
A Supposedly Fun Thing I Ll Never Do Again 1

A Supposedly Fun Thing I Ll Never
Do Again

A Supposedly Fun Thing
I Ll Never Do Again

Downloaded from
template-dev.mobaptist.org

by Carter & Nathanael

THE ORIGIN: DAVID FOSTER
WALLACE'S DEFINING ESSAY

In 1996, David Foster Wallace published
an  essay  titled  "A  Supposedly  Fun
Thing I'll Never Do Again" in Harper's
Magazine.  The  piece  chronicles  his
seven-night  luxury  cruise  through  the
Caribbean aboard the MV Zenith. What
begins  as  a  seemingly  straightforward
travelogue  quickly  unravels  into  a
masterful  critique  of  American  leisure,
consumer  culture,  and  the  peculiar
emptiness  that  often  accompanies
experiences  marketed  as  pure  fun.
Wallace,  a  writer  of  immense  intellect
and  sharp  observational  skill,  takes
readers through every layer of the cruise
experience:  the  bizarrely  enthusiastic
staff,  the  endless  buffets,  the  forced
camaraderie,  the  structured  "fun"  that
leaves no room for genuine spontaneity.
His  essay is  both hilarious and deeply
unsettling, precisely because it captures
something  many  of  us  have  felt  but
could  never  articulate:  the  strange
melancholy  of  being  surrounded  by
every  amenity  for  happiness  and  yet
feeling nothing at all.
The  phrase  itself  has  since  become a
cultural  touchstone.  It  appears  in
conversation  when  someone  describes
an experience that was supposed to be
de l ight fu l  but  turned  out  to  be
exhausting,  hollow,  or  worse.  It  is  a

shorthand  for  the  gap  between
expectation  and  reality,  between  the
promise  of  joy  and  the  delivery  of
obligation.

WHAT MAKES SOMETHING
"SUPPOSEDLY FUN"?

A t  i t s  c o r e ,  t h e  c o n c e p t  o f  "A
Supposedly Fun Thing I'll Never Do
Again"  hinges  on  a  fundamental
mismatch:  the  difference  between  what
an experience is  advertised to be and
what  it  actually  feels  like.  The  word
"supposedly" does heavy lifting here. It
signals that fun was expected, promised,
even  paid  for  —  but  never  t ru ly
delivered.
Several  characteristics  define  such  an
experience:

Intensive Planning: The activity
has been carefully orchestrated,
often by someone else, to
maximize enjoyment. This very
orchestration can kill spontaneity,
which is often the source of
genuine fun.
High Expectations: Brochures,
reviews, recommendations, and
social media posts paint a picture
of effortless pleasure. You arrive
already burdened with the weight
of expectation.
Financial Investment: A
significant amount of money has
been spent, creating a cognitive
bias to enjoy the experience
regardless of how it feels. You feel
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obligated to have fun because you
paid for it.
Social Pressure: You are often
participating with others who are
also "supposed" to be having fun.
This creates a feedback loop of
performative enjoyment, where no
one admits to feeling bored, tired,
or disconnected.
Lack of Escape: Once committed,
it is difficult or socially awkward to
leave. You are trapped in the
experience, often for a set
duration, with no graceful exit.

Wallace's  cruise  embodies  all  of  these
elements. The ship was designed to be a
floating paradise, but for him, it became
a gilded cage where every moment was
programmed  for  pleasure,  leaving  no
room for authentic human connection or
quiet reflection.

THE PSYCHOLOGY OF FORCED
FUN

The Paradox of
Pleasure
There  is  a  peculiar  psychological
phenomenon at work in experiences like
the one Wallace describes. Psychologists
call it the hedonic paradox: the more
directly you pursue pleasure, the more it
tends to elude you. Genuine enjoyment
often  arises  as  a  byproduct  of  other
activities — immersion in a challenging
task, meaningful conversation, or quiet
stillness. When fun becomes the explicit
goal, it can feel contrived and hollow.
Wallace captures this beautifully in his
essay.  He  notes  that  the  cruise  staff's
relentless cheerfulness and the constant
stream  of  activit ies  felt  less  l ike

hospitality  and  more  like  a  form  of
coercion.  The message was clear:  you
must be happy. And that demand made
happiness impossible.

The Burden of
the "Fun Plan"
When an activity  is  labeled as  fun by
someone else — a friend, a travel agent,
a marketing department — you inherit a
subtle but powerful obligation. You must
perform  your  enjoyment  for  the  benefit
of  others.  This  performative dimension
can  turn  a  vacation  into  work.  You  find
yourself  smiling when you do not  feel
like smiling, participating in games you
do not want to play, and eating food you
do not want to eat. All because this is
what fun is supposed to look like.
Wallace's essay is a profound meditation
on this burden. He describes with brutal
honesty  his  own  discomfort,  his
boredom, his sense of being an outsider
watching the spectacle of manufactured
joy.  His  refusal  to  pretend  makes  the
essay  so  resonant.  He  names  the
elephant in the room: that many of us
are  quietly  miserable  in  situations  we
are told should make us happy.

MODERN MANIFESTATIONS OF
"SUPPOSEDLY FUN"
EXPERIENCES

While  Wallace's  essay  focuses  on  a
cruise,  the  pattern  he  identifies  repeats
endlessly in modern life. Recognizing it
can  save  you  t ime,  money,  and
emotional  energy.
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Destination
Weddings
You receive  an  invitation  to  an  exotic
location. The photos look stunning. But
the  reality  involves  expensive  flights,
limited  time,  forced  socializing  with
strangers,  and  a  rigid  schedule  of
events.  You  are  supposed  to  feel
honored and excited, but you may feel
trapped  and  resentful.  The  phrase  "A
Supposedly Fun Thing I'll Never Do
Again" applies perfectly here.

Music Festivals
and Large Events
Lineups  are  announced,  tickets  are
purchased, anticipation builds. Then you
arrive  to  find  overcrowded  stages,
endless  lines  for  bathrooms  and  food,
crushing  heat  or  rain,  and  a  general
sense  of  chaos.  The  music  is  barely
audible over the crowd noise. You spend
most  of  your  time  managing  logistics
rather  than  enjoying  yourself.  The
festival was supposed to be fun, but you
will never do it again.

All-Inclusive
Resorts
The promise of unlimited food, drink, and
activities sounds liberating. In practice, it
often  means  mediocre  buffets,  watered-
down  cocktails,  and  a  schedule  of
generic entertainment designed to keep
you  on  the  property  spending  money.
The  experience  can  feel  less  like  a
vacation and more like a consumption-
driven obligation.

Team-Building
Retreats
Your  company  sends  you  to  a  rustic
lodge for "fun" team-building exercises.
Trust  falls,  rope  courses,  and  group
problem-solving challenges are meant to
foster  connection.  For  many,  these
events  are  sources  o f  anx iety ,
awkwardness, and resentment. They are
work disguised as play, and they rarely
deliver genuine bonding.

Group Tours
A guided tour of  a famous destination
promises  efficiency and insight.  Instead,
you  find  yourself  herded  through
crowded  s i tes ,  g iven  sc r ip ted
commentary, and rushed past the very
details  you  wanted  to  linger  on.  The
itinerary leaves no room for curiosity or
serendipity.

THE VACATION PARADOX: WHEN
REST BECOMES WORK

Wallace's  essay  is  perhaps  the  most
famous  exploration  of  what  I  call  the
vacation  paradox:  the  idea  that  the
more  effort  we  put  into  planning  a
perfect  escape,  the  less  restorative  it
becomes.  Modern  vacations  are  often
packed with activities, reservations, and
sightseeing goals. The result is that you
return home more exhausted than when
you left.
This is not a failure of planning, but a
failure  of  philosophy.  We  approach
leisure as a productivity problem: how
much  fun  can  we  squeeze  into  a  finite
period? We forget that true rest requires
emptiness,  unscheduled  time,  and  the
freedom to do absolutely  nothing.  The
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cruise ship, with its relentless schedule
of  entertainment,  meals,  and  shore
excursions, is the ultimate symbol of this
paradox.  It  offers  no  quiet  corners,  no
space for boredom. Every moment must
be filled with stimulation.
Wallace  saw this  clearly.  He  observed
that  the  passengers  seemed  to  be
working very hard at having fun. There
was a frantic quality to their enjoyment,
a desperate need to extract maximum
value  from  every  minute.  This  is  the
opposite  of  true  leisure,  which  is
unhurried,  aimless,  and  free  from
obligation.

SOCIAL OBLIGATIONS AND FOMO

Why do  we  continue  to  participate  in
exper iences  we  suspect  wi l l  be
disappointing? Two powerful forces are
at work: social obligation and FOMO (fear
of missing out).
Social  obligation compels  us  to  attend
events,  join  trips,  and  participate  in
activities because we do not want to let
others  down.  We  fear  being  seen  as
ungrateful,  antisocial,  or boring. So we
say yes to the cruise, the wedding, the
festival,  the  retreat,  knowing  full  well
that we will likely regret it.
FOMO operates on a different level.  It  is
the anxiety that by saying no, we will
miss  something  irreplaceable.  Maybe
this  time  will  be  different.  Maybe  the
experience will live up to the hype. The
possibility of regret is more frightening
than  the  certainty  of  a  mediocre
experience.  So  we  go,  and  we  often
confirm our worst suspicions.
Wallace's essay is a powerful antidote to
both forces. He demonstrates that it is
possible  to  say  no,  to  opt  out  of  the
machinery  of  forced  fun,  and  to  find
more  authentic  forms  of  joy  in  the

margins of life. His willingness to admit
that the cruise was not fun — that he
was bored, lonely, and suffocated by the
relentless  cheerfulness  — is  an  act  of
liberation for the reader.

THE VALUE OF SAYING NO

One of  the most lasting lessons of  "A
Supposedly Fun Thing I'll Never Do
Again"  is  the  importance  of  knowing
your  own  preferences  and  honoring
them,  even  when  they  are  unpopular.
Wallace does not pretend to enjoy the
cruise because others do. He does not
perform  happiness.  He  observes,
reflects, and ultimately rejects the entire
premise of the experience.
This is a skill that can be cultivated. It
begins with paying attention to your own
emotional responses. When you are in a
situation that is supposed to be fun, ask
yourself  honestly:  Is  this  actually
enjoyable? Or am I  just  going through
the motions because I feel obligated?
If the answer is the latter, you have two
choices.  You  can  leave,  i f  that  is
possible, simply and without apology. Or
you can stay and observe the experience
with a kind of ethnographic curiosity, as
Wallace did, turning it into material for
reflection  rather  than  a  source  of
suffering.  Either  way,  you  reclaim  your
agency.  You  stop  being  a  passive
consumer of fun and become an active
chooser of your own experiences.

HOW TO SPOT A "SUPPOSEDLY
FUN" SITUATION BEFORE IT
TRAPS YOU

Prevention is better than cure. Here are
some  red  flags  that  suggest  an
experience may fall into the category of
"A Supposedly Fun Thing I'll Never
Do Again":
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High cost with low flexibility:
Non-refundable deposits, strict
itineraries, and long commitments
are warning signs.
Pressure from others: If friends
or family are insisting that you will
love something, be cautious. Their
enthusiasm may be a cover for
their own doubts.
Overwhelmingly positive
marketing: The more an
experience is advertised as "the
best ever," the more likely it is to
disappoint. Wallace's cruise
brochures promised paradise. The
reality was more complex and less
joyful.

No room for spontaneity: If
every hour is scheduled, you are
not on vacation. You are on a
program. Genuine fun requires
space for the unexpected.
A culture of performance: If
everyone around you seems to be
working hard to appear happy,
there is a good chance no one is
actually happy. Authentic joy does
not need to be performed.

RECLAIMING AUTHENTIC JOY

The  antidote  to  the  "supposedly  fun"
experience is not cynicism. David Foster
Wallace


