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Zero, on the Celsius scale, i i
,is the point at which wa
is the point at which water boils. RN

But Anders Celsius, who introduced i

i s the scale in 1741, originally fix
the point at which yeatcr boiled, and one hundred as the piint ;W}T‘d}?em T
froze. These fixed points were reversed only after his death ich water
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No Pain

The deepest circle of Dante’
P ante’s Inferno does not burn. It is frozen. In his last

nsiderably older than the concept of zero. Both are glimpse of Hell, Dante ] ks
cir fallacies and their ;mmaculate conceptions. But , pleeleaslseadect S uokenits g

significantly more than the problem of =

The concept of Christ is €0
problematic——both have th
the problem of zero troubles me

Christ.

There is only one fixed poi
point on the Kelvin scale—absol
£ : absolute zero. Absolute
p? i degr{;:es Celsius colder than the temperature at which water freezes 'I}Z1€m
Zer! i |
e ;;;s eneath zeroes. Absolute zero is the temperature at which rnol.':cueilre
sa i i -

o g‘: ;ilsvmg as flovlviy Eas possible. But even at absolute zero, their mo
‘ p completely. Even the absolute i : 4
‘ . : te is no is i

.;'gmng, but it does not give me faith in zero sl etk i

fa hospital entertaining the idea that absolutely
uspect that pain cannot be
have based all our calcula=

i

T am sitting in the exam room o
no pain is not possible. Despite the commercials, 1 s
eliminated. And this may be the fallacy on which we

tions and all our excesses. All our sins are for zero.
At night, I ic : .
: ght, I ice my pain. My mind descends into a strange sinking calm. An
ey

nun bCI mUJ-tlpllCd b f
e y zero is zero. And so with ice and me. I ;
up to melted ice and the warm throb of my pain returr?i.ngam pckiek

t least, it does not behave like a aumber. It does 00 ;
ber in the way that

Zero is not a number. Or a
ke other numbers. Zero is a pum

add, subtract, or multiply li
Christ was a mai. ki

b a chick i .
mad %;n;};llntsan:}ik Er bO:Y‘“lthqUaWks and flaps and pecks and thrashes
- icken by its feet and turn i i L
there blinking in ki rn it upside down, and it just
If no pain is possible, then, another question——is no pain ens like this OE theabV;’rﬂ;l crll(;goir?;C;Z.eroed. My mother and I hung the
absence of pain equal the absence of everything? chicken at zero feels no pain eir necks to be slit. I like to imagine

Avristotle, for one, did not believe in Zero.

desirable? Does te
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Overlooking the pain of longi 5 }
which 1 find pleasurable ... ging, the pain of desire, the pain of sore muscles,

Major things are wind, evil, a good fighting horse, prepositions,
inexhaustible love, the way people choose their king. Minor things

The pain of learni . .
include dirt, the names of schools of philosophy, mood and not pain of learning, and the pain of reading.

having a mood, the correct time. There are more major things than The pain of tryin
minor things overall, yet there are more minor things than I have ying:
written here, but it is disheartening to list them. ... The pain of living

—Anne Carson
‘ A minor pain or a maj so8
My father is 2 physician. He treats patients with cancet, who often suffer ex- P PR RE
treme pain. My father raised me to believe that most pain is minor. He was
never impressed by my bleeding cuts or even my weeping sores. In retrospect,

neither am L.

'Ihere is a rnathematical oof that zero equal W f
T that zer i ur
: ;. ” P quals one. thh, oI co SE, it

- >

Every time I go to the doctor and every time 1 visit the physical therapist, 1
am asked to rate my pain on a scale from zero to ten. This practice of quantify-
ing pain was introduced by the hospice movement in the 1970s, with the goal
of providing better care for patients who did not respond to curative treats '

" The set of whole numbers is also known as “God’s numbers.”
.c—_) -
‘The devil is in the fractions.

ment.

My father once told me that an itch is just very mild pain. Both sensations

'ons.’Ihi uld i .
simply signal, he told me, irritated or damaged tissue. i : s could also be said of the distance between my mind and my body. My

‘ ne and my two. My whole and its parts.
The sensations of my own bod L
: : y may be the only subject on which I i

cdla:)z :;cpselx{'snse. Sald and terrible, then, how little I know. “How ;?y(i?la!ftﬁ;g’
j asks, and I cannot answer. Not accurately. githi i

g ] 1 y. “Does this hurt?” h
j_II ::1 1:ot surIc. D'o you have more or less pain than the last timeelassf :
‘ o say. I begin to lie to protect my reputation. I try to act certain -

But a nasty itch, observed, can be much more excruciating than a paper cut,
which is also mild pain. Digging at an ;tch until it bleeds and is transformed

into pure pain can bring a kind of relief.

Where does pain worth measuring begin? With poison ivy? With a bang nl
With a stubbed toe? A sore throat? A needle prick? A razor -~
hys:;:a.lhtherapist raises my arm above my head. “Any pain with this?” h
- s a; m:a;ﬂ s;ny pain in addition to the pain I already feel, or doés :hZ

pain at all? She is annoyed by my question. “Does this cause you

he asks curtly. No. She b
) e . I s ends my neck forward. “An . - 5
1y pain with this?” No. It feels like a lie every time. ypeinmisy t’tus??’

When I complained of pain as a child, my father would ask, “What kind of
pain?”’ Wearily, he would list for me some of the different kinds of pain, “Burt:
ing, stabbing, throbbing, prickling, dull, sharp, deep, shallow ...”
Hospice nurses are trained to identify five types of pain: physical, emotional :
spiritual, social, and financial. ' e . extraordi
5 ordinary pain swells like
. a wave under the hands of the

ar:lihir};)practor, or the massage therapist, and floods my boc:i):’Semne,E

y throat make a sound. Sometimes I see spots. I consider this-th't;

The pain of feeling, the pain of caring, the pain of doubting, the pain of pa ing
tr atment, and I have come to find it deeply pleasurable. I long for it.

the pain of paying.

3
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r the Study of Pain is very clear on this point—
which resemble pain but are not un-
“should not be called pain.”

The International Association fo
pain must be unpleasant. “Experiences
pleasant,” reads their definition of pain,

In the second circle of Dante’s Inferno, the adulterous lovers cling to each other,

whirling eternally, caught in an endless wind. My next-door neighbor, who

loves Chagall, does not think this sounds like Hell. T think it depends on the

wind.

Wind, like pain, is difficult to capture. The poor windsock is always striving, and
always falling short.

two hundred years to develop a standardized numeri-
d. The result, the Beaufort scale, provides twelve
“Hurricane.” The scale offers not just

f speed, and a brief description.

Tt took sailors more than
cal scale for the measure of win

categories for everything from “Calm” to

a number, but a term for the wind, a range ©

rt scale, for example, is 2 “Light Breeze” moving
hour. On land, it is specified as “wind felt on
d by wind.”

A force 2 wind on the Beaufo
between four and seven miles per
face; leaves rustle; ordinary vanes move

3 e o

<

Left alone in the exam room 1 stare at the pain scale,

complicated by only two phrases. Un
pain imaginable.”

The worst pain imaginable . .. Stabbed in the eye with a spoon?
alanche of sharp rocks? Impaled wi

nettles? Buried under an av;
nails? Dragged over gravel behind a fast truck? Skinned alive?

My father tells me that
have read that starving to death, at a certain
times, it may even cause elation. Regardless,

would rather die any other way, she tells me.

point, is not exactly painful.

I do not prefer one death over another. Perhaps this is because 1 am incapat
of imagining the worst pain imaginable. Just as I am incapable of actually u
derstanding calculus, although I could once perform the equations correctly:

a simple number line
der zero: “no pain.” Under ten: “the worst

Whipped with
th hundreds o 3

some things one might expect to be painful are not.X

[

it is my sister’s worst fear. She

|
ai |;;! {
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Like the ad
vanced m ;
own pain is a blind alath OTC my distant past, determining the i ;
Lot ) calculation. On my first att, g the intensity of
a theoretical experience—burning alive. Th empt, [ assi
. Then

centage of the pain of burning alive I was feeling

) nt.lal

Three. Mai i
e. Mail remains unopened. Thoughts are ra

sions. Sitting still
i Citoes nbes}:)o‘rnes ur?bearable after one hour. Nause .
ot bring relief. Quiet desperation descend * o iniGeg
nds.

asTh-?e ,1,51 not};ilng,” my father tells me now. “Thre

1rin. it .

P would be helpful, I tell him, if that could be noted on th

The four vital si .
gns used to determi

tem;_)erature, breath, and pulse. nfj{zz:ille i

considered a fifth vital sign. But pain }1,;

of measurement, and :

. , and a unique cruelty i

- jective. que cruelty in terms of suffering—it is entirely sub
y sub-

it has been suggested that pain be

Bl
- Assigning a
L value to my own pai
23 pain has nev
d_.am citizen Of T er ceased to feel hke it
- ple suffer, I know, so ttrlf that ranks our comfort above any othe -
i i strug’l t at I may eat bananas in Febru A ;C;HCEm. Peog
&t congl o ary. And the :
& nsider my pain in proportion to the Painn ?ere S
of a na-

ed Vietnamese gi :
: girl whose skin i :
sun. This exercise itself is pa.infltilllfs slowly melting off as she walks naked in

1\1—3.1'6 not meant t i
o be ratin 1d .
‘This scal : g world suffering,” mv friend i
¢ applies only to you and your f""ngﬂrie}t’u:e1:,3 nd in Honduras ad-

first, .this thought is tremendously

4 .ngllnent of Africa into my cal
i ——

3 Y pain is terrifying. I hate the knowledge that I am isolated in thi

. olated in this

relieving. It unburdens me of factoring

—

pg—-Baker Faces scal
‘ s scale was developed to help young children rate their

rely followed to their concly~

ping
€ is go home and take two]

patient are blood pressure .V
Ly o

rese I
nts a unique problem in termg

culations. But the reality that my nerves

o gned the valye of ten
tried to determine what pe !
r-.
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No Hurt Hurts Hurts Hurts Hurts Hurts
Little Bit Little More Even More Whole Lot Worst

No face, no pﬂiﬂ?

A crying baby, to m
when my aun{becani,: Zlgjfsi seems to be in the worst pain imaginabl
to be done on infants without twenty years ago, it was not unusu algfoa e. But
85i-bave the fully developed any pain medication. Babies, it was b l'r Surgery
ped nervous systems necessary t(’) i pa‘e ICK;d, did
in. Medica]

evidence that infants experience pain i

: n :

The face I remember, always, was on the front page of a local newspaper in an adult pain has only recently EII;lerged.response to anything that would cayse
an ‘Arizona gas station. The man’s face was horrifyingly distorted in an open-=
mouthed cry of raw pain. His house, the caption explaincd, had just been de-
stroyed in 2 wildfire. But the man himself, the article revealed, had not been

hurt.

There is no evidence of pai
; pain on my body. N

~ tumor. The X-ra 0y Dog) S0 marks. No -
- nothing. NothirilgS :s:z ilzi‘i?toghlng‘i’[f"wo MRIs of my brﬂi?;f?énsgl;inNo s
~ There was no gh ed and festering, as I had ¢ revealed

- ghastly huge white cl ad suspected and fi

b : cloud on the fil cared.
Several studies have suggested that children using the Wong-Baker scale tend lustrate my pain except a number, which I w;s torii. i[herc was nothing to il-
to conflate emotional pain and physical pain. A child who is not in physical o choose from between

pain but is very frightened of surgery, for example, might choose the crying

 zero and ten. My proof.

face. One researcher observed that “hurting” and “fecling” seemed to be syn- < 5

onymous to some children. T myself am puzzled by the distinction. Both words e problem wi i

are used to describe emotions as well as physical sensations, and pain is defined e cpm j T with scales from zero to ten,” my fath

as a “sensory and emotional experience.” In an attempt to rate only the physical it : er tells me, “is the tyranny

pain of children, a more emotionally “reutral” scale was developed. i
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A group of adult patients favored the Wong-Baker scale in a study comparif
several different types of pain scales. The patients were asked to identify
casiest scale to use by rating a1l the scales on a scale from zero, “not easy;” t
“oasiest ever seen.” The patients were then asked to rate how well the

n fi“e llIllESS t €y are 1
1 lg]. f) Patle ts tCIld to rate t}lell ain as a h

ciating pain. At best, thi
. , this renders the scale far less sensiti
st, it renders the scale useless ensitive to gradations

@/

1) (

rstand the desire to be
kay i average only when I am i .
?rm a fundamental way—to be chosen numerlilc:a?la;tlz.yTé b; normal is
od.

I could no lon l

; ger sleep at night bec

] ause of i

“Igrcat many people suffer from both insgrlr};rizlz;rgéithi; re;ninded p
n. “In fact,” he

represented pain on 2 scale from zero, “not good,” to six, “hest ever seen.” Ll
patients were not invited to rate the experience of rating. A

that 50 milli
million A 3
iy mezlca{'ls.suﬂ“er from chronic pain doe
me. “This is not normal,” I kee s not comfort
i

ly foll, «
) 5‘. owed by’ a doubt, Is this normal?”

1 stare at a newspaper photo of an Israeli boy witha bloodstained cloth wrapp inki
around his forehead. His face is impassive. P ehinking £
n between test resul A
ts that are :
a normal :
Yia:.i:lhi)resuits de_Viate from the mean?;?’r;gfzal 1;_3&&“ o
] , but they did reveal an abnormality. “See ¥;j51" tEOtdrevegl
| - ,” the doctor

1 stare at a newspaper photo of a prisoner standing delicately balanced W
electrodes attached to his body, his head covered with a hood. ‘
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of vertebrae hanging down from the base of my skull like
1d me, “is abnormally straight.”

pointed to the string
lumb. “Your spine,” he to

a Joose line finding P
1 am of average height, although I have always thought
1 1 tend to believe I am oddly

f average weight, althoug
long straight blond hair, like most of

1live in Middle America.
of myself as short.Tamo
shaped. Although 1 try to hide it, I have
the women in this town.

am still susceptible to the
¢ some time 1 entertained
d by my long-held mis-
Unknowingly, 1 may

nd to despise it, 1
flesh and bone. Fo
been straightene
ines were perfcctly straight.
d perhaps I had

to ignore it 2
at pulls even
ght have

Despite my efforts
mean—a magnet th
the idea that my spine mi
at normal sp
traight spine, an
traight for too many

conception th
have been striving for a8
figure my body by sitting too s
told me.

B S E RS 6 o et

6 wind on the Beaufort scal
on; telegraph

e, a “Strong Breeze,
wires whistle; umbre

A force

“large branches in moti
culty.”

preliminary scales were

ade to produce an accurat
portant undertaking for the ar
o based their calculationson t

Over a century before
serious efforts were 1
raphy was considered an im
maticians of the Renaissance, wh
proportions described by Dante. The exact depth an
inspired intense debates, despite the fact that all calculations,
sophisticatcd, were based on a work of fiction.

Galileo Galilei Jelivered extensive lectures
recent advances in geometry to determine the exact locati

the underworld and then figured th
maintain the structural integrity of Hell’s interior.

It was the age of the golden rectangl
revealed God’s plan. But the very use of numbers required 2
cause one could drop off the edge of the earth at any point.
the maps at that time faded into oceans full of monsters.

religious fai

The boundar

managed to dis-
years. “Unlikely,” the doctor

» 15 characterized by

llas used with diffi-

developed to quantify the wind,
¢ map of Hell. Infernal cartog:
chitects and mathes
he distances nd
d circumference of Hell
no matter how

1 the mapping of Hell. He applié
on of the entrance

e dimensions that would be necessary

e—the divine proportion. Mathemat
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Imagination is treach

' erous. It erases di ;

that the ceiling ; €§ distant cont i i

oy aif; f:: ng is v.ulnerable to collapse. To be s:fl:;e{IltS},flt e
p opeiion: topain Thaveralbeady:Fil , I think I should only map

But my nerves have sh :

as a teenager, but my gztdmsz)nes_ My mind remembers crashin -

it dhin el actuaﬁi 1oos.s not..I cannot seem to conjure tE my b1c}f cle

ine past pain—this, I thi ky' osing skin. My nerves cannot, or wi.lle sensation

invent. y1 thinle s for'the best/ Nermessimply rogistc t}Il1 Ot,cimag~
1, they do not

After a year of pai :

! pain, I realized that I

like not to be i : at I could no longer

| e;; ga;r;.dl ]\Jva:s left anchorless. I tended %0 t;f;fllenflb;r Vf’hat it felt

o righter, but I began to suspect myS;)lft ;?me before
" 5 ot fantasy and

~ Although I cannot ask

k- my body to -

] cannot ask it to Y to remember feeling pain it

Jagihe the pain it feels as so i und that e

some effort I can imagine the sensation of paixicsti?% else. For example, with
at.

haps, with a
stronger mind, I ¢ ;
ould i
.1, o nothing at ) imagine the heat as warmth, and the
all. ' &

!

- 7

accidentally left 2 burn
. : er on the sto i
1€ ‘f}amc, burning, burning, burningvo.gomg for two and a half days—a small

- t]. 1 tCIl‘lﬁt‘.d { IiOW mcre y ngero [o] aIl,‘ }10 Of g},
me.

l "‘happily cutoffa fi
H nger at this point i
endless pain I have now. is point if I could trade the pain of that cut

C OVEr | i .d i V 1 ()' over th.-e
bl i ldea Of 1t Ia i g
' ; stin f()l’f: (53 S

at time-” I i

dllIC, ShC S c t y y <

|

:

L
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_ ‘ . . ) ) The Pain Scale \ 39 |
The pain scale measures only the intensity of pain, not the duration. This may
be its greatest flaw. A measure of pain, I believe, requires at least two dimen-
sions. The suffering of Hell is terrifying not because of any specific torture, but

because it is eternal.

| | o flesh is so essentially unj n . ’ 1
The square root of seven results in a decimal that repeats randomly into infinity. does—a fact th nique that it does not even regi ers pamt a I;; man tﬂ I"
The exact figure cannot be known, only a close approximation. Rounding a at renders our bodies, 3 ain, obj = vy e :
» 841N, objects of supreme m ste e
ystery.

pumber to the nearest significant figure is tool designed for the purpose of
making measurements. The practicality of rounding is something my mind can
fully embrace. No measurement is ever exact, of course.

But I am comfort.
ed, oddly, b 3
» , by the possibili
yours. And, for that reason, can,fot ;rovsyitf%lat')fou cannot compare my
insigni i

ficant.
The medical definition of

damage.” Pain that does no l

ue

pain specifies the

Seven is the largest prime number between zero and ten. Out of all the
t signal tissue dam

numbers, the very largest primes are unknown. Still, every year, the largest
known prime is larger. Euclid proved the number of primes to be infinite,
but the infinity of primes is slightly smaller than the infinity of the rest of the
numbers. It is here, exactly at this point, that my ability to comprehend begins

to fail.

[{3
I
. presence or potentia] of g
§¢ 18 not, technically, pajp 3
, pain,

<+ — 8 > longer the pain persisted, an ;n; to think that I was imagining th
‘was like not to be j ’ e harder it became £ & the pain. But the
Although all the numbers follow each other in a predictable line, many un= >"bi1ity that T wa in pain, the more seriously | ccl)r me to imagine what it
. : s not, in fact, in considered the di
1 » 111 pain sturbing pog-

known quantities exist,

I do not know how long I have been clenching my teeth when 1 notice that.
am clenching my teeth. My mind, apparently, has not been with my body.
I wonder why, when I most want to, T cannot seem to keep my mind from my

body.
I no longer know who I am, or if T am in charge of myself.

Experts do not know why some pain resolves and other pain becomes chroni

One theory is that the body begins to react to its own reaction, trapping it o _
in a cycle of its own pain response.’[his can go on indefinitely, twisting like th n to believe in infinity, but everythj ]
figure eight of infinity. ' Tything we know ends.
9
==

My father tells me that when he broke his collarbone it didn’t hurt. I would il
to believe this, but T am suspicious of my father’s assessment of his own pai

The problem of pain is that I cannot feel my father’s, and he cannot i
This, I suppose, is also the essential mercy of pain. 3 sly and cover m




s driving into the frozen ground. Any portrait of my mother should include a
blue-black fingernail.

10

«] breathe, 1 have a heartbeat, 1 have pain ...” I repeat to myself as 1 lie in bed The Worst Pain Imaginable

at night. [ am striving t© adopt the painasa vital sensation. My mothet, 1 know,

Through a fai .
has already mastered this exercise. gh a failure of my imagination, or of myself, I h ;
yself, 1 have discovered that o

ainlamini
P am in is always the worst pain imaginable

Her existence, like my father’s, pains me. This is the upper fixed point of love.

But I would lik i
e to believe that there is an upper limit to pain. Th
in. That there ig 5

. . s . maximum intensi :
Once, for a study of chronic pain, I was asked to rate not just my patil but also ty nerves can register.

my suffering. I rated my pain as a three. Having been sleepless for nearly a week, i i benth dire)

: CIT i ’
1 rated my suffering as a seven. cle in Dante’s Hell.
“Pain is the hurt, either physical or emotional, that we expericnce,” writes the

- The digit ten de
end T .
3 pends on the digit zero, in our current number
Reverend James Chase. “Syffering is the story we tell ourselves of our pain.” system. In 1994

‘ Robert Forslund d )
ot it Uiump}f‘:?;jgﬁ—zd an Alternative Number System. “This 3

B the same.” ’ nates the need for the digit zero, and h s
Yes, suffering is the story we tell ourselves. e ’ ence all digits
“At the moment we are devoid of any standard criteria as to what constitutes
suffering,” Reverend Chase writes in his paper on genetic therapy, which is
more a meditation on suffering. “Since we do not have agreed-upon criteria, it
would be negligent to make decisions for others regarding suffering. We might
be able to answer this for ourselves, but not for others. . .. \

In the Alternate Number S
. . ystem, the tenth digit i g
B begios atone, 12,5, 4 ;né ;il%it 915 Xpﬁsented by the character

» T Iy Uy £y 0y, 7, 1, L1, 12 .

‘28)29,2A &
9 98,99,9A, AT, A2, A%, Ad A5, A6. A7, A8, A9, AR LY
: ! ? ? ) 111,

of the function
s of t i
1s—to spare them so he Pall'? SCRIC," my father explains ek 4
me emotional pain, Hearing SOmeon; h ObProtec_t
escribe their

as a ten is much easi

er than hearin

. . them describe i

.h their eyeball into their brain.” 5 escribe it as a hot poker driven

“If we come to the point where we have no place for suffering, to what lengths
will we go to eradicate it> Will we go so far as to inflict suffering to end it2”

Christianity is not mine. I do not know it and 1 cannot claim it. But T've seen
the sacred heart ringed with thorns, the gaping wound in Christ’s side, the
weeping Virgin, the blood, the nails, the cross to bear. . . . Pain is holy, I under:
stand. Suffering is divine. f

er scale, my father thinks, migh

i ;,ou %hte r:te what patients would be willing to
i ek : uggests, “visit five iali %
3 ‘[‘Jgi::ur;a;c]cj);i; II laugh because I have donesi?j;:atl;::: a:‘r‘ltfc\lftﬁlake
il yearsp; mwf?uld not. “Would you surrender yoml' se ; d'
. might. Wy ather asks. I would not. “Would ;.
- We are laughing, having fun with thi)sroguafrfce%t‘a
e. but

g statements coll
ected by the Ameri
Yy the erican Pai :
_ the number of references to suicide Pain Foundation, I am

In my worst pain, I can remember thinking, “This is not beautiful.” I can 1€
member being disgusted by the very idea.

But in my worst pain, I also found myself secretly cherishing the phrase, Tt
too shall pass.” The longer the pain lasted, the more beautiful and impossit
and absolutely holy this phrase became. '

IIlus(llC a.C] 1€S, Spas
3 n., cant fOCllS e In.u.st be
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The description of hurricane-force winds on the Beaufort scale is simply “dev- |

astation occurs.”

Bringing us, of course, back to zero.



