself to it, without thinking too
much about what was happening, I could talk with him. And that’s all I
wanted to do. I didn’t want him back. His life had been painful, so why
would I want to bring him back? No, all I wanted was to talk. Actually,
all I wanted was to tell him a few things. I told my father that I knew our
battles had not been his fault. I told him that everything was turning out
just fine. I told him that I still wanted him as a father. When I told him
all this, I felt relieved.

There was a bit of apprehension, I must admit. I had just spoken
aloud with my dead father. Was this a slippery slope? I wondered. Was I
losing it, maybe just a little bit? Was graduate school too much for me?

The doubts didn’t last. I soon realized that language gives ideas struc-
ture and clarity.

Saying I needed him, out loud, gave me back a bit of my father.

* * *

Although it was never something I did with any frequency, from time
to time I felt an overwhelming desire to speak again with my father,
and from time to time I did. These conversations had several elements
that seem to match the experiences of many other bereaved people. For
one thing, I had always had a strong need to have my father’s council
and support. Initially, after his death, I just wanted to talk with him.
Later, the conversations seemed to occur at times when was I mulling
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over an important decision. I would describe the options to my father
and often ask for his advice. Of course, I never heard an answer, but
nonetheless I had a definite sense of what his response was.

Like most bereaved people who have had these experiences, I found I
needed privacy. The fragile, almost hypnotic nature of the conversations
seemed to require it. Initially, I spoke with my father while walking,
 almost always at twilight. If anybody approached, I immediately stopped.
Later, I discovered to my own amusement that elevators worked well,
 especially old elevators in old buildings: The doors open slowly; the car
moves slowly; and when it reaches the desired floor, the car usually re-
quires a few extra seconds to bring itself to a slow stop. The elevator in the
apartment building where I live in New York City is just such an  elevator.
If I am in a rush, which unfortunately is most of the time, the elevator’s
sluggishness can be annoying. But when I need to speak with my father, it
provides a perfect layer of privacy.

Is It Healthy?

The fact that these behaviors are common means that in most cases
they are not pathological. By the same token, however, just because be-
haviors are common does not necessarily mean that they are healthy
either. We are still left with the question, then, of whether maintaining
an ongoing emotional bond with a deceased loved one is a good thing
to do.

Somewhat ironically, as the limits of the traditional grief work idea
became apparent, a new generation of bereavement theorists began
turning in the opposite direction. In other words, they began to argue
that what was necessary for successful grieving was not the breaking of
the emotional bond with the deceased but its continuation. This sea
change was heralded more than a decade ago with the publication of a
collection of scholarly papers bearing the title Continuing Bonds: New
Understandings of Grief. The book gave “voice,” its jacket claimed, “to an
emerging consensus among bereavement scholars” and demonstrated
that “the healthy resolution of grief enables one to maintain a continued
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bond with the deceased.”6 Other books express similar views. One pair
of researchers argued, for example, that effective grieving involves a
kind of “transformation . . . in which the actual (‘living and breathing’)
relationship has been lost, but the other forms remain or may even de-
velop in more elaborate forms.”7

Along with these new ideas came a wave of new research. But con-
trary to the one-sided optimism for the continuing bond among be-
reavement theorists, the picture that emerged from the new research
was a good deal more complex. Some studies suggested that an endur-
ing bond between the living and the deceased was useful and adaptive,
whereas others indicated that a continuing relationship with a deceased
loved one was unhealthy. When this happens, when research findings
on a particular question seem to go in opposite directions, it almost al-
ways indicates that other factors have not yet been taken into account.
Researchers call these factors moderating variables.

In this case, one of the most robust moderating variables is the form
that the bond takes. There is strong evidence, for example, that cling-
ing to the deceased’s possessions or using the deceased’s possessions for
comfort only makes grief worse.8 To understand this, let us first con-
sider a more benign form of holding onto a loved one’s possessions. It is
not uncommon for bereaved people to keep objects that were prized by
the deceased, such as a favorite piece of clothing or jewelry, perhaps a
book. Sometimes they are objects related to the deceased’s hobbies,
such as a golf club or knitting basket. Sometimes the objects people
choose to hold onto had no particular meaning to the deceased but re-
mind the survivor of a particular event or cherished memory connected
with the deceased. Preserving these objects feels like a way to honor
lost loved ones, a way to say, “I will not forget.”

Clinging to the deceased’s possessions is different. Some people, for
example, attempt to maintain the deceased’s personal belongings exactly
as they were prior to the death. This behavior becomes obsessive: There
is only one way a room can be arranged; there is only one place this or
that object can go—where he had it, the way she would have wanted it.
We can see intuitively that there is something wrong here; the need to
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maintain a certain order is too extreme. It is as if the bereaved is engaged
in a desperate struggle to forestall the reality of the death, as if somehow
a connection to the deceased’s soul depends on the right arrangement of
the furniture.

What about the more literal connections in the continued-bond
idea, the kind of quasi-hallucinatory interactions Sondra Beaulieu and
Daniel Levy had with their deceased spouses and, to some extent, the
kind of conversational exchange both Heather Lindquist and I de-
scribed? Bereaved people who have these kinds of interactions often say
they are comforting. I cannot speak about the consequences of my own
experiences with any objectivity, but when I interviewed Sondra and
Daniel, I saw no signs of defensiveness or denial. Nor were they trying
to convince me that there is an afterlife. They did not seem to want to
push their experiences onto other people. If anything, they were reti-
cent. Yet when I questioned them about the reality of the experiences,
they explained that there was something tangible and compelling that
made them feel that they had had contact with their deceased spouse.
They were equally certain that these experiences had helped them, not
only to get over their loss but to find meaning in it.

The research on this question is still coming into focus, but it is clear
that several important factors determine whether these kinds of con-
nections are healthy. One factor is time. The experience of an ongoing
relationship with a deceased loved one tends to be salubrious later in
bereavement. Early after a loss, we are still vulnerable to oscillating
swings in and out of sadness. Indulging in an imagined conversation or
dwelling on the sense of a lost loved one’s presence while in such a vul-
nerable state can easily tip our mood in the direction of greater pain
and distress. As we progress past grief and toward emotional equilib-
rium, it becomes easier to utilize these kinds of bonding experiences to
sustain a sense of calm and connection.9

Another factor is the intensity of the bond. Almost any kind of con-
tinued relationship is potentially comforting as long as it occurs in mod-
eration. When the bond becomes too strong, or too encompassing, we
can lose ourselves in loneliness and yearning. There is also the quality of
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attachment, which we discussed in the previous chapter. When we feel
helpless and insecure about a relationship, especially in the early months
following a loss, a sense of the deceased’s presence can be unnerving. It
might even further exacerbate the pain of our grief. If, on the other
hand, we are more secure and confident about the quality of the rela-
tionship, the bond is more likely to provide comfort.

I explored these ideas with Nigel Field, one of the leading researchers
on continued bonds in bereavement. What Nigel and I did was ask a
group of recent widows and widowers to engage in an imaginary con-
versation with their deceased spouses. We asked each to envision that the
deceased was sitting in an empty chair that we had placed across from
him or her. We then turned on a tape player with additional instructions
and left the room so the participant could complete the task in private.
The taped instructions suggested to our subjects that they think of the
conversation as an opportunity to speak with the spouse “one last time”
and that they should feel free to say whatever they had longed to say af-
ter their spouse had died. To render the conversation more realistic, we
also encouraged the subjects to speak to the spouse directly, using his or
her name. Once the conversation began, we videotaped it from another
room using a one-way mirror—we got permission from our subjects
 beforehand—so that later we could code their attachment behaviors.

Some of the people in the study clearly evidenced attachment inse-
curity and helplessness during the imaginary conversation. They spoke
about themselves as worthless without the deceased or described feel-
ings of being lost, empty, weak, or overwhelmed by the loss. The be-
reaved people who did this were also more likely to experience an
elaborate and extreme ongoing relationship with the spouse in their
private life. And as we had anticipated, they also had more severe grief
reactions.10

These studies led to important advances in our understanding of
some of the factors that influenced whether continued bonds were
healthy or not, but there was still more to the picture. Many of the  theo -
rists who have championed the value of the continued bond have
agreed that an essential factor is culture. Indeed, to justify their claims,
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they have pointed to the prevalence of an ongoing relationship with the
dead in non-Western cultures, and to the important role continued
bonds have played in ancient cultural rituals. But culture is a term that’s
hard to define, and when we examine it in the context of life and death
and bereavement, one way or another it boils down to differences in
how people think about the afterlife.
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Imagining the Afterlife

In 1977, the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA)
launched Voyager I, the first of two space probes sent off on a one-way

trip into deep space. Voyager I was scheduled to pass Jupiter and Saturn.
If all went well, it was hoped, it might even get as far as the vast empty
region at the periphery of our solar system. The number of new data the
craft might potentially send back was staggering, as were the continuous
technical difficulties and scientific challenges that kept cropping up. But
despite the ambitious nature of the Voyager project, NASA scientists still
found time to indulge their curiosity. They placed onboard Voyager I a
number of cultural artifacts. The idea was that if the spacecraft should by
some slim chance encounter extraterrestrial beings, it would be able to
provide them with a glimpse of life on our planet. So what was included
among the artifacts? One of the objects the scientists chose was a 1920s
blues recording, Soul of a Man, by Blind Willie Johnson. The plaintive re-
frain to the song speaks for itself: “Won’t somebody tell me, answer if
you can! Won’t somebody tell me, what is the soul of a man?”

Most of us, at some point in our lives, have wondered about the possibil-
ity of an enduring soul that might live on in the afterlife. How we think
about the afterlife, if we think of it at all, almost certainly plays a role in
determining whether we experience a continued sense of connection to

145

d



deceased loved ones and, ultimately, how we cope with loss. In this
chapter we will take a closer look at the different ways peoples across
the globe have thought about the afterlife. Before we begin that journey,
however, we will linger a bit longer close to home. We will begin with
the Western concept of heaven.

A Heavenly Reunion—or a Hellish Separation?

Each of the three major monotheistic religions, Judaism, Christianity,
and Islam, in their most elemental form, includes some basic idea about
a final resting place in heaven. The concept also crops up in the popular
culture, in books, movies, advertisements, even jokes. Not everyone
takes the idea seriously. Some of us are uncertain. Christopher Buckley,
the noted writer, and son of the famous conservative pundit William F.
Buckley, Jr., was asked recently whether he believed in the afterlife.
His reply: “Alas, no. But I find myself wondering at the oddest times;
So, Pup [his father], are you in Heaven? Is it true after all?”1

The idea is simple enough. Most people envision heaven as a tranquil
place, free of the trials and tribulations of life on earth, where departed
souls find rest and comfort for all eternity. Under normal circumstances,
such a benign concept potentially soothes the otherwise savage dread we
typically associate with death. In fact, highly religious people with
strong beliefs about the afterlife generally report good mental health.2

They also report less worry and fewer anxieties about death.3

On the surface, the idea of heaven should be a comfort for bereaved
people, at least during the initial period of mourning. For those who
sincerely believe that heaven awaits the faithful, the death of a loved
one is not a true good-bye. It is more like a prolonged absence, one that
will end, eventually when the loved one and the survivor are reunited.

This was Robert Ewing’s belief. About a year and a half after the
death of his sister, Kate, Robert told me he had come to understand that
death is a part of life: “We’ve all got to go through it, sooner or later. We
all have our time. I don’t want to push it because I’m happy with the life
God has given me. I’m happy with the family that I have and the people I
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know and love. But when it’s time to go, it’s just another part of life.
Death is part of life, and I think it possibly begins another existence of
some kind. Something like heaven. I think of Kate in that kind of place. I
feel comfortable with that thought: Kate safe in heaven. And God will-
ing, when it’s my time, I will join her. The entire family, Kate, my wife,
the children, all of us, there someday, up in heaven.”

Unfortunately, this kind of scenario is a bit more difficult for many
of us to hold onto. Survey data show, in fact, that only about one-third of
bereaved Americans can actually find comfort in the idea that a de-
ceased loved one may be in heaven.4 One of the reasons is that heaven
comes with a built-in problem: It’s not a sure thing. As our understand-
ing of heaven evolved over the millennia, so did our conceptualizations
of its polar opposite: the hateful fires of hell. As has been true of nearly
every human attempt to give order and structure to the cosmos, these
concepts gradually took on a dialectical quality: The more peaceful and
distant heaven became, the more horrific and painful were the opposing
hellfires below.5 Surveys have shown that the majority of Americans be-
lieve in the existence of hell.6 For bereaved people, the uncertainty about
the fate of their loved one’s soul and whether it has made its way to
heaven or hell can lead to serious distress.7

The torment we might experience about a loved one’s ultimate desti-
nation in the afterlife was poignantly illustrated in the 1998 film What
Dreams May Come. The movie begins with the chance meeting of two
American tourists, Chris and Annie, at an idyllic Swiss mountain lake.
They fall in love, marry, raise two beautiful children, and go on to suc-
cessful individual careers. Everything is perfect, but then tragedy
strikes: Their life is torn apart when their children die in an auto acci-
dent. Although Chris and Annie’s grief is severe, after several years the
couple begin to show clear signs of mending. Then tragedy strikes again
when Chris is killed.

The scenes that follow create a stunning visual fantasy as Chris as-
cends to heaven and is eventually reunited with his two children. But
their blissful reunion is short-lived. As he pieces the events together,
Chris discovers that not long after his own death, his wife Annie sank
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into depression. Then, in a fit of despair, she took her own life. Because
Christianity strongly prohibits suicide, Chris knows that Annie has to
have been banished to hell. He is deeply anguished. Heaven or no
heaven, he realizes he cannot live without Annie and spends the rest of
the movie on a distress-filled quest to rejoin her.

Even if we bypass our concern about hell and assume our loved ones
have made it to heaven, another problem is that heaven severely restricts
the kinds of interactions a bereaved person can envisage with the de-
ceased. No matter how fancifully the eventual reunion may be imagined,
a separation still intervenes, a painful, irreversible, and seemingly indefi-
nite separation. Many bereaved people have a sense that they are watched
over by loved ones in heaven, or that those in heaven can hear or see them
“from above.” This belief can be reassuring, but loved ones in heaven can-
not influence or interact with the living. They cannot visit or hold con-
versations with living relations. A bereaved person who accepts the
heaven idea but longs for this kind of connection is likely to struggle.

Probably the biggest stumbling block, whether we are actively reli-
gious or not, is that heaven just doesn’t hold up as a believable concept.
A large-scale survey of religious and spiritual beliefs across the globe
found that belief in heaven was widespread only in the poorer and less-
well-educated agrarian nations. Industrial and postindustrial countries
like the United States have seen belief in the idea plummet. More than
half of the people surveyed in postindustrial countries said they did not
believe heaven existed, and over two-thirds said they did not believe in
the existence of anything like a soul.8

In 1997, a cover story in Time magazine boldly asked its readers,
“Does Heaven Exist?”9 The tone of the article revealed a deep discord
about the viability of the concept. There were, of course, quotes from
steadfast Christians endorsing the traditionally idyllic portrait of heaven
as a blissful and effortless paradise. But the story also contained quotes
about nagging doubts, even among believers, about the improbability of
such a wish. In addition, priests and theologians admonished their com-
munities not to take the metaphor of heaven too literally. There is a
growing movement among religious scholars to downplay the concept
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in the service of modernizing and legitimizing their faith. Some reli-
gious leaders have taken an even harder line, arguing that the modern
idea of heaven results from too literal a reading of the old religious texts
and includes plainly “infantile” and “materialistic” and in many ways
“unbiblical Elements.”10

The dissonance surrounding our wish for a heavenly reunion is
given colorful voice in Don DeLillo’s poignant novel White Noise.11 In
the passage that follows, DeLillo’s protagonist has just suffered a gun
wound. He finds himself in a hospital run by the Catholic church. The
nurse that dresses his wound is a nun. As she attends him, he studies a
painting hanging just above him depicting an idealized meeting in
heaven between assassinated President John Kennedy and the pope. He
asks the nun if, for the church, it is “still the old Heaven, like that, in
the sky?” Her response stuns him:

“Do you think we are stupid?” she said.

I was surprised by the force of her reply.

“Then what is heaven, according to the Church, if it isn’t the abode

of God and the angels and the souls of those who are saved?”

“Saved? What is saved? This is a dumb head, who would come in

here to talk about angels. Show me an angel. Please. I want to see.”

“But you’re a nun. Nuns believe these things. . . .”

“You would have a head so dumb to believe this?”

“It’s not what I believe that counts. It’s what you believe.”

“This is true,” she said. “The nonbelievers need the believers. They

are desperate to have someone believe. . . .”

“Why are you a nun anyway? Why do you have that picture on the

wall?”

She drew back, her eyes filled with contemptuous pleasure.

“It is for others. Not for us.”

“But that’s ridiculous. What others?”

“All the others. The others who spend their lives believing that we

still believe. . . . If we did not pretend to believe these things, the world

would collapse.”
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“Pretend?”

“Of course pretend. Do you think we are stupid? Get out from here.”

“You don’t believe in heaven? A nun?”

“If you don’t, why should I?”

“If you did, maybe I would.”

“If I did, you would not have to.”

Coming Back

Science is often granted the final word in debates about the afterlife,
but an empirical approach cannot answer every question. Buddhist
scholars like Robert Thurman have been quick to address this point.
The Western scientific worldview, Thurman observed, equates the ces-
sation of heartbeat and brain activity with the cessation of conscious-
ness, “yet the picture of death as a nothing in consciousness is not a
scientific finding. It is a conceptual notion. . . . Science should not ne-
glect to question this picture.”12 Buddhists, like Hindus and followers
of numerous religions, do in fact question the idea that death brings an
end to consciousness. In fact, they share the belief that the end of corpo-
real life is not the end of being, that a vague remnant or essence of con-
sciousness persists and eventually enters life anew through the process
of reincarnation.

Westerners often dismiss the idea of reincarnation, using the same
axe that was applied to heaven: It is simplistic and almost impossible to
reconcile with the broader knowledge base of the modern world. Most
of our ideas about the afterlife, including those about heaven and  re -
incarnation, are rooted in concepts developed at a much earlier point in
human history, a time when humans lived in small groups or tribes, of-
ten with vast swathes of uninhabited landscape in between them. Our
ancient ancestors experienced the world locally rather than globally.
They knew nothing of the size and shape of the planet or, for that mat-
ter, of the evolution of life. From this perspective came relatively simple
ideas about life after death.

These concepts are quite awkward in a modern context.13 If souls
are continually recycled through reincarnation, we might ask, for ex-
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ample, why does the global population continue to expand? Where do
the new souls come from?

It is important to keep in mind, though, that at least part of the
Western aversion to reincarnation is cultural. Just as images of heaven
have insinuated themselves into Westerners’ minds, the notion of  re -
incarnation has taken on an archetypal quality within Eastern cultures.
The cultural divide leaves us much room for misunderstanding.

I learned about this kind of misunderstanding firsthand once while
speaking with a friend and colleague from India. The subject of  re -
incarnation had come up and I assumed my friend would be quite skep-
tical about the topic. He is a well-seasoned global traveler and divides his
time between residences in Mumbai, London, and New York. He is a
well-regarded scholar, highly intellectual, knowledgeable on an impres-
sive array of subjects, and, if the truth be told, also a bit of a cynic.

I asked him if, since he had grown up in a Hindu country, he had
ever believed in reincarnation. Surely, I reasoned, he must have strug-
gled at some point in his life with the realization that a concept so
prevalent in his native culture was at the same time deeply at odds with
the Western intellectual tradition in which he seemed equally at home.
To my surprise, he said that he had never doubted the reality of  re -
incarnation. Seeing the look of bafflement I couldn’t conceal, he ex-
plained that he had been raised with the idea of reincarnation. Even
though he might find it hard to justify the concept from a logical or ev-
identiary point of view, it had always been a core element of his per-
sonal and cultural background, and he simply accepted it.

In this same context, we might consider this rather amusing anec-
dote. The noted astronomer Carl Sagan purportedly once asked the
Dalai Lama, “What would you do if we could show you conclusively
that reincarnation is not possible?” Buddhists emphasize the importance
of direct knowledge, including scientific findings. The Dalai Lama re-
sponded straightaway. He would immediately put the word out, he told
Sagan, notifying everyone of this fact and telling them that reincarna-
tion was no longer a viable concept. However, after a pause, the Dalai
Lama wryly asked, “But how would you show that?” a question to
which, of course, Sagan had no reply.14
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Evidentiary debates aside, does reincarnation offer anything useful
to alleviate the suffering of bereavement? Although reincarnation is a
key spiritual construct in Eastern religions, it does not actually deny
the reality of death and, more important, does not necessarily lessen the
pain of grief. In this regard, although there are similarities between
heaven and reincarnation, there are also key differences. One crucial
difference is that whereas heaven promises an eventual reunion with
deceased loved ones, reincarnation is decidedly more opaque on the
subject. It is entirely possible that two people who knew each other in
past lives could meet again in future incarnations but, except in the
rarest of cases, would have no knowledge of their past relationship.
Westerners who have latched onto the reincarnation idea have tried to
get around this somewhat thorny problem by inventing mystical, if not
mystifying, techniques such as past lives regressions that purport to
help people identify their past selves. Ultimately, however, the cultlike
nature of these techniques seems to marginalize the idea of incarnation
even further in the West.

Tibetan Buddhists have their own approach to reincarnation. Using
a system that has its roots in the ancient, pre-Buddhist Bön religion, Ti-
betans have developed elaborate ideas about the suspended state that
exists between incarnations. They call it the Bardo, or in-between,15

and it is described in remarkably specific detail in The Great Book of
Natural Liberation Through Understanding in the Between, or as it is
more commonly known, The Tibetan Book of the Dead.

The origins of The Tibetan Book of the Dead are mystical. The man-
uscript is attributed to the semimythical spiritual adept Padma Samb-
hava, who is believed to have dictated the work in the sixth century and
then hid it along with other writings in the caves and mountains of Ti-
bet. The lost manuscript is said to have been discovered in the four-
teenth century by a monk purported to be an incarnation of Padma
Sambhava.16 The text claims knowledge of the spirit world and the
states between incarnations, knowledge that followers argue could
come only from advanced spiritual beings with sacred access to unseen
realms. Although one could just as easily suggest that Padma Samb-
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hava simply made it all up, for centuries Tibetans have turned to this
text for spiritual guidance.

Tibetans also use The Book of the Dead as an aid in preparing loved
ones for death. Commentaries that accompany modern translations
 encourage the reading aloud of the text to dying loved ones as a way of
helping them prepare for and exert some control over their voyage into
the Bardo realm. One can see how this practice might provide comfort
to the dying and also help surviving friends and relatives with their own
anxieties about the loved one’s death.

Although the directness of this approach to death is appealing, for
many Westerners the idea of leading a dying person toward the state
between death and her or his next incarnation is a bit of a cultural leap.
Westerners are interested in the idea (workshops and self-help books
claiming to guide a bereaved person toward the reincarnation of a lost
loved one are readily available), but in practice reincarnation falls prey
to the same fears and fantasies that plague the heaven concept.

The crowning problem with almost all conceptions of the afterlife,
including heaven and reincarnation, is that we tend to take these ideas
too literally. The human condition is such that we can never know for
sure what happens after we are dead. This is what we are stuck with.
Yet our desire to be reunited with those we have lost propels us to bend
our beliefs. We stretch and simplify them until we get what we want; or
at least what we think we want. Ultimately this process fails to satisfy.

* * *

Julia Martinez has never had a conversation with her deceased father.
Initially, when I interviewed her, she emphatically denied that she had
ever sensed his presence or felt that he was watching over her. But later
on, somewhat sheepishly, she admitted that she did in fact harbor a se-
cret belief about her dad: She thought that her father had been reborn
as a cat. She believed that he had come back so that he could care for
her while she was away at college: “The first time it happened, I was
outside of my dorm. I was coming home and there was this black cat.
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He came right up to me, purring and all that, you know, the things cats
do when they want milk or something. He looked right at me; right
into my eyes. He looked at me, and without even thinking, I said,
‘Dad?’ It just came out of me. He purred and rubbed against my leg.”

Julia was never 100 percent certain about these beliefs: “Who can
say? He is a cat, you know. But he did act just like my father, really just
like him. . . . He didn’t want much from me. I fed him and all. But then
I didn’t see him, you know, for days. But when I was feeling down or
upset or something, it never failed. He was always there. Just like my
dad. I would come home and there he would be, and that cat, you
know, he always came right up to me and looked at me. It was just like
Dad saying, ‘It will be OK, Jay.’ That’s what my dad called me, Jay.”

Julia had kept these thoughts to herself: “I never told anyone. I fig-
ured my friends probably wouldn’t get it, except maybe Tara. She
probably knows about reincarnation and would have been OK with it.
But I didn’t want to tell her. What if she thought I was some kind of
weirdo?”

In part, Julia told me, she was also reluctant to discuss her experi-
ence because she didn’t want to be talked out of it. I have heard many
stories like Julia’s. Bereaved people, driven by the pain and yearning of
grief, imagine signs of communication from a lost loved one. Often,
they believe a loved one is reaching out to them, sending a signal, in the
form of another being, typically an animal.

Whatever comfort the perception of these signals might bring, it
never seems to last. Initially, perhaps, there is a kind of anticipation,
 almost excitement, about the possibility of renewed contact, but then
comes the sobering up: The new relationship is limited. It could be no
other way. A cat is not a father, no matter how much Julia might have
wished it. As she said, “Cats don’t talk.” As most cat owners know, they
don’t listen very well either.

Thoroughly Akin to It All

There is a great irony in the way Westerners and even some Easterners
have embellished the idea of reincarnation. In the Eastern religious tra-
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ditions, where belief in reincarnation first developed, the idea has al-
ways held a more complex and elusive meaning. It was readily under-
stood, for example, that the people we know and love could not actually
return after death. The barest essence of that person might survive in
another life, but even so, there is nothing that can be recognized.

The idea of rebirth, or the transmigration of souls as it is sometimes
called, originated around the ninth century bce in India. The Eastern
religious texts from this period, such as the Upanishads, are complex
and often deliberately ambiguous. Compared to the philosophical ar-
guments of the Greeks that emerged later in the West, these early East-
ern writings are downright recondite,17 which may be one reason why
the idea of reincarnation has been so easily subjugated. Modern “new
age” philosophers on the subject of reincarnation are not likely to have
bothered to work their way through the ancient texts, and those who
had would have found sufficient ambiguity to allow for almost any
kind of self-serving interpretation.

Scholars of classic Hindu philosophy are generally in agreement,
however, that reincarnation does not mean that an individual person
with a memory of a specific life can return. The self in Hindu philoso-
phy is broader than the individual, somewhat akin to the self in Bud-
dhism. Buddhism developed out of the same context as the Upanishads,
which tell us that the self of everyday life is illusory. We mistakenly as-
sign our material desires and needs to the self, when actually, according
to the Upanishads, our true self, the atman, is not at all personal. Actu-
ally, the English word self is not even a relevant term because, Hindus
believe, the atman can be understood only through a negation of the
personal. It is grounded in something larger that we all share at the core
of our being, like a universal world soul that is ageless. There is no rea-
son to fear death, the Upanishads tell us, because when we die, all per-
sonal attributes and memories are shed; only the atman remains.18

The same idea runs through Buddhist writings. In attempting to
explain the Buddhist concept of reincarnation to a Western audience,
the French-born Buddhist monk Matthieu Ricard argued that  “re -
incarnation has nothing to do with the transmigration of some ‘entity’
or other. It is not a process of metapsychosis because there is no ‘soul.’”19
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The Buddha himself actively discouraged his followers from contem-
plating questions like “What was I in the past?” or “What shall I be in
the future?” because, he cautioned, such questions lead only to self-
doubt, fear, and distraction.20

But what exactly do Buddhists believe persists when we die? The
answer would go well beyond the scope of this book, and unfortunately
the explanations offered in Buddhist writings, much as in the Hindu
texts, are vague at best. We find terms like luminosity21 and the ultimate
dimension.22 American Buddhist Robert Thurman writes of a state of
“extremely subtle body-mind,” which is “very hard to describe or un-
derstand” and should not be misconstrued “as a rigid, fixed identity.”
Rather, “this most essential state of an individual being is beyond body-
mind duality; it consists of the finest, most sensitive, alive and intelli-
gent energy in the universe.”23 Although Thurman described this state
as an “indestructible drop” and the “living soul of every being,” he
again hastened to emphasize that it is still not an eternal self.24 The in-
conclusiveness can be exasperating, but that may be part of the point.

Take, for example, a famous Buddhist sutra in which the poor wan-
derer Vacchagotta asks the Buddha, “Is the world eternal?” The Bud-
dha replies, “Vacchagotta, I have not declared this.” Vacchagotta asks,
“Then . . . is the world not eternal?” The Buddha replies, “Vacchagotta,
I have not declared this either.”25 Undaunted, the hapless Vacchagotta
persists with his questioning: “Why then do you remain silent on these
issues when leaders of other religious sects do not? Why are they willing
to take a stand one way or another?” To which the Buddha responds,
“Leaders of other sects provide answers to such questions only because
they mistakenly accept the illusion of the self as real and permanent.”

As intractable as all of this seems, we might wonder whether it will
ever be possible to reconcile such ideas with the science-oriented West-
ern worldview, or at least to do so without succumbing to oversimplifi-
cations. Many have tried, including a surprising number of intellectual
luminaries like the great American psychologist William James. James
is widely acknowledged as the father of modern psychology. He pos-
sessed a sweeping intellect, and in the late nineteenth and early twenti-
eth centuries he published an influential series of books and articles on
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the workings of the human mind, many of which continue to be
heavily cited in psychology journals.

Throughout his career James nurtured an ardent interest in spiritual
concerns. In 1893, he delivered a now famous lecture in which he de-
scribed the desire for human immortality as “one of the great spiritual
needs of man.”26 Prophetically, James pointed to the growing conflict—
one that now dominates Western philosophical discourse—between this
most elementary of desires and the evidence coming from the biological
and physiological sciences. Scientists and the lay public alike, James
noted, had come to share the seemingly unavoidable conclusion that, be-
yond all doubt, our inner life, our experience of consciousness, comes
solely from the functioning of our brain, and that when the brain is
physically dead, so, too, must consciousness die.

Surprisingly, though, James offered a counterargument. He pro-
posed that the evidence available at the time he was writing—and we
can easily extend his argument to the present—does not necessarily
preclude the possibility that “life may still continue when the brain
 itself is dead.”27 The problem, James thought, lay not in the evidence
about brain function but rather in the narrow view that the brain’s ex-
clusive function is to produce consciousness: “When the physiologist
who thinks that his science cuts off all hope of immortality pronounces
the phrase, ‘thought is a function of the brain,’ he thinks of the matter
just as he thinks when he says, ‘Steam is a function of the tea-kettle,’
‘Light is a function of the electric circuit.’”28 James’s contrarian position
was that this view emphasized only the “productive function” of the
brain. Natural entities, he noted, serve functions beyond mere produc-
tion: A prism refracts light and thus serves a “transmissive” function;
the valves of a pipe organ release air and thus serve a “permissive” func-
tion. These same functions also characterize various part of the human
body. For example, the retina of the eye detects and “transmits” color
information to the brain via the optic nerve; a heart valve “permits”
blood to flow in and out. Could not the brain also serve transmissive or
permissive functions for the normally unseen forces of the universe?

Having made these somewhat startling points, James then asked his
audience to entertain a series of suppositions that came surprisingly
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close to Eastern religious epistemology. Echoing the Hindu concept of
an atman, he conjectured that “consciousness in this process does not
have to be generated. . . . It exists already, behind the scenes, coeval with
the world.”29 Mirroring the Buddhist axiom of the impermanence and
illusory nature of the self, he supposed “that the whole universe of ma-
terial things—the furniture of earth and choir of Heaven—should turn
out to be a mere surface-veil of phenomena, hiding, and keeping back
the world of genuine realities.”30 James also attempted to address the
common criticism that ideas about an afterlife are naive and illogical.
In response to the question about reincarnation and global population
growth, for example, he observed, “It is not as if there were a bounded
room where the minds in possession had to move up or make place and
crowd together to accommodate each new occupant.”31 On the con-
trary, “each new mind brings its own edition of the universe of space
along with it, its own room to inhabit. . . . When one man wakes up, or
one is born, another does not have to go to sleep, or die in order to keep
the consciousness of the universe a constant quality.”32

James concluded, “I speak, you see, from the point of view of all the
other individual beings, realizing and enjoying inwardly their own
 existence. . . . Through them as through so many diversified channels
of expression, the external Spirit of the Universe affirms and realizes its
own infinite life.”33

* * *

Of course, when we are coping with loss, we usually have little time for
or interest in grand metaphysical theories. Most of the time, we want to
know where our loved ones have gone. We want to know what it means
to sense another presence. And even if we know that such questions are
probably unanswerable, the bottom line is that we still need something
to hold onto.

A clue to where we might turn for that “something” is beautifully ex-
plored in William Steig’s delightful children’s book Amos and Boris.34 The
story begins with Amos, a tiny mouse who builds himself a boat and sets
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off on a grand adventure, a metaphorical journey in search of himself.35

“One night, in a phosphorescent sea, he marveled at the sight of some
whales spouting luminous water, and later, lying on the deck of his boat
gazing at the immense, starry sky, the tiny mouse Amos, a little speck of a
living thing in the vast living universe, felt thoroughly akin to it all.” But
in the middle of this universal bliss, tragedy strikes. Amos is so “over-
whelmed by the beauty and mystery of everything,” he accidentally rolls
right off the deck and plunges into the sea. He nearly drowns, but fortu-
nately is saved by a huge whale named Boris. The two creatures strike up
an improbable friendship. Boris is curious about the tiny mouse, the likes
of which he has never seen before. Amos is just as curious about Boris,
and each marvels at the fact that although they are both animals, they are
of dramatically different size and live in different worlds. “They told
each other about their lives, their ambitions. They shared their deepest se-
crets with each other. The whale was very curious about life on land and
was sorry that he could never experience it. Amos was fascinated by the
whale’s account of what went on deep under the sea.”

Steig’s delightful story illustrates something crucial: the unexpected
and often unimaginable insights that can be had when we experience
life through someone else’s eyes. And so we return to the topic of be-
reavement. We’ve so far considered how we tend to think about the
 after life. We’ve looked at concepts like heavenly reunions, reincarnated
souls, and the transmission of a universal spirit. But the world is vast
and there is more to cultural variation than these few concepts. Indeed,
in some cultures, people think about the afterlife hardly at all; they sim-
ply live with it. And when they do, they find humor, comfort, and some-
times transcendence.

“Are You Pleased with Your Living Relatives?”

F. Gonzalez-Crussi tells the story of a rural Mexican woman who, each
year on November 2, set up an altar, diligently tidied up the house, and
then went out to the street to hold pleasant conversations, speaking
aloud and listening in turn, with the invisible souls of her ancestors:
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Come in, blessed souls of my father, my mother, and my sisters. Please,

come in. How did you do this year? Are you pleased with your living

relatives? In the kitchen we have tamales, tostadas, pumpkin with

honey, apples, oranges, sugarcane, chicken broth, a great deal of salt,

and even a little tequila so you may drink. Are you happy with what

we have? My sons worked very hard this year so we could offer you

this feast, as usual. Tell me, how is Saint Joseph? Did you receive the

Masses we ordered for him?36

We can only guess what went through the woman’s mind that day. One
thing is certain: she was probably not thinking about the ineluctable na-
ture of the universe. Rather, she was simply having a good time. The
reason is that on the day that she was visited by her deceased loved
ones, people all over Mexico were engaged in similar conversations
with their own deceased friends and relatives. That day was the day of
the annual celebration of El Día de los Muertos, the Day of the Dead.

Much like festivals in China and other countries around the globe,
the Mexican Day of the Dead is based on the popular belief that the
souls of deceased loved ones are given special “license” to visit the living
once a year. The custom is ancient, dating back to pagan ancestral ritu-
als from the precolonial Aztec civilization and probably much earlier.
When the Spanish conquered the region in the sixteenth century, they
imposed their Catholic rites and beliefs on the inhabitants, but the pa-
gan rituals connected to dead loved ones did not vanish. Instead, they
morphed with an existing Catholic holiday, All Souls Day, and eventu-
ally took the form of the Day of the Dead celebration.

The Day of the Dead keeps the participants from taking it too seri-
ously. At a superficial level, the Day of the Dead bears some resem-
blance to the American holiday of Halloween. Both evolved out of
pagan ceremonies and once included a veneer of religion, although
Halloween has long since shed that connection, and both make great
use of costume and humor. But unlike Halloween, which is now seen
primarily as an entertainment for children, the Mexican Day of the
Dead has retained much of its original spiritual aura. Although the sin-
cerity of the celebration may have been diluted in recent years, in part
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because of its popularity with tourists, the Mexican rite nonetheless
continues to thrive, especially in villages and rural areas.

The air of lightheartedness and humor that pervades the Day of the
Dead is in many ways typical of Mexican culture and its generally blithe
attitude toward many otherwise serious subjects, including death. As
the great Mexican poet Octavio Paz has observed, “The Mexican is fa-
miliar with death, jokes about it, caresses it, sleeps with it, celebrates it;
it is one of his favorite toys and his most steadfast love.”37

We still see signs of the Mexican familiarity with death among expatri-
ate Mexicans living in the United States. During funerals, Mexican Amer-
icans spend more time than other Americans viewing, even touching and
kissing, the bodies of their deceased loved ones. They also spend more
time at burials and grave sites. Not surprisingly, when these habits are
 carried outside their original cultural context, there can be problems.
Mexican Americans have, for example, reported frequent conflicts with
professionals in the American funeral and cemetery industries, who bris-
tle at such “odd” practices.38 An especially poignant illustration of Mexi-
can comfort with death imagery is found in the festive use of the calavera,
or skeleton. During the Day of the Dead festival, skulls and skeletons are
everywhere, in shop windows or dancing among the ubiquitous tradi-
tional ofrendas, makeshift altars that bear “sugar skulls painted with
gaudy floral motifs among piles of candies, foodstuff, and images of
saints.”39 As compelling as they may be, the explicit purpose of these
 offerings is to appease the souls of dead relatives and to entice them to
come for a visit. The tiny ceramic and papier-mâché skeleton theaters of-
ten play out tiny scenes, arranged with equally small furniture and  accou -
trements, depicted in frozen moments from the ancestor’s life or enacting
the ancestor’s favorite activities and pleasures. It is not uncommon, for ex-
ample, to find groups of small skeletons playing musical instruments, eat-
ing, dancing, preparing food, or enjoying a game of baseball.

Although the skeleton theaters are designed to amuse and appease de-
ceased ancestors, they are also unmistakably comforting and heartwarm-
ing for the living. To be sure, the skeleton can also be found in Western
art, as, for example, in Albert Dürer’s engravings or Hans Holbein the
Younger’s famous woodcuts in the Danse Macabre. But these Western
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skeletons are calculated to frighten, to compel us to repent our sins. The
Mexican calavera, though a skeleton, poses no threat.40 Rather, the calav-
era most typically appears as a benign, and smiling, dear old friend.41

Jovial skeletons and benign images of death are not limited to Mex-
ican culture. Wherever Tibetans reside, for example, we are likely to
find thangkas, richly colored scroll paintings depicting the core Bud-
dhist narratives and symbols. Thangkas are commonly used for educa-
tional and meditational purposes, but they are also extraordinarily
beautiful. Like the Mexican calavera, the thangka imagery is often inter-
mingled with skeletons. Sometimes there are even more grotesquely
corporeal images, like decaying corpses.

A particularly compelling thangka, with striking similarities to
Mexican imagery, is the Chitipati, a pair of dancing skeletons, possibly
a brother and sister, who rein as guardians of the cemetery or charnel
ground.42 There are various legends regarding the origins of the Chiti-
pati, the most colorful being that they were originally monks and so
lost in meditation that they failed to notice the approach of a band of
thieves. The thieves promptly robbed the monks and then killed them.
But owing to their deep spiritual state at the time of death, the pair
were instantly transformed into eternal deities and given the charge of
protecting the spirits of the recently deceased.

The Chitipati’s portrayal in thangkas usually includes a number of
rather gruesome death images. For example, each of the dancing skele-
tons holds a human skull, or kapala, filled with human brain tissue. De-
caying body parts are strewn about the painting; scavenging animals
prowl the corners looking for a meal or sometimes actually feasting on
body parts. Often depicted in the background is a temple of some sort
that is constructed entirely from human bones.

Despite the morbid details, the Chitipati themselves are not the least
bit morbid. In fact, they are always portrayed in the midst of an ebul-
lient dance, like a deranged couple, or perhaps a vaudeville duo. They
wear playful, almost silly grins and look deeply and fondly into each
other’s eyes. Even if they intended any harm, they look as if they would
be too busy smiling and dancing to bother.
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Did You Hear the One About . . . 

The Dahomey people of Western Africa enjoy a different kind of death-
related humor: They tell dirty jokes. The Dahomey once formed a great
African kingdom, which thrived for centuries until succumbing to
French colonization in the mid nineteenth century. Today the region is
an independent state, the Republic of Benin. Despite the political
changes, the people have retained many of the ancient ways, including
the traditional mourning rites. Dahomey funerals celebrate the life of
the deceased, but the Dahomey don’t let the funerals get too serious.
They usually conclude in bouts of drinking, dancing, and singing that
often go on well into the night. In the midst of it all, it is not at all un-
usual for friends and loved ones to recount lascivious tales about the de-
ceased. The colorful stories and the humor undoubtedly help relieve the
pain of grief, but that is not their sole purpose. The primary purpose of
the tales, in fact, is to “amuse the dead,” for according to the Dahomey
view of life, “to moralize to a dead person is both indelicate and sense-
less.”43 Similarly to Mexicans, Africans in general take a casual if not a
conversational approach to the spirits of the dead. Like the Mexican Day
of the Dead, African ancestral ceremonies often include carnival-like
 elements, such as a parade of costumed villagers known as the ancestral
masquerade.44

Humor and laughter connect us to one another, and in this context it
is not surprising that African funeral rites also place strong emphasis on
the broader community. Africans have a proverb: “Owu antweri obaako
mforo.” A rough translation is “The ladder of death is not climbed by
only one person.” For Africans, death traditionally is “not an individual
affair” but “binds up relationships in society, revitalizing the living and
underscoring their sense of community.”45 The death of a villager be-
comes an opportunity to “give concrete expression to community soli-
darity.”46 The emphasis on the communal is often observed in African
American communities as well,47 and not surprisingly African Ameri-
cans are more likely than most other Americans to describe a continued
relationship with a deceased loved one.48
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Elaborate community bereavement rituals are seen in many non-
Western cultures. The Hmong people of Laos and Southeast Asia believe,
for example, that the successful mourning of the dead requires a richly
detailed set of funerary rites that necessarily involve huge numbers of
friends, relatives, and neighbors.49 For the Hopi Indians, the “mainte-
nance of proper relations with the dead” is seen as the responsibility of the
entire “clan” to which the deceased belonged.50 When a villager dies
among the Saramaka of Surinam, ritual specialists are brought in to man-
age the funeral, but the “rites of separation” are shared by the entire com-
munity. The Saramaka believe that a collective ceremony is necessary so
that the deceased can make a “final separation from the village itself.”
The community ceremony always takes precedence over the personal
grief any one individual may feel. In fact, if a surviving family member
should become so distressed as to interrupt the proceedings, he or she is
likely to be strongly reprimanded and if necessary forcibly restrained.

The Saramakan rites conclude with a transcendent group experi-
ence, one that sometimes goes on for days. All those involved, usually
thirty to forty relatives and neighbors, engage in a kóntu-kôndè, a mutual
exchange of fantasy stories through which they, in effect, transport
themselves into a separate reality. The term kóntu-kôndè literally refers
to folktale land. When night falls, the villagers gather around and begin
sharing wild stories of transcendent struggles with age-old existential
problems. They are “by turns frightened by the antics of a villainous
monster, doubled over with laughter at a lascivious song, or touched by
a character’s sentimental farewell, they experience an intellectually and
emotionally rich evening of multimedia entertainment.” The stories
bear little resemblance to the actual realities of a funeral. Rather, “every-
one present steps over the invisible barrier into folktale-land.”51

Transcendent group rituals are often used for the express purpose of
communicating directly with spirits of the dead. Anthropologist Emily
Ahern witnessed one such ritual, a group trip to the underworld, while
researching ancestral rites in northern Taiwan. She described in vivid
detail what she saw: It was dusk, as a shaman’s assistant, Ong Bieng-
tiek, made his way through his village to announce that “a trip to the
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underworld would be starting soon.”52 On his way back, he stopped at a
local store to buy packs of ritual paper money and incense for the cere-
mony. Meanwhile, at the house where the ritual was slated to take place,
the shaman, or tang-ki, arranged bowls of fruit and candy as offerings to
the god they would summon to lead them on their journey. The tang-ki
began filling out small cards with the names of the four people who
wished to make contact with deceased relatives that evening.

A short while later, a crowd gathered at the home. The tang-ki an-
nounced that only those who intended to voyage to the underworld
should have their feet on the floor. Most of the participants clambered up
onto one of the two platform beds in the house. The four remaining
“would-be travelers” were blindfolded and sat on stools with their hands
resting on their knees.

Although the villagers were respectful of the ceremony, “the atmos-
phere was excited, very like the feeling at the start of an excursion: chil-
dren giggled and shrieked at each other, adults chattered loudly.” Ong
Bieng-tiek, playing the role of the tang-ki’s assistant, beat incessantly on
a wooden clapper. The tang-ki warned the audience to keep clear of the
doorway so that the gods could enter freely. Then he chanted the gods’
names and burned the paper money, known as joss paper, as offerings.
Three of the four would-be travelers convulsed periodically. Only one,
a young woman, remained still. After about an hour, she gave up and
left, complaining that sitting for so long on a stool was uncomfortable.

Eventually, one of the participants, a middle-aged man named
Kim-Ci, appeared to enter a trance state. The tang-ki concentrated all
his attentions on Kim-Ci, “filling the air around his head with smoke,
shouting at him to ‘Go!’ and feeling his hands to see if they were cold.”
Cold hands were considered a sure sign that someone was “beginning
the trip.”53

The voyage that followed lasted several hours. The tang-ki ques-
tioned Kim-Ci about what he was seeing. He offered advice about how
to enter and move around the underworld. The trip was not easy. At
times Kim-Ci became visibly frustrated and confused. He had difficulty
finding the right road. He had to climb steep mountains and became
weary. The tang-ki continued burning paper money as offerings to the
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denizens of the underworld so that they would ease Kim-Ci’s journey.
At one point, Kim-Ci encountered a bridge and claimed that the people
of the underworld would not let him pass. The tang-ki burned more joss
paper money but seemed to be growing impatient. He exhorted Kim-Ci
to “find another one, but hurry up.” A bit later Kim-Ci encountered
“terrible animals” and pleaded, “I’m frightened; I don’t want to go on.”

The tang-ki tried to reassure Kim-Ci, but although his authority
was respected, it seemed obvious the villagers recognized these trips as
personal journeys. Eventually Kim-Ci relented and continued the trip,
but he never stopped complaining. After some time, he encountered a
cluster of houses and saw various relations inside. He tried to speak
with them but got no response. They had either failed to notice him or
were simply ignoring him.

The most difficult moment came when Kim-Ci encountered his
 deceased elder brother. He made several attempts to speak with his
brother. The tang-ki burned even more joss paper money. But Kim-Ci
received no reply. He buried his face in his hands and cried, “My brother
won’t talk to me. My own brother won’t talk to me.” A few minutes
later, he announced, “What’s the use of coming here if no one will talk
to me? I’m going home.”

The tang-ki tried to persuade him to explore further, but Kim-Ci was
adamant. He wanted to return. After several minutes of incantations,
during which time the audience called out his name to help him back,
Kim-Ci removed the blindfold and wiped his teary eyes. He was ex-
hausted. The journey was still fresh in his memory, though. He repeated
his disappointment over his brother’s refusal to speak to him, then
stretched out on a bed in another room and promptly fell into a deep
sleep.

At different points in the ceremony, the other would-be travelers
also fell into trance states. Even Bieng-tiek, the tang-ki’s assistant, had a
go. Bieng-tiek enjoyed these trips. He had visited the underworld on
several previous occasions and had usually found the voyage fascinat-
ing, in part, no doubt, because he gravitated toward those sides of the
underworld that were likely to capture a young man’s attention. He
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found movie theaters, for example, and once even a house of prostitu-
tion. On this trip, Bieng-tiek encountered a group of young girls, but
the tang-ki was taking no chances. Knowing Bieng-tiek’s propensities,
he immediately began to read the incantation to bring him back. He
feared, as he explained later, that Bieng-tiek might fall in love with one
of the girls and refuse to leave. If that happened, he would have to re-
main in the underworld forever.

Most people do not make the voyage to the underworld to have a
good time. The most common reason they go is to check on deceased
loved ones. They want to find out how they are doing, whether they are
happy and have the things they need for a good existence in the after-
life. If they need anything, such as money, clothing, or a proper house,
their living relatives can arrange for it. They do this the same way the
tang-ki did: They burn joss paper money or paper replicas of other ob-
jects like houses, cars, furniture, clothing, food, anything their loves
ones might need. The act of burning the paper offerings, they believe,
transports these objects to the land of the dead.

* * *

Although the ritual in the Taiwanese journey to the underworld is pri-
marily symbolic, the reverence that goes along with these practices
makes it hard to believe that there isn’t more to it. The villagers who
attempted to travel to the underworld certainly seemed to behave as if
they thought the ceremony was real, at least in part. And the burning
of paper offerings is widespread. Why would so many people engage in
such a practice if it were nothing more than a symbolic gesture?

The answer may be difficult for Westerners to understand. Grief
and curiosity propel us Westerners to think about the afterlife, but we
also have a deep-seated need to justify our beliefs. We try on concepts
like heaven or reincarnation. We simplify them and bend them until
they fit our needs. Yet ultimately we find them lacking because they are
so difficult to reconcile with the imposing machinery of science and
reason. So we explain them away, and we are left empty-handed.
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Other cultures do things differently, though not all other cultures, of
course. Globalization has made the world a smaller, more homogeneous
place. But many people still embrace the old rituals. They suspend dis-
belief. They let the humor unfold and the ceremony take over. It is hard
to know how much they truly believe in what they are doing, but that’s
not the point. The ritual is the point. The ritual is what matters.

Might it be possible for a Westerner to have this same kind of expe-
rience? What would happen if we let go, just for a little while, and lost
ourselves inside a transcendent mourning ritual? Would that be benefi-
cial, or even possible? Or maybe just a waste of time?

Several years ago I decided to find out. At the time I had an abiding
interest in ancient Chinese culture and in particular in the bereavement
and ancestral ceremonies from the early stages of the empire. These rit-
uals are still alive in China. They have changed only slightly from the
time of their ancient origins, and they still play a role in contemporary
Chinese society. I thought they might still be vibrant and meaningful,
perhaps even to a Westerner. I hoped to have the chance to experience
the rituals firsthand, and then as China gradually relaxed its borders,
the opportunity presented itself.
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Chinese Bereavement Ritual

Ivisited China for the first time in 1997. My wife, Paulette, who
speaks fluent Mandarin, made the trip with me. Over a decade ear-

lier, when China was first opening up to the West and well before she
met me, Paulette had spent a year in Beijing as an exchange student.
She later traveled widely across both eastern and western China, and
she also worked for a survey company on the island of Taiwan.

Knowing that Paulette would serve as my guide gave me enough
confidence to arrange visits to several different universities in the most
heavily populated regions of the eastern mainland. The goal was to set
up a collaborative research project to study bereavement. But it gave me
a perfect excuse to nose around the ancestral temples.

We arrived in Hong Kong, a city I would eventually come to know
quite well, and then made our way to the mainland. Travel in those
days was not easy. The stunning rise in prosperity that has so character-
ized modern China was just beginning. Poverty was a pernicious prob-
lem, and China’s cities were just waking from the slumber of their
narrow hutong alleyways and dilapidated buildings.

Eventually, we found our way to Nankai University in Tianjin and
then to several universities in Beijing. Although I met with several re-
searchers, I was unable to get a project off the ground. Exchange be-
tween Chinese and Western scholars at that time was still new. Few
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Chinese spoke English, even at the universities. I spoke no Chinese.
Paulette did her best to communicate for me, but although it’s a cliché to
say so, something was definitely lost in the translation. In addition, for
years the communist government had outlawed psychology as a self-
 indulgent, bourgeois discipline. By the time I visited, the ban on psychol-
ogy had been relaxed, but everyone I met was still obviously cautious.

I was ready to give up when we decided to make one more visit, this
time to the Nanjing Medical University in Jiangsu Province. I had
arranged a meeting with Professor Wang Chunfang, a psychiatrist at
the Nanjing Brain Hospital. Nanjing is a beautiful city. It was once the
capital of China and still retains its ancient city walls. Modernization
was coming and the now ubiquitous glass and stone buildings were on
the rise, but at the time I visited, Nanjing was still dominated by the
 elegant old siheyuan courtyard homes, street peddlers, and what seemed
like millions of bicycles.

On our way to the hospital, we turned a corner and noticed a sign
made of enormous letters fastened to a curved brick wall. It didn’t look
promising. The sign was obviously new, but several letters had already
fallen off. It read: Nanjing Bra n Hos. Below the sign a vendor stood
beside a sprawling pile of watermelons.

We passed through a gate and entered a small, ramshackle building.
Paulette informed a guard of the nature of our visit. The guard pointed
to an open courtyard and told us to wait there. We sat on a bench and
watched people milling about. It was hot and sticky. As the heat slowly
overtook me, my spirits sagged, and I thought to myself, “What on earth
made me think I could pull this off?”

* * *

China is the one of the world’s oldest continuous civilizations, and for
most of its long history Chinese culture has embraced the possibility of
ritualized contact with deceased ancestors. One reason the rituals have en-
dured for so long has to do with the political solutions the Chinese used to
keep the empire intact. The geographic reach of the Chinese world has
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extended at one time or another from Siberia to the Equator and from
Asia’s Pacific coast into the heart of the Eurasian continent. In its earliest
recorded history, Chinese culture consisted of clusters of disparate city-
states, often preoccupied in wars with one another. Then, in the year
221 BCE, Qin Shi Huangdi, ruler of the kingdom of Qin, conquered his
neighbors and created the first unified “Chinese” empire.

The formation of empire is by no means unique to China, but where
other great civilizations have come and gone, the Chinese have endured.
Somehow they have managed to capture an extraordinarily heteroge-
neous mix of cultures and languages within the boundaries of a single,
enduring, centralized state.1 And they have been able to hold it together
for well over two thousand years. The key has been cultural standardi-
zation, and here is where we get back to mourning rites.

The independent states that originally formed the Chinese empire
were culturally distinct and for the most part hostile to each other. Assim-
ilation came only after long and very bloody conquests. But once it hap-
pened, it was essential that the city-states function as a single entity. One
of the ways empire builders have tried to achieve unification through out
history is to make their constituents feel like part of the whole. The
Greek and Roman Empires did this by creating uniform cultural, politi-
cal, and religious practices across the empire. So did Napoleon. And for
two millennia, so have the Chinese.

The process wasn’t completely random. The kingdoms that would
eventually compose the Chinese Empire already shared some cultural
norms. One was that they were polytheistic. There were, for example,
gods of the sea, gods of agriculture, gods of thunder, gods of war and
commerce and fire. There were even gods for manmade structures like
moats and walls. And there were gods that regulated the boundary be-
tween the living and the dead.

The spirits of the dead were also thought to have supernatural or
godlike power. The contrast here with the concept of heaven that was
developing in the monotheistic religions of the Western world could
not be more pronounced. Whereas heaven requires a tangible bound-
ary, the afterlife as it developed in polytheistic cultures was permeable.

Chinese Bereavement Ritual



The dead held power over the living and needed to be placated by
properly performed ancestral rites. In the earliest periods of Chinese
history, this usually consisted of animal and human sacrifices, regular
offerings of food or livestock, and, later, maintenance of ancestral halls
or shrines. If the rites were performed properly, the spirits of the dead
would be better off in the afterlife. As repayment for that veneration,
the spirits could be evoked by the living in times of need, to bless their
crops or help defeat an enemy, for example. If the rites were not per-
formed properly, if they were neglected or ignored, the ancestral spirits
would suffer in the afterlife—and suffering spirits can easily become
vengeful spirits.2

As always, the rules were different for kings. Royalty were assumed
to have acquired godlike status at birth. When they died it was as-
sumed they would continue to serve their regal functions in the after-
life. Therefore they would need extra special offerings, the kind of
supplies fit for a king. Chinese royalty were buried with a remarkable
array of goods, literally thousands of bronze and ceramic vessels and
containers filled with food and drink, cooking equipment, oil lamps,
sumptuous textiles, magnificent jewelry, and abundant weaponry.3

Of course, it was assumed that the spirits of dead kings, being roy-
alty, would not actually bother with mundane chores in the afterlife.
These would be left to their servants, who unfortunately would need to
be sacrificed to accompany their masters into the afterlife. In fact, the
death of a king was extremely bad news for anyone in the king’s retinue;
family members, soldiers, servants and attendants, and even horses were
often sacrificed and buried along with the king.

When Qin Shi Huangdi unified the empire, he immediately set to
work remaking both its government and its society. Although he is re-
membered as a ruthless tyrant, he was also a great reformer and saw
unification and standardization of the Chinese Empire as his great
legacy. Qin Shi Huangdi did little to dispel the idea that royalty should
be viewed as demigods, but to the great relief, no doubt, of his family
and army, he changed the royal burial practices. Rather than sacrifice
his entire retinue, Qin Shi Huangdi arranged for the manufacture of
life-size ceramic replicas that could accompany him to the afterlife in
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their stead. These ultimately became, of course, the now famous ce-
ramic army that was discovered and began to be excavated in the 1970s
near present-day Xian.

The introduction of ceramic figures initiated a cascade of changes
across the empire. Ceramic figures were relatively cheap to manufac-
ture, and before long their use in burial rites was quite common. Over
time, the ceramic replicas were reduced in size and detail, and they be-
came readily available in marketplaces. Eventually, most people could
afford these figures as a means of honoring their own dead. In addition
to the use of symbolic ceramic objects to replace actual sacrifice, Qin
Shi Huangdi also enforced unified rules about the appropriate method
for dressing and handling the corpse as well the proper timing and se-
quence of funeral behaviors.4 But even with these changes, it is remark-
able that an empire as vast and heterogeneous as China could manage
to enforce a uniform procedure for burial and worship.

This was done through the use of a stunning bit of psychology. The
emperor did not legislate his people’s beliefs about death or the after-
life; he merely enforced a uniform code of mourning behavior prac-
tices.5 Simply put, people were free to believe whatever they liked about
the afterlife, as long as they performed the burial and ancestral rites in
the dictated way. Although generic, these changes made it possible to
incorporate tribes with divergent backgrounds into a growing Chinese
state without stepping too heavily on their personal cultural values. In
addition, regulating behavior through ritual contains within it a decep-
tively powerful force: With enough repetition, collective ritual encour-
ages a uniformity of belief.

The Chinese emphasis on behavior, on the proper way to carry out
the mourning rituals, rather than on the experience of the ritual, is illu-
minating, and it foreshadows the way these rituals are understood in
contemporary China. As anthropologist James Watson, one of the fore-
most experts on Chinese burial practices, notes:

To be Chinese is to understand, and accept the view, that there is a correct

way to perform rites associated with the life-cycle, the most important be-

ing weddings and funerals. By following accepted ritual routines ordinary
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citizens participated in the process of cultural unification. . . . Perfor-

mance, in other words, took precedence over belief—it mattered little

what one believed about death or the afterlife as long as the rituals were

performed properly. . . . However . . . ritual is about transformation. . . .

Rituals are repeated because they are expected to have transformative

powers. Rituals change people and things.6

* * *

Around 100 CE, an important development in the spread of Chinese
mourning rites occurred: Paper was invented. Although accounts vary,
the most popular version of the story holds that a eunuch and minor of-
ficial named Cai Lun first came upon the methods for making paper,7

and that by the sixth century the burning of joss paper as a way of sym-
bolically providing for deceased ancestors was well established.8

In contrast to ceramic or bronze objects, paper offerings were con-
siderably more practical and affordable. With the widespread availabil-
ity of inexpensive paper, literally any object that a deceased ancestor
might desire could be represented by a paper replica, burned, and thus
symbolically transported for the ancestor’s use to the land of the dead.
An impressive joss paper manufacture sprang up across the Chinese
Empire, making available paper models of food, cooking pots and
utensils, even animals. For wealthier patrons, there were paper boats
and houses and even custom-made paper surrogates of servants or sex-
ual companions.

Joss paper offerings can be burned at any time, but they are most of-
ten used as part of the funeral ceremony to provide for the deceased’s
journey to the land of the dead. These offerings include paper money,
passports to the underworld, and paper gifts for the guards at the gates of
the underworld. Then of course there are paper replicas of the household
items the deceased will need: kitchen appliances, clothing, televisions,
and the like. Joss paper is also commonly burned long after the funeral
during times of need. For example, a troubled relative might seek to ap-
pease an ancestral spirit to obtain his or her help with a personal prob-
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lem, or on specified ancestral worship holidays. In a sense, sending a pa-
per replica of a gift greases the wheels of ancestral benevolence.

During the Qingming Festival, which takes place in the second or
third lunar month of each year, families come together to clean their
ancestral graves and to leave offerings so that the ancestors may con-
tinue to prosper in the other world. Joss paper offerings are also burned
during Yulan, the Feast of the Hungry Ghosts, which takes place in the
middle of the seventh month. Although the Yulan holiday typically in-
cludes offerings to deceased ancestors, the primary purpose of this holi-
day is to placate potentially dangerous wandering spirits of the dead
and to keep them from interfering with the living. Part of this belief
centers on the idea that the spirits of recently deceased ancestors are
still somewhat unstable and unpredictable, whereas long-dead and
well-venerated ancestors have more stable and reliable ghosts.9

There is a Buddhist element in the Yulan Festival. It is based on the
idea that people who were particularly avaricious while alive tend to
carry this quality into the afterlife and will thus take the form of an  in -
satiable and potentially troublesome “hungry ghost.”10 To placate these
restless spirits, the Yulan Festival gradually evolved to include offerings
at Buddhist temples and monasteries as a way of recruiting the monks’
help and spiritual resources.11

Although it retains the quality of folk religion, the growth and devel-
opment of the Yulan ghost festival nonetheless bears the unmistakable
imprint of the Chinese state. In the seventh century CE, for example,
during the Tang Dynasty, the ritual offerings to Buddhist and Taoist
temples were supplied directly from the state’s coffers. Honorific offer-
ings to previous emperors were carried out by none other than the em-
peror himself.12

Westerners often dismiss the Chinese rites as mere denial, a defense
against the finality of death and the terror of human vulnerability. But
there is an aspect of these rites that flies in the face of that kind of objec-
tion: Chinese bereaved handle the decaying body. A core element of all
ancestor worship rites is the separation of the spirit from the earthly
body. It is not uncommon for surviving ancestors to disinter a corpse
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after several years to clean the deceased’s bones. To do this, they liter-
ally clean and remove any remaining tissue from the bones and then re-
locate the bones in a more formal ancestral vessel.13

It is hard to imagine someone doing this in a Western culture,
where it would be seen as shockingly ghoulish. But in China, the clean-
ing of a dead loved one’s bones is treated not as repulsive but as a duty
and a responsibility. The reason is that the Chinese believe the spirit of
the deceased has already long vacated the body.14 Old human bones, in
this case, are not very different from old chicken bones.

* * *

Paulette and I passed several dreary hours outside the entrance to the
Nanjing Brain Hospital before we were finally taken to see Dr. Wang.
His cheery company immediately lifted our spirits. He was cordial and
solicitous, and after many rounds of tea and pleasantries, he instructed
us to return to the hospital the next day so that we could meet the staff
of the newly constructed Social Psychiatry Unit. The mere existence of
such a unit was a clear sign of a sea change in China’s attitudes toward
mental health. When we returned the following morning, we were led
immediately to a sparkling and apparently empty hospital wing. After
a short tour of the facilities, we gathered in a small conference room.
There we sat in a large circle and smiled at each other.

I had by this time become familiar with this routine.
Eventually, after various starts and stops, I got it across that I was

hoping to study bereavement in China. Often the Chinese researchers
had trouble understanding what I meant. There isn’t really a direct
Chinese translation that matches the English word grief. The closest al-
ternatives are bei shang and ju sang, which indicate feeling depressed or
dejected. Neither specifically refers to the emotional reaction following
the death of a loved one, as grief does. In and of itself, this was a fasci-
nating cultural discovery for me.

Then we had a breakthrough. Somehow I managed to convey my
intentions to one of the researchers, Zhang Nanping. He knew about
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bereavement in Western cultures and understood that I hoped to com-
pare practices and reactions in China and the United States.

It required two full days of meetings, but at the end of the second
day, we had finalized the plans for the first cross-cultural research
study of bereavement. Zhang Nanping and his colleagues would re-
cruit recently bereaved people in Nanjing through the university hospi-
tal. In turn, I would gather a comparable group of bereaved people in
the United States. We would ask people in both countries the same
questions at several points during their bereavement, and then we
would compare the answers. Excited about this new endeavor, I bid
farewell to my new collaborators, and Paulette and I made our way
back to the States so I could begin my research.

* * *

One of the biggest questions I had at the time was whether the ancient
practices and attitudes about the veneration of deceased loved ones
were still honored in China. I knew for certain that these practices had
thrived well into the twentieth century, but in 1949, the Communist
Party rose to power and forcibly changed many of the ancient customs.
Communists frown on the belief in dead spirits as a superstitious relic
of the past, and until recently the government in Beijing strongly pro-
hibited virtually all of the ancient mourning rites. Ancestral temples
were retooled as public buildings for “the people’s use” or were simply
destroyed, and the burning of joss paper all but disappeared.

But old rituals die hard and in the broader sweep of history, the com-
munist ban was only temporary. As the party began to loosen its hold in
the 1980s to allow for greater economic development, the old rites re-
turned with a flourish. Temples were rebuilt, and once again vendors spe-
cializing in the sale of ritual joss paper became common throughout
China. In fact, joss paper vendors can now be found almost anywhere
across the globe where Chinese populations thrive.15 The paper is the
same, but the objects have changed to satisfy the tastes of modern ances-
tors. There are now paper replicas of cell phones and televisions, fast food,
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and health care products, and of course it is still possible to  custom-order
the manufacture of paper surrogates for servants or sexual companions.

This very same pattern replicated itself in Vietnam, another com-
munist country and China’s neighbor.16 As in China, the Vietnamese
Communist Party tried in vain to outlaw the ancient spirit rites. It even
substituted an official state ceremony, the commemoration of war he-
roes, for the older cults. That didn’t work either. The Vietnamese pop-
ulace held onto their cultural beliefs and whenever possible found ways
to continue to make offerings to the spirits of the dead.17 Like the Chi-
nese communists, the government in Hanoi gradually came to see the
wisdom in relaxing its policies. As it loosened its economy to allow for
the influences of the free market, it also gradually freed its people to
openly engage in the customs of the past. The two have developed in
tandem. Renovating and rebuilding the ancestral temples and ghost
shrines have in fact become a central feature of Vietnam’s local eco-
nomic development. The Hanoi government has even hired a tradi-
tional “spirit master” to help locate the ghosts of the war dead.18

The research I did with Zhang Nanping and his enthusiastic colleagues
in Nanjing captured these sweeping cultural changes. Our research re-
vealed clear-cut differences in the bereavement experiences of Ameri-
cans and Chinese.19 For one thing, bereaved people in China were, on
the whole, more successful in dealing with grief than were their Ameri-
can counterparts. The difference had at least something to do with the
way the Chinese engage in what we in the West have called grief work.

Many of the questions we asked in our Chinese/American study
had to do with grief work. For example, we asked how much the be-
reaved people had thought about their loss, how much they had talked
about it or let their feelings show, and how often they had memories of
the deceased and searched for meaning or tried to make sense of the
loss. As we had seen in other studies, the more Americans reported this
kind of grief work in the early months after the loss, the more likely
they were to experience chronically difficult grief symptoms. This was
not the case for the Chinese. The Chinese reported more grief work
than Americans, but for the Chinese, it was almost completely unre-
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lated to suffering. Whether someone in China was thinking about or
talking about a deceased loved one or trying to make sense of the death
had very little relation to the actual level of distress.

At first, this finding seemed to make little sense, but then we re-
membered that for the Chinese, mourning and ancestral worship rites
are not about the pain and suffering of the bereaved. The Chinese rites
are focused almost exclusively on the imagined experience of the de-
ceased person, their express purpose being to help the deceased loved
one successfully make her or his way to the land of the dead and, once
there, to ensure that she or he finds a good life.

Crying is a perfect example of how grief takes on dramatically dif-
ferent meanings in diverse cultures. In the West we cry at funerals
when we cannot hold back our pain. A Western bereaved person’s tears
mean only one thing: an outpouring of emotion; as if the pain is liter-
ally leaking out of the eyes.

Crying at Chinese funerals is much more deliberate. In fact, it is
tightly orchestrated so that it occurs at just the right moments in the rit-
ual. Professional mourners and musicians are often hired to help. The
musicians play a specific kind of mournful music, called suona, to en-
hance the somber mood, while the hired mourners cry at the designated
points in the ceremony to cue the others to unleash their own tears.

The primary function of crying at Chinese funerals is not at all about
the release of pain. Rather, crying sends a signal to the deceased loved one.
In villages of northern Taiwan, near Taipei, for example, on the seventh
day of mourning the deceased’s family members rise early, make their of-
ferings, and then set forth with unbridled wailing.20 Custom dictates they
should do this as early as possible on the seventh day because on that
day their deceased love one will finally come to realize he is actually dead.
They anticipate he will experience great sorrow at this realization. The cry-
ing is intended to help assuage his pain. As one mourner put it, “If we get
up early enough to wail before the ancestor finds out he is really dead, then
his own sorrow will be lessened. The more we weep, the less he must.”21

The Chinese focus on the imagined reactions of the dead loved one,
rather than on their own grief, harkens back to the continued bond dis-
cussed in Chapter 9. The evidence concerning the usefulness of the bond
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to bereaved people in the West, as we have already seen, was inconclu-
sive. Some feel a continued bond with a deceased loved one, and others
do not. For some people this bond is healthy, and for some it is not.

But what about the Chinese? The traditional mourning rites are
clearly focused on an ongoing relationship. Then, shouldn’t the contin-
ued bond be more ubiquitous in China? And shouldn’t it also be more
consistently healthy as well?

The answer to both questions is a resounding yes. In our study, the
overall sense of a continued bond was more common among the Chi-
nese than among the Americans, and it was also healthier for the
 Chinese.22 For Americans, as in the earlier studies, a continuing rela-
tionship with a lost loved one was not always adaptive. Some American
bereaved people who reported a continued bond had less distress over
the next year of bereavement, whereas some experienced greater dis-
tress. For the Chinese, however, continued bonds were much more uni-
versally positive. In general, the more our Chinese subjects experienced
a connection to the deceased early in bereavement, the less distress they
felt over the long run.

I was delighted with these results. They pointed toward an impor-
tant piece of the continued-bond puzzle. Western psychologists had
come to believe strongly in the salubrious nature of the continuing con-
nection with deceased loved ones. They had couched their arguments in
anecdotal and historical accounts from other cultures. Because the  on -
going connection to the dead has for so long played a key role in China
and Japan, for example, they argued it had to be useful in all cultures.23

Yet, as we saw when we discussed the idea of reincarnation, a little
bit of cultural knowledge can be a dangerous thing. Common sense tells
us that just because an ongoing relationship with deceased loved ones is
healthy in one culture, it will not necessarily be healthy in another.24 The
research findings in our Chinese/American study plainly supported this
idea. I would not conclude from these findings that the continuing bond
is unhealthy in Western culture. A better way to put it would be that
continuing bonds are more adaptive in a context where they are under-
stood and culturally supported.
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I am reminded again of those conversations I had with my deceased
father in the cranky old elevator of my New York apartment building.
I chose the elevator because it gave me privacy. Because the doors
opened slowly, I didn’t have to worry about being caught by other
people in the building, or about what they might think if they found
their psychologist neighbor talking with a dead person. But the very
fact that Westerners fret about engaging in such rituals may itself be
enough to strip those rituals of their vitality.

In China and many other Asian countries the rituals are sewn into
the very fabric of the culture. The Chinese need not fear they will be
thought strange if they appeal to a dead ancestor. Indeed, many Chi-
nese towns and villages are dotted with ancestral temples where fami-
lies honor their dead and also commune with them. These temples are
often the most prominent and elaborate buildings in the neighborhood.
It is also quite common, especially in cities, to find small ancestral altars
openly displayed in homes and businesses.

Modernization

As intriguing as the differences were between Chinese and Americans in
grief and continuing bonds, one question kept nagging at me: Would the
differences still hold in twenty-first-century China? I conducted the con-
tinued-bond research in Nanjing in the mid-1990s. Although the open-
ing up of China was well under way at that time, it had not yet fully
permeated the well-populated eastern region of the country. For reasons
more complex than I can go into here, Nanjing seemed to have been on a
slower pace of modernization than the other Chinese cities. There were,
for example, still few cars at that time.

In 2003, Zhang Nanping wrote me to say that he had purchased a
“motor car” and suggested that I visit Nanjing again so he could take
me on a tour of the countryside. He had also tasted what it was like to
travel, to visit, and to learn about other cultures. The entire Zhang
family had even come to see me in New York. I wondered how this
kind of exposure would affect the traditional mourning ceremony.
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Might it do what the Communist Party had only hoped to do? Would
modernization finally kill off the old rites?

I had a chance to find out in 2004 when my friend and collaborator,
Samuel Ho of the University of Hong Kong, suggested that Paulette
and I return to China, this time with our two children. Sam and I had
been planning several different collaborative research projects, and to
make our work together easier, he invited me to spend time with him
in Hong Kong as a visiting professor at the university. I had an aca-
demic sabbatical coming up, so the timing was perfect. In the back of
my mind, I knew the trip would also allow me to revisit the ancient an-
cestral temples. This time I wanted to see firsthand whether the Chi-
nese people still took the old rites seriously, and maybe, just maybe, I
might even try out the rituals for myself.

Hong Kong provided the perfect laboratory for this kind of explo-
ration. When social change and economic prosperity spread on the
mainland, the old rituals were revived, but prosperity brought modern-
ization, and the older customs eventually gave way to an innovative
 hybrid. In the words of a former professional mourner, “My village has
easy access to modern transportation. When a person passes away, a
family just has to make a phone call. A company specializing in funeral
preparations will show up right away, offering a wide range of services,
from wreath rentals to the organization of wakes and funeral proces-
sions. They call it one-stop service.”25

Hong Kong, by contrast, had gone through that phase many years
earlier. Hong Kong was a modern, highly cosmopolitan city when the
mainland was still largely agrarian and closed off to the rest of the
world. If the rites and ancient customs could thrive in Hong Kong,
they should be able to thrive anywhere. And I had been told that there
were still plenty of ancestral temples on the island.

I was reluctant at first to tell Sam about my desire to participate in
the ancestral rites. Most Chinese psychologists, I found, were more
than happy to answer questions from a scholarly angle. They took
pride in the fact that Chinese culture had been around so long, and that
a Westerner might be interested in its history. But the idea that Chinese
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people might still practice the ancestral rites was, I think, something of
an embarrassment for them; they felt it made China seem provincial.

When I inquired about the locations of active temples, the response
was often dismissive: “Nobody cares about those old rituals anymore.
Only old people continue to practice the old ways, like my grandmother.”

There was an obvious defensiveness in these responses, and I sus-
pected there was probably more to the story. One colleague, for exam-
ple, was surprisingly angry: “Why would you want to do that? This is
not your culture.” Perhaps this kind of reaction had to do with the na-
ture of the ritual itself. Remember, the old customs dictate that if a sur-
viving relative fails to adequately honor his ancestors, the ancestor will
suffer, and a suffering ancestor is vindictive.

For example, in Ha Jin’s novel A Free Life, two Chinese immigrants
to the United States find themselves in a quandary when they buy a
restaurant from an older Chinese couple. Upon moving into the restau-
rant, they discover that the old couple had worshipped the god of
wealth. “In a tiny alcove in the restaurant’s dining room, this deity was
represented by a porcelain statuette. . . . At his bare feet sat bowls of
tangerines, apples, peaches, cookies, two miniature cups of rice wine,
and four smoking joss sticks stuck in a brass censer.” The restaurant’s
new owners had “mixed feelings about this superstitious practice, but
should they evict the god? What if there indeed existed such a super-
natural power that could decide the vicissitudes of their fortunes? In
any event, they mustn’t offend this deity, so they decided to leave him
undisturbed and make similar offerings to him.”26

Modern Chinese who refuse to engage in their filial obligation to
send money or luxury goods by burning paper offerings are essentially
saying they don’t care, they no longer believe. But given the indelible
mark these rituals have left on the collective Chinese psyche, this refusal
becomes a bit of a dare. It’s as if they said to the ghosts, “Go ahead, make
my day. Do your worst; I don’t believe you exist.” But even the slightest
apprehension that on some level there may be something to the old be-
liefs could lead to a cascade of second-guessing.

* * *
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I decided to first visit one of the oldest and most distinguished temples in
Hong Kong: the Man Mo Temple. The day before the trip to the temple,
my family and I walked to the top of Victoria Peak at the island’s center.
The vista from the peak is magnificent. The sprawling density of the city
spreads out across steep green mountains and gives way only to the busy
harbor below. Up high, one is reminded that Hong Kong is tropical. A
verdant junglelike mass of brush and small trees hangs and twists from
every available angle. Moisture gathers in drips and small rivulets and
trickles past, unseen in the brush. The rain forest cascades down the
mountain but then comes to an abrupt halt as glass and steel take over;
offices and vertiginous apartment buildings crowd what seems like every
possible remaining inch. I once mentioned to Sam Ho that because the
buildings are so tall and narrow in Hong Kong, it looked to me as if a
bunch of pencils had fallen from the sky and stuck in the ground. “Not
pencils,” Sam corrected me, then smiled, “Chopsticks.”

Taking in the view and thinking about the various reactions my
plans had evoked, I was beginning to find it hard to imagine that any-
one would bother to practice the ancient rituals in this bustling city.

The next day as we walked to the temple, the light rain that had
been falling all morning began to pick up. We followed our map and
walked along Tai Ping Shan Street to Kui in Fong, then to Square
Street and down the steps of Ladder Street. And there it was, nestled in
among the high-rise apartment towers, a cluster of small white build-
ings with a green tile roofs: the Man Mo Temple.

I stood for a moment, craning my neck up toward the lofty high-
rises, pink and yellow and mint green, and their thousands and thou-
sands of uniform windows, and then looking back down to the inviting
little white buildings.

The temple was built in the 1880s to honor Man and Mo, the gods of
civil bureaucracy (or literature) and war. Over the years, more gods had
been included in the worship, and plaques were added to honor de-
ceased relatives; as a Chinese colleague put it, “It’s all the same here.
There is very little distinction. Ancestors are worshipped the same as if
they were gods.”
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The temple was still in good shape; obviously somebody was taking
care of it. The eaves were carved in elaborate figures and symbols. Be-
low red wooden spears, a tall doorway opened to the dark interior. The
view of the interior was concealed by an elaborately carved wooden
screen.

I noticed a large metallic boxlike structure in front of the temple.
The placement seemed odd. The structure had an industrial ugliness
that contrasted sharply with the poetry of the temple and partially
blocked the otherwise welcoming facade. Then I noticed a small door
in the metal box. I walked closer and saw that inside was a blazing
flame. It was a furnace. A sign in Chinese characters was taped next to
the door. Scrawled in English, underneath it, were the words “joss pa-
per.” This was obviously the place to burn paper offerings.

The interior was dark and smoke-filled. Red pillars and stone steps
defined a central chamber and several side rooms. There were richly
colored statues of Buddhist and Taoist deities crowded together behind
marble altars, partially hidden by piles of soup, buns, bowls of fruit,
and exotic brass animal statues. Large golden censer pots speared with
incense sticks stood nearby.

The walls at the sides of the temple were completely covered in or-
derly rows of small tiles bearing the names and faces of countless de-
ceased ancestors. Perched on shelves below the tiles were votive candles,
flowers, and more food offerings: soft drinks, oranges, steamed buns,
and sticky rice wrapped in lotus leaves.

A number of patrons were milling about. Several knelt or stood be-
fore altars with their heads bowed in silent prayer. Some clasped smol-
dering incense sticks, which they waved up and down in a Buddhist
salutation. There was a pleasing solemnity to the scene.

I stood for a moment, taking this all in. Then my attention was
drawn upward. The temple’s rafters, I realized, were completely filled
with multiple tiers of low-hanging spiral objects. Each spiral was tan-
colored, and they were all identical in shape, with a red and gold paper
strip dangling from the center. The spirals were arrayed tightly together
in orderly rows, one row layered atop the next. The dense smoke, which
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was now beginning to overwhelm me, filtered streaks of light from
openings in the ceiling to lend the spirals an otherworldly beauty.

I learned that the spirals were incense coils, purchased by the tem-
ple’s patrons. On the dangling paper strips were written prayers to the
gods. The incense was lit at the bottom, and the flame slowly worked
its way up the spiral; the rising smoke lifted the prayer to the heavens.
Years of smoky prayers had tarred the wooden ceiling to a deep black.

Temples and ancestral halls are surprisingly easy to find, even in the
densest parts of modern Hong Kong. Not far from the Man Mo temple
we came across a number of smaller temples, and further up Tai Ping
Shan Street, a large ancestral hall. The entrance to the ancestral hall
consisted of a simple wooden structure with a modest, corrugated fiber-
glass roof. We climbed a rickety staircase and entered a room absolutely
brimming with the spiral coil incense. As we ventured further inside the
hall, we found ourselves in a labyrinth of small worship rooms.

In one of the larger backrooms, we found a group of four or five
young women, a mix of teenagers and young adults, busy preparing and
folding joss paper in readiness for making offerings. Skylights allowed
in plenty of light. The brightness of the room contrasted markedly with
the cavelike interior of the Man Mo Temple. In part this effect was pro-
duced by the ancestral tiles on the wall, which were a bright yellow.

I watched the scene from the corner, my four-year-old daughter, An-
gelica, at my side. Older relatives stood nearby or sat in chairs, casually
talking and eating, as the young women worked. There was a feeling of
shared respect among all present, but the occasion wasn’t the least bit
melodramatic. If anything, the atmosphere was relaxed and pleasant.

I wondered if perhaps our presence was invasive. Yet nobody seemed
to mind. In fact, nobody seemed to be paying us the least bit of attention.
Then Angelica walked up and stood next to the young women. My
thoughts turned to panic; surely this would violate the privacy of the rit-
ual. But the women only smiled at her, as they talked among themselves
in Chinese.

Then Angelica pulled from her pocket a small plastic figurine of
Snow White. She had been carrying the figurine with her during the
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entire trip. Now she held it up in what seemed like an offering to the
women. They understood the gesture instantly and laughed warmly.
They patted Angelica on the head and continued to talk and banter
with her in Chinese. I had no idea what they said, of course, but it was
obvious they were more than happy to have her join them.

In the process of researching a book about Chinese paper offerings,
another Westerner, Roderick Cave, admitted to experiencing a similar
hesitation about intruding on the ancient rites. Just as I had, Cave feared
that the “worshippers might feel that conspicuous foreigners would be
defiling their shrines.” He also came to realize that his apprehension was
nothing more than “a mistaken cultural sensitivity,” for in actuality “the
degree of acceptance” he found among the worshippers in the temples
“was remarkable.”27

Several days later, my family and I visited a flourishing street market
in Shau Kei Wan, an area on the eastern end of the island. The coast at
Shau Kei Wan forms a natural harbor that once supported numerous
fishing villages. Modern high-rises have since crowded out the old vil-
lages, but there are still temples to honor Tin Hau, a female god of the
sea, and Tam Kung, god of weather and health.

Outside the market area, I noticed in the distance at the top of a
steep hill what seemed to be another collection of ancestral temples set
back in a wooded area. Although at first we could not discern a way to
ascend the hill, eventually we discovered a crumbling stone stairway
and made our way up.

To our delight, at the top we found a surprisingly opulent complex
of buildings, almost like a small medieval city. There was an iron fence
and an elaborate entry gate that led to a brightly painted red walkway.
On either side of the walkway were several elevated temples, each with
a small red stairway leading up to it. The entryways were framed by
statuary: large bronze horses, ceramic tigers, and large iron or brass
censer cauldrons for incense. The buildings themselves were decorated
with standing flowerpots and red lanterns, and in the corners of the
complex stood furnaces for burning offerings.

As we explored in and around the buildings, my son, Raphael, excit-
edly called out to me. He had discovered a stairway and was waving to
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us from the top. We hurried after him and to our astonishment found
yet another enclave of buildings; this was a second tier of the complex,
and with the exception of a few slight stylistic differences, it was laid out
very much like the first. We hardly had the chance to take it in when
Raphael found another stairway to still a third tier of  temples.

We had stumbled upon something truly extraordinary. This was the
center of ancestral worship for the old Shau Kei Wan village. For cen-
turies clusters of temples much like these would have been a common
sight in small villages and towns throughout China. The temples be-
came the primary means of ancestral veneration, and in this way they
functioned in much the same way as the paper offerings. Inside each
temple were ancestral tablets or plaques and other honorifics to repre-
sent dead clan members. Once the tablet or plaque was placed in the
temple, it was believed that the ancestor’s sprit now dwelled there.

Each family or clan in the town kept its own ancestral temple. The
living members of the clan were responsible for the temple’s upkeep.
Failing to keep an ancestral hall in good working order reflected poorly
on the ancestor and of course evoked his or her wrath. By the same to-
ken, the best way to please or curry favor with deceased ancestors was to
build and maintain as lavish a structure as possible. Not surprisingly, the
result was great competition among villagers, a kind of one-upsmanship.
Erecting a more elaborate ancestral hall than the neighboring clan was a
sure way to please an ancestor, and it was also a great source of status
among the living.

Ancestral complexes like this are no longer easy to find on the Chi-
nese mainland. Most were destroyed or converted to public buildings
during the Cultural Revolution of the 1950s. But Hong Kong was a
British territory at that time, and the Cultural Revolution stopped at its
doorstep; the old ways were free to continue. It was obvious that the
Shau Kei Wan village ancestral complex was still very much in use. The
temple buildings were clean and well maintained, and there were signs
of recent visits; as in other temples around the city, we found food offer-
ings and freshly lit votive candles on the altars. Later we came across still
more temples in isolated locations further into the jungle. These, too,
were clean and well maintained, with recent offerings still in evidence.
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What struck me most of all about these temples was that they were
completely open and unguarded. Such is the reverence for the old rites,
it seemed, that nobody would dare to vandalize the buildings or use
them as temporary shelter. In and of itself, this attitude is not so amaz-
ing, but it does contrast markedly with the attitude toward churches
and other religious buildings throughout most of the Western world,
which are now almost always locked.

“Ni Hao, Dad”

I am not sure why I deliberated so long. For days I had been thinking
about trying out a ritual myself. I wanted to send a paper offering to
my father.

I was hesitant and I didn’t quite understand why. Maybe it was my
academic colleagues’ remonstrances. Maybe it was the fact that I was a
scientist, and participating in this ancient rite was like acknowledging
the limits of science. Or maybe I was a bit unsure, perhaps even a bit
frightened, about what I might experience. It is easy to dismiss old cus-
toms as silly superstitions, but the very fact that the rites had endured
so long, and I had seen evidence of their vitality all over Hong Kong,
told me that they were probably powerful. After all, this was a ritual,
and as James Watson wrote, rituals “have transformative powers. Ritu-
als change people.”28 I decided to burn my offerings in the Man Mo
Temple.

The first thing I was going to have to do was select the right paper
object. That task I discovered was not insignificant. With my family in
tow, I wandered over to Tai Ping Shan Street, near the temple. There
we knew we would find several long city blocks of joss paper vendors.
Store after store sold almost nothing else; there were mountains of pa-
per objects, neatly stacked in rows, spilling out onto the sidewalk, and
hanging in chaotic bunches from the awnings. There were paper
houses, cars, radios and televisions; food, cooking pots and pans, even
fast food; there were paper shoes and paper clothing, and of course
there was an abundance of paper money and paper credit cards.

But what to burn for my father?
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We entered one of the shops, and as I mulled this question over, I
noticed that my daughter had wandered to the back of the store. What
had drawn her there was the sight of a woman packaging paper shoes
into clear plastic wrappers for display. By this point, Angelica had
grown enamored of the paper objects, especially the paper houses. She
walked over to the woman packaging the paper shoes and, entranced,
intently watched her every move. Obviously paper shoes were for her
as delightful as paper houses. But I grew concerned. I had read that joss
paper manufacture is often seen as a spiritual function.29 Would Angel-
ica’s curiosity violate some taboo of the ancient custom? Again I was
wrong. The woman couldn’t have been more delighted by Angelica’s
interest, and soon, despite the language barrier, she had engaged my
daughter in an amusing game.

Angelica’s unabashed curiosity and the welcome response it evoked
showed me something important: I had been taking it all too seriously.
Up to that point, I had assumed that I would do the paper burning rit-
ual by myself, so as to lend it a proper solemnity. Now I realized that
this would be a mistake. The burning of paper offerings is not about
individual grief. Nothing in the Chinese bereavement ceremony is
about individual grief. The ancestral rites are about honoring lost loved
ones, and above all, they are about family and connection. As Roderick
Cave noted, the preparation of the paper for offering “is in itself one of
the rituals which helps to strengthen family bonds.”30

Emboldened by this realization, I no longer found the task of select-
ing the appropriate paper offering daunting. My father had worked
hard all his life. He had worked hard so that his family could have a
better life, and he had denied himself material pleasures. Sure, he liked
simple things like baseball games and cigars. But he was frugal; that
was part of his game plan. Without an advanced education, he didn’t
have much economic mobility, and he knew he was going to have to
save in order to support his family. He accomplished that.

So what would I send him if I could send him anything? Not televi-
sions or clothing; those were small things that I knew would interest him
little. Not a car, or even a house. That would be too much and might
make him feel uncomfortable because it was careless and pretentious.
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Then I saw the perfect thing: paper gold bullion. Gold bullion bars
were like money in the bank. Gold was rock-solid. This was something
my father could rely on; this would make him feel safe, allow him to
breathe a little easier. The more I thought about it and thought about
his life, the more I became convinced that gold bullion would make the
perfect offering.

And then I realized that thinking about my father this way was the
whole point.

The insight was exhilarating.

* * *

An old woman stood before the large metal furnace in front of the Man
Mo Temple. She was bent over a basket full of gold and red joss paper,
and she slowly tossed handfuls through the small furnace doorway into
the flames. We waited for our turn, several feet behind her.

Earlier we had walked back to the temple to offer a prayer to my fa-
ther. The elation I had experienced picking out the gold bullion had
given way to an enduring calm. But now that we were at the temple, I
was not exactly sure how this next part of the ceremony worked or, for
that matter, what I was supposed to do.

Intuition suggested that the best approach was probably to pray in a
way that made the most sense to me.

Rituals change people.
I walked over to one of the altars at the side of the temple, where it

was darker and I had a bit of privacy. I had seen others in the temple
give the Buddhist salutation—three waves of the clasped hands to sig-
nify the Buddha, the teachings of Buddhism, and the sangha, or sup-
portive community.

By following accepted ritual routines ordinary citizens participate in the
process of cultural unification.

I wasn’t a Buddhist but I was interested in Buddhism. It seemed
like a reasonable way to begin. I knelt before the altar and gave the
three salutations.

Then I thought about my father.
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“Hello Dad,” I whispered.
Scenes of my father’s life flipped rapidly through my consciousness.
It mattered little what one believed about death or the afterlife as long as

the rituals were performed properly.
A warm sensation enveloped me. I felt calm again, almost serene.

But something new was happening. The words I had spoken were sur-
prisingly forceful, as if I had summoned some great power. The act of
reaching out to my father in this public temple, this place where such
behavior was fully accepted, seemed to have magnified the effect. Im-
mediately I began to feel my father’s presence, much as I had when I
had occasionally spoken with him in the past, but this was like opening
a door to another world.

When I had spoken with my father previously, I had always imag-
ined him alone. In the Man Mo Temple, I saw him in a world full of
other people. They were amorphous, not fully realized, but I sensed
them; there was a crowd. I was connected, automatically, to all of them.

Whatever my father was—a spirit, a memory, a cluster of neurons
activated in my brain, a vague opening in the cosmos—it just didn’t
matter. All that I cared about at that moment was that I felt deeply and
immutably bonded with him.

Rituals are repeated because they are expected to have transformative
powers.

Then it struck me, right then and there, like a thunderbolt. I don’t
know why I hadn’t realized it earlier. I was reaching out to my father
from a temple in China. In and of itself, this was not especially
 unusual—travel to China had by this time become fairly common—
but in the context of my relationship with my father, it was enormous.
My father had given up his desire to travel so that he could support his
family. I had defiantly left home at a young age with the irrepressible
intent to do just the opposite. This issue had torn us asunder; now it
was the ground on which we were coming together. The disparate
strands of our relationship seemed to knit together for the first time. It
seemed to wrap itself around me. I felt indelibly linked with my father.
He was me and I was him.

This was the best offering I could have hoped for.
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Before I knew it, the words came out of my mouth: “Ni hao, Dad.”
I couldn’t speak Chinese, but I knew how to say hello.

* * *

The old woman had finished and it was now our turn at the furnace.
Before moving forward I paused a moment to explain to Raphael and
Angelica what we were about to do. Paulette busied herself trying to
decipher the Chinese characters next to the furnace door.

Then finally I approached the open door and looked for the flame—
but saw none.

This was odd. We had just seen the old woman tossing in joss paper
a few minutes earlier. The flame had seemed to be roaring then.

There was a small candle for lighting incense nearby, but I was not
sure if it would be appropriate to use this for igniting the paper offering.
The old Chinese woman, still in the vicinity, glanced my way, smiled,
and rushed back over. She gestured and spoke in Chinese. I didn’t un-
derstand a word, but I got the idea that she was telling me I should light
the corner of the paper bars with the candle and then toss them into the
furnace. I did so, and immediately the paper burst into glorious flames.
She nodded and smiled broadly. “This is a modern furnace,” she seemed
to say. “The flame is self-regulating.”

And there it was. Paper gold sent, with the help of an elderly Chi-
nese woman, to the spirit of my deceased father.

The act had been mechanical, almost an afterthought. I had noticed
this same thing during the previous days when I had hung around the
temples. There seemed to be nothing particularly sacred about the way
people burned the paper offerings. They simply threw them into the
flames as if they were, well, burning paper.

Now I understood why. The actual burning of the offerings was an
afterthought, literally; the most vital part of the ceremony had already
happened.
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C H A P T E R  1 2

Thriving in the 
Face of Adversity

I’ve emphasized our natural resilience throughout this book. We see it
when we cope with the death of a loved one and also when we are

confronted with horrific events like war, disaster, biological epidemic,
terrorist attack, and countless others. We dread these events, but when
they happen we have no choice but to deal with them as best we can.
Fortunately, most of us deal with them remarkably well. In this sense
our capacity to endure the pain of loss is not particularly special. Rather,
it is one instance of our more general human capacity to thrive in the
face of adversity.

But when we speak of thriving, we are usually thinking about a long
period of time. Until recently, most of the research on extreme stress, es-
pecially bereavement, pertained to very short periods of time. Most of
the early studies on the grieving process typically covered one or two
years at the most. The reason is simple. It is difficult and expensive to
follow people over longer periods of time. But gradually, we have begun
to find ways to get around these problems, and now some of the first
snapshots of the longer course of bereavement have emerged. What
we’ve found remains wholly consistent with the earlier studies: Re-
silience in the face of loss is real, prevalent, and enduring.
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In one study, for example, my colleagues and I took a longer look at
the data from the CLOC project that I described in Chapter 5. We ex-
amined data from the full seven years of the project, beginning three
years before the spouses’ deaths and ending four years after. Some of
those who had suffered chronically over the first two years had, by the
fourth year, begun to recover. Unfortunately, this wasn’t true of every-
one; even four years after the loss there were still some bereaved people
who were continually plagued by debilitating grief symptoms. By con-
trast, most of the people who had exhibited resilience earlier in the
study—close to half—remained healthy throughout those seven years.1

In another study my colleagues and I used a much larger sample:
16,000 people. The data were from a preexisting study in which the
participants had been tracked over an unusually long period of time:
about twenty years.2 The study was unique in another way; it included
some novel questions that allowed us to take a slightly different per-
spective on adjustment. One of the questions, repeated each year, was
“How satisfied are you with your life as a whole?” When we analyzed
the resulting data, we found the same patterns as we had seen in our
previous studies, only over much longer periods of time. Of particular
importance, a substantial majority of bereaved people—approximately
60 percent—had consistently experienced high levels of life satisfaction
over the years. In other words, although they had suffered the pain of
grief, for the most part they were satisfied with their lives before, dur-
ing, and in the many years after their loss.

* * *

Karen Everly never did start that kennel that she and her daughter had
dreamed of. The first year after Claire’s death, Karen felt compelled to
see the idea through, largely because it was something she and Claire
had thought about together. But gradually the demands of her life
pulled at her. Her career continued to thrive, and she remained a de-
voted mother and wife. “Without Claire’s constant input,” she told me,
“I came to see that the kennel project no longer made sense.”
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That did not mean that Karen had forgotten Claire. Far from it; she
and her husband dedicated themselves to keeping Claire’s memory
alive. They maintained a steady relationship with the breeding associa-
tion that Claire had been involved with. They set up a fund in Claire’s
name to help support humane care for unwanted dogs. They kept in
touch with Claire’s friends, even years after her death, and they made it
a point to invite them to family activities when they were in town.

Above all, Karen remained strong and healthy: “Claire would have
wanted it that way.” On this point, she spoke with absolute certainty: “I
couldn’t just crumble. Other people needed me. I had—I have—a
 career. It is who I am. It would have made no sense to push that aside.
The best way I can think of to honor Claire is to live my life. I need to
do the things I am supposed to be doing, the things I am good at.
That’s what I would have expected of her, of Claire. That’s what I
wanted of her. It’s my own way of saying I will never forget her.”

Indeed, after the initial shock of grief wears off, many bereaved
people realize that the best way to pay tribute to their loved ones is not
through their own pain and suffering, not through their own meta-
phorical death, but by living on as fully as possible. Former Beatle Paul
McCartney echoed this conclusion when he thought about the losses in
his life. McCartney’s mother died tragically when he was fourteen
years old. Over the years, he had lost two of his closest friends, his
“mates” from the Beatles, and more recently his much beloved wife of
twenty-nine years. McCartney keeps his grief for each of these losses at
a distance because “the idea that their deaths would plunge me into
some sort of morose depression would bother them. I know that for a
fact. So that helps me not go there.”3

Daniel Levy did not forget Janet, but five years after her death, he
was living with another woman. What about those conversations with
Janet by the water?

“I still do it now and then. Janet was such a huge force in my life. I
want to hold onto her. I like to think I can still find her.”

Do memories of Janet interfere with his new relationship? “The
connection I have with Lorrie is not the same as the one I had with
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Janet. Janet and I had this spiritual thing, which I think is rare; it
doesn’t happen every day. But Lorrie is fun; she makes me happy, and
she is happy with me. I’ve told her about Janet. I talk about Janet a lot,
actually. And Lorrie is OK with that.”

Equipped for Grieving

The early theories of bereavement emphasized the importance of
working through the pain of loss and viewed this process as unfolding
in a series of predictable and necessary stages. There was never much
research support for these ideas, largely because there was never much
research on bereavement at all. When we finally got around to studying
the details of the grieving process, however, a very different picture
emerged.

We cope well with loss because we are equipped—wired, if you
will—with a set of in-born psychological processes that help us do the
job. The most obvious of these is our ability to feel and express sadness.
When we feel sad, we are more likely to turn our attention inward, to
reflect, take stock, and recalibrate to the reality of the loss. When we
express sadness, we tell others that we are in pain, that our minds are
elsewhere, and that we are likely to need their care and sympathy, espe-
cially during the early days and weeks of bereavement.

All emotions, including sadness, are designed to be short-term solu-
tions. If we remain in a constant state of sadness or feel sad for too long
a time, we run the risk of ruminating and withdrawing from the world
around us. If we express too much sadness, we begin to alienate the
very people whose help and support we most need.

Fortunately, nature has provided a built-in solution. Rather than
staying sad for long periods of time, our experience of the emotion
comes and goes. It oscillates. Over time the cycle widens, and gradually
we return to a state of equilibrium.

One of the ways we achieve the kind of adaptive oscillation in and
out of sadness is by switching to more positive states of mind. Most of
us are surprised to learn that we can make this switch. We don’t expect
to find joy and even laughter within our pain, but when we do, it
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makes sense, and we feel better, even if temporarily. We can also find
moments of comfort in positive reminiscences of the lost loved one.
These positive states do more than propel us out of sadness; they also
reconnect us to those around us. Laughter in particular has a conta-
gious effect on other people, and in our research we’ve shown this to be
true even during bereavement. Laughter makes other people feel better
and pulls them toward us, in a way rewarding them for having both-
ered to stay with us through the painful moments.

Regrettably, not everyone copes so well with loss. It is important
that we understand why so that we can foster healthy coping in a
greater number of people and, hopefully, help those whose suffering
has become disproportionate.

We know that there is almost certainly a genetic component in re-
silience. However, the science on this issue is not yet fully worked out.
We also know that psychological factors are involved. One such factor is
optimism. Another, revealed in my research, is coping flexibility. Earlier,
I described resilient people as having more tools in their toolbox than
people who are not resilient. One of those tools is being able to switch
back and forth from sadness to positive emotions. Another is being
more flexible in the way they use emotions.

There are still other routes to the same end. In relation to behavioral
flexibility, my research has shown that people sometimes cope well by
using behaviors or strategies that under normal circumstances are less
than perfectly healthy. The use of self-serving biases is one such strat-
egy. We tell ourselves we are stronger or more durable than we really
are, or we blame external factors for our loss, for example, the care a
loved one received in the hospital or the actions of his or her employer.
We may also focus on a positive outcome as a way of looking on the
bright side. In other circumstances, behavior like this can be problem-
atic, but when the chips are down, it most definitely helps us get by.

The Enduring Bond

“I cannot believe so much time has passed,” Sondra Beaulieu wrote to
me in an e-mail on the fourth anniversary of Serge’s death. She seemed

Thriving in the Face of Adversity



to be doing well. I told her that I thought she was a resilient person and
asked if she agreed. She did, although she was quick to add that not
everything had been easy. Her mother had died recently. That had been
taxing, and it had felt different from Serge’s death. The effects of her
mother’s death had had more to do with the shifting complexities of her
family life and with the changing responsibilities that come with aging.

On the anniversary of Serge’s death, Sondra was planning to spend
much of the day with a close friend. Sondra had told me about that
friend. She had written a poem about the town where Sondra grew up.
Sondra had read the poem to her dying mother, she said, because she
“thought it would bring back good memories as she passed from this
world into the next.” On the anniversary of Serge’s death, that same
friendship was now making “a rough day for me better and happier, too.”

But Sondra also reminded me that it is difficult being alone: “There
is no one to keep you in line. Serge used to do that, and now I have had
to do without it. When something upsets me I don’t have Serge to come
home to anymore. I can’t come home and rant the way I used to. When
I have doubts, he can’t put his arm around me.”

Still, she was optimistic: “Serge always encouraged me to manage
my own activities; he encouraged independence. He encouraged me to
write—when he died I felt I could carry on, develop my own writing.”

When Serge came into her life, Sondra had found a way to open up,
and after her mother died, “there was no one left to tell me what to do.”
Only Serge’s influence remained. “I value Serge now more than ever,”
Sondra said. “I always appreciated how wonderful he was, but now I
see that he was more amazing that I even realized.”

There was another development. Sondra had begun to forge a rela-
tionship with a daughter Serge had from a previous marriage. Serge was
not close to his daughter when he was alive. After his death, however,
Sondra began to spend time with her. Sondra told me, “She never knew
Serge that well, but she is learning more about Serge and about me.”

After we talked a while, I reminded Sondra of her comments in
earlier interviews. I reminded her of the visions she had described soon
after Serge’s death, when he appeared to her as if he were checking in
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with her. I asked Sondra if she remembered those experiences, and if
anything of that nature still happened. She brightened immediately.
“Oh yes, I still see him from time to time,” she told me, “but not as
strongly as that first time.” Then she added, “I know Serge is still with
me, watching over me. He is definitely still around.”

Death evokes in us a powerful dissonance. It terrifies us but still we re-
main curious. When we grieve, we live with the dissonance. We are
pulled toward the unknown. We want to know what has become of
our loved ones. And sometimes we continue to sense their presence
long after they are gone.

Traditional bereavement theories have always looked askance at any
form of continued relationship with a deceased person. The ultimate
goal of grieving, these theories held, was to completely sever the attach-
ment, to break all unconscious connection. Failure to do so would only
delay the final resolution of the grieving process. Over time it became
apparent, however, that many healthy bereaved people did not relin-
quish the emotional bond. In fact, many continued to feel deeply con-
nected and even held conversations with deceased loved ones years after
the loss. To make sense of these observations, bereavement theorists re-
versed gears. They touted the importance of maintaining rather than
breaking the emotional bond.

The research shows us that the picture is more complex. Whether
or not a continued bond is healthy during bereavement depends on a
number of factors. One is the type of bond. For example, maintaining
the deceased’s possessions is almost always maladaptive. Another factor
is the timing. Experiencing the ongoing presence of a deceased loved
one soon after the death often makes people feel worse, while later on
in bereavement these experiences are more comforting and clearly
more adaptive. Regardless of the form that continued bonds take, how-
ever, extreme or excessively frequent experiences of connection to a de-
ceased loved one usually lead to a more protracted grief course.

Another crucial factor is culture. In the West, where scientific objec-
tivity rules, we tend to recoil at the thought of communing with the
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dead. Yet, in many regions around the globe, this idea has long been
sewn into the very fabric of people’s lives. It is difficult to know for sure
how seriously these cultures take the idea; ritual communication with
the dead when we can observe it seems casual and is often accompanied
by playfulness and levity. But rituals are powerful, and whether we
fully believe in them or not, they can still move us. My research in
China demonstrates this fact. It also shows us that we still have a lot to
learn about culture and bereavement.

* * *

After my last trip to China, I was certain that I would continue to burn
paper offerings for my father. It was a simple ritual, and it brought my
relationship with my father back to life. To my delight, I discovered
that joss paper was readily available in the Chinese neighborhoods of
New York City. Even in the old “Chinatown” of lower Manhattan,
which had of late become a major tourist destination, there were ances-
tral temples and paper shops remarkably similar to those I had seen in
Hong Kong. I had walked in these areas many times in the past but
never noticed the shops or the temples before.

There was another surprise, although a far less pleasant one. When
I described the experience of burning paper offerings to friends and
colleagues, they looked at me askance, as if they were not sure whether
they should take me seriously. It quickly became apparent that this
kind of thing was not something I could easily talk about. In fact, just
about any topic pertaining to a dead person, I had to remind myself,
still made people in the West uncomfortable.

In addition, the Chinese merchants in New York were suspicious
when I visited. They questioned my intentions. “Why do you want
those things?” they asked. “Do you know they are not real, only paper?
What do you intend to do with them?” This kind of suspicion was also
apparent when I visited ancestral temples in New York.

My desire to reenact the paper-burning ritual faded with time. I
never repeated it, and actually in the end I had to admit that my aca-
demic colleagues in Hong Kong were right: As much as I was drawn to
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the joss paper ritual while in Hong Kong, it was not and could not be
part of my experience in my home country.

But cultural differences were not the only factor. I realized over
time that I no longer needed the ritual. My father had been dead for
over twenty-five years. I had been young when he died. We fought
then, and there was so much to our relationship that was still unre-
solved. Reaching out to him as I had, talking with him in imaginary
conversations, was a way of continuing the relationship, a way of resur-
recting it so that we could pick up where we had left off and maybe, if I
was lucky, repair some of the rift between us. The ritual in Hong Kong
was especially powerful in that regard. It worked. It served its purpose,
and it gave me something to keep, something to take back home with
me. There was no reason now to repeat it.

* * *

The longest bereavement study that I know of spanned a remarkable
thirty-five years.4 Some things stay constant, the study showed, but many
aspects of bereavement fade only gradually, after many years have passed.
In the first few years after a loss, for example, most bereaved people fre-
quently reminisce about the lost loved one. We find ourselves indulging
in reflection, replaying old memories. We do this at least several times a
week. Fifteen years later, these kinds of reflective thoughts and memo-
ries happen less frequently, but they are not completely absent.

Anniversary reactions, like the kind Sondra Beaulieu felt, reveal the
same gently sloping pattern. An “anniversary reaction” occurs anytime
a bereaved person experiences a dramatic increase in sadness or loneli-
ness on the anniversary of an important date related to the loss: the lost
loved one’s birthday, the first holiday after the death, and, of course, the
date of the loved one’s death. For most people, anniversary reactions
last a few hours and not much longer. The duration does not seem to
change much over time. What does change, though, is the frequency of
these reactions.

Despite the durability of grief, bereaved people often worry that
they will forget, that they will lose track of their memories, even years
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after a loved one’s death. This is an especially thorny issue for bereaved
parents.5 Once a parent, always a parent; there is no switch to turn that
off. When a child dies, parents never allow the memory to drift too far
away.

I asked Karen Everly about this. I asked her if she could sum up
what bereavement felt like years after the death of her daughter. She
looked thoughtful. Her words apply, I think, to anyone who has ever
mourned a loved one:

It’s a bit like a fading light. It grows dim but it never goes out, never, not

completely anyway. I find that enormously reassuring. I used to worry

that someday the light would disappear—that I would forget, and then

I would really have lost Claire. I know, now, that doesn’t happen. It

can’t. There is always a little flicker there. It is a bit like the small glow-

ing embers you see after a fire dies down. I carry that around with me,

that little ember, and if I need to, if I want to have Claire next to me, I

blow on it, ever so gently, and it glows bright again.
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