
Winning at Magic won’t make you happy 

 You’re watching coverage on Twitch; here comes the top8 announcement. You see all 

these smiling faces, the high fives, the hugs and the occasional tear of joy. You can’t help but 

think: “How happy I would be if I could just win more at Magic”. Guess what? You’re wrong.  

 The Winning Paradox 

Here is how I got the idea to write this article. A couple weeks ago, I top8’ed my first 

Grand Prix. After years of traveling and trying to do well in GPs that was a huge 

accomplishment, one that should have made me very happy, right?  

Well, turns out it didn’t. I am feeling unhappy and can’t help but wonder: “But you 

should be happy, after all, you just top8’ed a GP right?” Which led me to this simple 

conclusion and to write this article: winning at Magic won’t make you happy.  

Every time I do well in an event, the same pattern applies; I feel extreme surges of joy 

during the event, these are truly heartwarming and powerful emotions. And then, the 

accolades, the praise, the recognition also contribute to creating a lot of positive emotions. 

Whether it is an email from my father who watched me play on Twitch, or a complete 

stranger who comes up to say hi at a GP, these interactions are always pleasant and 

flattering.  

So winning at Magic will give you incredible rushes of joy (when you make top8, 

when you qualify for an event or of course when you win a tournament) and then some 

pleasing ‘ripples’ of joy when it creates some positive interactions (pride from your loved 

ones, admiration from strangers, recognition and respect by your peers).  

However, this doesn’t really amount to making you happy. And I will try to explain 

why.  

Let’s talk about happiness  

There is a difference between joy, pleasure and happiness. These are on different 

scales. You can be in a happy period of your life and still experience some “bad” or 

unpleasing experiences. On the other hand, you might be very unhappy at the moment, but 

that doesn’t mean that everything in your daily life will be dull and sad.  

It is hard to define happiness (or unhappiness), but one thing is certain. It is a whole 

state of mind, a general disposition. It is not solely the sum of joy and pleasure minus pain 

and discomfort. We have all had days where everything was ‘supposed’ to make us happy (a 

good meal, being with people we love, nice weather, physical health, wealth, etc.) and yet 

we are definitely not pleased with our day.  Well in that example, MTG success is like a good 

meal or nice weather, it might bring you immediate joy and pleasure, but it is far from being 

enough to make you happy by itself. Maybe you could argue: “that just means you don’t 



care enough about magic success, if you were more motivated, invested and committed, 

then surely tournament success would make you happier”. Well I think this is completely 

wrong, and I will try to argue that on contrary, the more you care about MTG results, the 

unhappier you will get.  

 The Relativity of Success 

 There is no such absolute thing as “doing well” at MTG or in anything. Doing well is 

always relative, relative to your expectations, your commitment, your experience, your 

talent etc… We all have a different threshold, different goals and expectations. Someone 

who makes his first day2 will be thrilled with a 6-3 day1, whereas it will be just bread and 

butter to me, and even disappointing to Owen Turtenwald. We all set our personal bar for 

“success” and “failure”.  

 This is of course a good thing; we don’t have to desire winning the World 

Championship to be motivated. Let’s leave that to Patrick Chapin. We all set realistic goals 

that we work hard to reach. And whether we are actually “doing well” or not, is only 

correlated to these goals. Reaching Gold would be “doing well” for me but not for PV.  

 Now of course, when I talk to a pro player or a Hall of Famer, I don’t really get the 

sense that they are happier than the people at my LGS. Just like in every human group, you 

have happy pros, depressed ones etc… Yet, these people “win more” at MTG than my LGS 

crew. This simple reasoning proves that winning itself doesn’t make you happy. The only 

difference between PT players and FNM players is that their level of expectations, their bar 

for success and failure are on different levels. But would anyone in their right mind argue 

than one group is happier than the other? 

 If it is impossible to find a correlation between results and happiness, it is because of 

another phenomenon is at work. 

 Hope, Desire and Frustration 

 If you do well, in a tournament, you might be satisfied for a brief amount of time, but 

you won’t fail to notice that your brain will directly turn towards the future. “How many 

more Pro Points do I need to reach this Status? I need to do well in the PT I just qualified for 

etc… “. Personally, I’ve noticed that my desire to succeed is always the strongest right after a 

strong tournament performance. You think you would be satisfied with yourself, take time 

to think “well I definitely had a good showing this weekend” and take pleasure in that 

satisfaction for a week? Well, it definitely doesn’t work that way. The surges of joy I 

described earlier, the adrenaline, the accolades, these are all very powerful drugs, and once 

you’ve got to enjoy their sweet taste, your focus becomes very simple: you want to taste 

them again.   



 Now this never-ending desire for success is not a bad thing in and on itself. It is at the 

root of the competitive drive. This renewed desire for success, this constant hope, is what 

makes player travel, practice and play season after season. As competitors, our minds are 

always forward-focused. Sure, from time to time, Yuuya Watanabe might look back at his 

career and take pleasure in what he has accomplished. But I can guarantee you this is not 

what the majority of his “MTG brain time” is focused on. It is focused on how to win the 

World Magic Cup, on his goals for next season etc. And that will continue being the case as 

long as he stays at the highest level of competition. Of course, this competitive drive is not 

everlasting, it is mentally exhausting and it can fade away. Randy Buehler or Kai Budde 

clearly spend more time thinking about their past accomplishments than dreaming about 

future trophies, feature matches and top8 announcements. But as such, however big their 

talent may be, they have already drifted away from the commitment and competitive drive 

that defines active professional players. 

 As I have shown, competitive drive is based on constant hope and desire. By nature, 

this means that it is also based on frustration. We are always thinking about next weekend, 

next season etc… Even when we finally reach what we had been thriving to accomplish, we 

rarely take the time to enjoy it, and immediately start raising our goal and our expectations 

for the future.  

 To put it shortly, as soon as we reach a goal, it stops being a goal, and thus becomes 

worthless, normal and we start creating new goals to fuel our competitive drive.  

 Philosophers have been studying desire for a long time. And one of their recurring 

ideas is that desire is always associated with want and frustration. For Plato, our desires can 

never be satisfied, since they stop being desirable as soon as they get fulfilled. This means 

that desire is by nature unhappy, because it is always associated with lacking. We only desire 

what we lack and never what we already possess and enjoy. You never wake up and think “I 

hope I will have a healthy physical condition today” unless you are sick. If you are already 

healthy, this stops being an object of hope and desire; you just take it for granted.  

 Now, you get why this is relevant to our topic. Since MTG success is relative, and 

since competitive drive is based on forward-oriented desire (which we will call hope), we 

constantly raise our goals and expectations to stay motivated (this process is usually both 

conscious and unconscious).  

 While this is necessary to maintain a high level of performance and commitment, it is 

also a state of affairs that is inherently prone to frustration and unhappiness. We are never 

satisfied with the success we manage to get and always craving the one we don’t have yet.  

 Hope and Happiness 

 The title of this article is not “Magic won’t make you happy”!! And that’s fortunate! 



  There are a lot of aspects of the game that can (and should) make you happy, and 

you should be conscious of them. To understand how Magic can make us happy, I will draw 

on the works of French philosopher André Comte Sponville. 

 He draws a distinction between two kinds of desire: 

The first one is hope. It is the one that Plato and other classical philosophers usually 

refer to. It is by nature frustrated and unhappy. But it is not the only kind of desire that 

exists. Comte Sponville defines hope with three criteria. 

- Hope is desire for something you don’t enjoy, you don’t possess. No one ever 

says “I hope I will own my house” unless they don’t own one.  

- Hope is desire for something you don’t have information about (which is why it is 

usually associated with the future, although you can hope for things happening in 

the present or even in the past). No one ever says “I hope the weather is fine” 

when they are already out, we always say “I hope the weather will be fine” 

tomorrow. 

- Hope is desire for something you don’t have complete control over. No one ever 

says “I hope I will be able to get up from my chair” because you know you can do 

it, and you’re the only one having control over it. To give a MTG related example, 

no one ever says “I hope I will practice on MTGO”, because you are entirely 

responsible of doing that on your own, and thus, hope has nothing to do with it. 

However, you can think “I hope I will do well in this tournament”, because there 

are a lot of factors you don’t control involved. 

Hope is the “bad” kind of desire, the one that is always unfulfilled and frustrated. If 

you look at the three criteria for hope, MTG success is definitely subject to that kind of 

unhealthy (although completely human and understandable) desire.  

However, the philosopher argues, that some desires can get fulfilled and thus bring 

joy. Just think about a thirsty man in the desert that craves water. Will he not get intense joy 

and happiness when he finally gets to drink? Plato might say that as soon as his lips touch 

the water, his desire will stop existing and will be frustrated again (maybe he will start 

craving food instead), but my experience tells me that the man will get a long and intense 

period of satisfaction.  

The philosopher urges us to give up on hope. On contrary we should only desire 

things we enjoy and possess, things we know about and things we have control over. Thus, 

we will stop being frustrated and unhappy. This “good” kind of desire is based on enjoying 

what you already have, what you are capable of, what is closer to you. It focuses on the path 

rather on the results. As a political activist, you will be unhappy if your sole focus is the final 

victory rather than the struggle you lead to achieve it. As a lover you will be unhappy if your 

love is devouring and based on possessing someone else (which the Greeks call Eros) rather 

than on enjoying the action of love itself and the fact that another person makes you happy 



even If you don’t “possess” him/her (which is harder, rarer, and which the Greeks call Philia). 

As a Magic Player you will be unhappy if you dream about trophies, and hope you will top 8 

every single tournament you play in rather than enjoying the journey, the path. 

Don’t make winning your (only) goal 

Enjoy the travelling, enjoy the encounters, enjoy the friendship, enjoy the training, 

enjoy the reflexion, enjoy the games and of course, enjoy the success when it happens!  

But don’t make winning your only goal. Try to make it as unimportant as possible. 

Enjoy what the game brings you (And it can be a lot!). Practice hard, think even harder and 

try to do your best to succeed. But in the end, accept that you don’t have complete control 

over results and that the more focus you put on them, the more pressure you put on 

yourself and the less you will be happy. Don’t have hope for the results, but enjoy the 

journey, the path, the process that leads you to them.  

 I’ve personally had periods of my life where I was obsessed with winning and success. 

Well guess what? These weren’t the happiest times of my life. 

 Since then I have managed to contain this obsession with success, and even though 

this also meant losing a little bit of competitive drive and motivation, I’ve been happier 

since. And I’ve somehow even had way better tournament results since then!!  

 Of course, in my reasoning I associate competitive drive with frustration and 

unhappiness. But is also necessary to motivate you for training or to spend long nights on 

MTGO. It is all about finding a balance, if you don’t care for results at all and have no hope 

you will be either a retired player or a casual player. But if you care too much about results, 

you will probably be unhappy, prone to tilt and to be awful with your opponents. In the end I 

made my choice, and even though I sometimes find myself lacking motivation to play and 

practice Magic, I am at least happier in my life and nicer to my opponents and the people 

that surround me.  

 I hope this will just be a useful read if you want to dedicate your life to Magic (just 

like I did). This might seem a little bit gloomy, but this is lucid and realistic. Know that the 

happiness does not lie in the results; you will only find short-term joy there. Don’t think that 

as soon as you will qualify for the PT you will see butterflies all around you and hear Disney 

songs in your head. You will always be disappointed.  In fact when I finally qualified for my 

first PT after years of grinding, I felt empty, void, and was disappointed to not experience the 

surge of happiness I had dreamt about so much.  

 I don’t think this is the kind of message you would find on big strategy websites 

because they try to sell you hope and dreams. You will never be able to give up on hope, 

since it is a human reaction. However you should try to focus on enjoying what you already 

do and have done rather than on the results to come.  


