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Chapter One

What Is Positive Psychology?


Life achieves its summit when it does to the uttermost that which it was equipped to do.

JACK LONDON, WHITE FANG







WELCOME TO POSITIVE PSYCHOLOGY


A little over two decades ago, the president of the American Psychological Association, Martin E. P. Seligman, announced the beginning of a new direction in psychological research and practice. He called this movement “positive psychology,” the “study of the conditions and processes that contribute to the flourishing and optimal functioning of people, groups, and institutions” (Gable & Haidt, 2005, p. 203). Since then, positive psychology has exploded in popularity and influence, spawning graduate degrees, research centers, international conferences, and academic journals. Positive psychology has been embraced by researchers and practitioners in every subdiscipline of psychology. Teachers have begun employing positive psychology in the classroom (Gilman, Huebner, & Furlong, 2009). Employers and business consultants have been applying positive psychology in the workplace (Froman, 2010). The US Army built the Comprehensive Soldier Fitness Program on a foundation of positive psychology (Casey, 2011). Politicians have discussed using positive psychology to shape public policy (Cameron, 2010).

Positive psychology has also seen application in the church (McMinn, 2017). Theologians (e.g., Charry, 2010) and biblical scholars (e.g., Strawn, 2012) have brought Christian ideas about happiness and flourishing to center stage. Many Christian colleges and universities have added courses in positive psychology to their roster. Biola University’s Center for Christian Thought dedicated its 2013–2014 research theme to “Psychology and Spiritual Formation” (Crisp, Porter, & Ten Elshof, 2019), including the question, “How does positive psychology contribute to a Christian understanding of human flourishing?” Flourishing, it seems, is a hot topic all over.




WHY IS THERE A POSITIVE PSYCHOLOGY?


When Seligman launched positive psychology in 1998, he argued that the movement was necessary because the field had become unbalanced. Originally, psychology had a threefold mission: “curing mental illness, making the lives of all people more productive and fulfilling, and identifying and nurturing high talent” (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000, p. 6). However, events in the twentieth century led to the first of those missions being prioritized over the second and third, to the point that nowadays many people think psychologist is just another way of saying “one who cures mental illness.”

Let’s look at how that happened.




POSITIVE PSYCHOLOGY BEFORE POSITIVE PSYCHOLOGY


The title of the first official positive psychology book is Authentic Happiness: Using the New Positive Psychology to Realize Your Potential for Lasting Fulfillment (Seligman, 2002). Note the use of the word new to describe positive psychology. Similarly, Seligman’s 2011 book is titled Flourish: A Visionary New Understanding of Happiness and Well-Being. Much of the excitement about positive psychology is the sense that it is a new direction for psychology. However, positive psychologists are aware that this approach is “new” only in that it is a revitalization of ideas that have been around for as long as psychology itself.

The first positive psychologist was in fact the first North American psychologist, William James (Taylor, 2001). James’s Principles of Psychology (1890) is primarily concerned with topics such as perception, memory, and the nature of thought, but James also discussed “positive” phenomena such as sympathy and altruism, the constructive drive, play, and aesthetic enjoyment. James’s most extensive treatment of happiness and flourishing can be found in his volume on the psychology of religion, The Varieties of Religious Experience (1902). Here, James describes the effect of religious devotion on people’s lives. His primary conclusion is that religion provides a “new zest which adds itself like a gift to life” and an “assurance of safety and a temper of peace, and, in relation to others, a preponderance of loving affections” (p. 401). We will discuss more recent work on the psychology of religion and flourishing in chapter twenty-one.

Gordon Allport is considered the “patron saint of personality,” having done more than any other scholar to establish the study of normal personality as a mainstream topic for psychological consideration (Nicholson, 2003). Early in his career, Allport found himself in Vienna and, in a fit of fanboyish enthusiasm, arranged for a meeting with the man himself: Sigmund Freud. Allport did not have anything prepared to talk about with Freud, so he tried to make conversation, including relating to Freud a story about a dirt-phobic boy whom Allport had seen on a train. Freud listened (I always imagine him stroking his beard as he did so), then asked, “And was that little boy you?” (Evans, 1971, p. 4). Allport’s impression of Freud was that the great psychiatrist tended to read far too much into things and interpreted far too many observations as indicators of unconscious pathology. As his career progressed and he became a leading figure in the study of personality, Allport (1937, 1955) continued to criticize psychoanalysis for overemphasizing illness and infantile neuroses. He sought to compensate for this tendency by developing the scientific study of the mature personality. His description of psychological maturity emphasized self-acceptance, connections to other people, dedication to higher ideals, zest, security, a well-developed philosophy of life, and an equally well-developed sense of humor (Allport, 1961).

The largest mainstream movement in psychology to take a positive approach to the human condition is humanistic psychology. Humanistic psychology arose in reaction to the negative views of human nature among the Freudians and the behaviorists (Maslow, 1962). On one side, Freudians saw humans as neurotic bundles of pathology driven by sex and violence. On the other side were the behaviorists, who in their more radical forms denied human choice, purpose, and dignity. Humanistic psychologists seek to establish a “third force” within mainstream psychology, emphasizing the goodness that can be found in human nature and the possibility for growth and flourishing (Goble, 1970). Abraham Maslow (1962) put it this way: “It is as if Freud supplied to us the sick half of psychology and we must now fill it out with the healthy half” (p. 5).

Positive psychologists owe a great deal to their humanistic colleagues. Humanistic psychologists redirected the spotlight back onto questions of fulfillment and above-average functioning with their inquiry into topics such as self-actualization (e.g., Rogers, 1961), peak experiences (e.g., Maslow, 1962), and self-determination (e.g., Deci & Ryan, 1985). Indeed, Maslow’s “mission statement” quoted above could easily be seen as the mission statement of positive psychology.




HOW PSYCHOLOGY BECAME NEGATIVE


Despite the positive psychology being carried out by earlier psychologists, the field as a whole took on a decidedly negative tone after World War II (Seligman, 1999). Twentieth-century warfare was historically unprecedented in its infliction of mental trauma on combatants (Grossman, 1995), and the existing American mental health system was overwhelmed by the number of soldiers returning with such trauma (Pohls & Oak, 2007). To help fill this need, the Veterans Administration (VA) turned to a small group on the margins of psychology: clinical psychologists. Clinical psychology before World War II was primarily focused on psychological tests and measures, with some emphasis also on children experiencing school-related difficulties (McReynolds, 1987). After World War II, though, the VA began encouraging clinical psychologists to expand their consulting work to help treat traumatized veterans, and they dedicated funding for nearly two dozen doctoral programs in clinical psychology. The field of clinical psychology rapidly expanded in popularity, prestige, and power, to the point that by 1962, practicing psychologists outnumbered academic psychologists in the American Psychological Association. Clinical psychology is now the dominant force within psychology.

When this shift in the field is viewed in light of Seligman’s (1999) complaint that psychology had become too negative, it might appear that positive psychologists see the rise of clinical psychology as a bad thing. By no means. Thanks to clinical psychology’s powerful position, we have made tremendous strides in helping those who are experiencing mental health problems, and hopefully we can look forward to further substantial progress over the next half-century. Wanting to help those who are hurting is a good thing. For any students reading this who are considering a career as a clinical psychologist, you have the possibility to do great good pursuing a noble calling. Further, if you want your doctoral training to be specifically shaped by a Christian worldview, there are several Christian universities that offer doctorates in clinical psychology. So do not let me dissuade anyone who wants to work within the “illness” approach to psychology.

That being said, the primary message motivating the positive psychology movement has been that studying illness is not enough by itself. It should be balanced with an equally strong emphasis on studying wellness. To grossly oversimplify things, some positive psychologists (e.g., Gable & Haidt, 2005) use the image of a numerical scale to get this point across. Think of a scale ranging from negative ten to positive ten, with negative ten being the lowest possible depths of misery, the zero point being neutral (neither doing poorly nor doing well), and positive ten being the happiest life possible. Currently, psychology is good at helping people who are around negative six or negative seven to make it up to the neighborhood of zero (maybe positive one on a good day). By contrast, we know very little about how to help people get from the zero point to positive seven.




SELIGMAN’S CALL FOR A NEW MOVEMENT


In 1998, Martin Seligman became president of the American Psychological Association. In his presidential address, Seligman laid out his vision for his tenure, and a major part of that vision was “a new science of human strengths.” He pointed to psychology’s post–World War II status as a field primarily dedicated to repairing damage, and he argued that psychologists should reshape the field in a way that addressed the needs of the twenty-first century: “We can articulate a vision of the good life that is empirically sound and, at the same time, understandable and attractive. We can show the world what actions lead to well-being, to positive individuals, to flourishing communities, and to a just society” (Seligman, 1999, p. 560).

In addition to the power of his position as APA president, Seligman had the financial resources to support his new movement. With backing from the Templeton Foundation, he announced the establishment of the Templeton Positive Psychology Prize. This prize, the largest ever offered by the APA ($100,000), was to go to a psychologist who was doing excellent work within positive psychology (the inaugural prize went to Barbara Fredrickson, whose work on positive emotion we will cover in chapter four). Funding from the Gallup Organization helped establish a series of International Positive Psychology Summits in Washington, DC, which gathered hundreds of scholars to present papers and discuss this emerging science of strengths. The Manuel D. and Rhoda Mayerson Foundation supported the creation of positive psychology’s first major reference volume, Character Strengths and Virtues (Peterson & Seligman, 2004), which we will discuss in chapter ten.

Positive psychology has taken off since 1998, and it has shown itself to be one of psychology’s great success stories. In January 2000, American Psychologist dedicated a special issue to this new movement, and an interdisciplinary team of researchers (including Ed Diener, whom we will meet in chapter four) launched the Journal of Happiness Studies. Two years later, Authentic Happiness (Seligman, 2002), the first book about positive psychology, was published. In 2005, the University of Pennsylvania introduced a master’s degree in applied positive psychology. The following year, the first positive psychology textbook (Christopher Peterson’s Primer on Positive Psychology) was published and the Journal of Positive Psychology was launched. In 2007, the International Positive Psychology Association was formed and the first PhD programs in positive psychology were offered at Claremont Graduate University. In 2008, the US Army began its work on the Comprehensive Soldier Fitness Program (our topic for chapter twenty), applying positive psychology to military personnel. Despite some early claims that all this happiness stuff was just a fad, positive psychology is not showing any signs of going away.




THIS IS NOT HAPPYOLOGY


As is the case with everything else in this field, positive psychology has attracted its share of critics. Some of the criticisms that have been leveled against the movement have some teeth, as we will see in chapter twenty-four, while others do not. One of the first misconceptions one encounters in connection with positive psychology is the accusation that positive psychologists are shallow Pollyannas. The media does not help to dispel this. News stories and op-ed pieces about positive psychology are often accompanied by pictures of big yellow smiley faces (if you want to take a study break at some point, do a Google image search for “positive psychology,” and count the smiley faces that result). In 2016, Time magazine published a special issue on positive psychology, which they titled “The Science of Happiness.” The entire cover was nothing but smiling emojis. In addition, if a positive psychologist is the focus of a news story, that person is often tagged with a silly nickname (a 2000 article on Barbara Fredrickson in the Albany Times Union began by instructing the reader, “Call her Professor Happy”). Critics like Barbara Ehrenreich (2009) equate positive psychology with the “positive thinking” promoted by Norman Vincent Peale (1952) and accuse positive psychologists of telling everyone to put on a smile and think happy thoughts until their lives get better.

While some positive psychologists do focus on happiness as an emotion, that is only one component of the field, and nobody here really thinks that anyone’s lives will get better if they just repeat, “I’m happy I’m happy I’m happy” until they believe it. Positive psychology is about what philosophers call “the good life.” It’s about flourishing, or living well, or, to put it another way, doing a good job of being human. Some of that will involve cheerful emotions, and some of it will not. For example, in chapter twelve we will discuss hardiness, which involves having the mental strength to get through stressful situations without developing anxiety problems. In chapter twenty-three we will even address the idea that death-related existential terror has a role to play in the good life.

We are also not helped by the way the phrase “the good life” is misused in popular media and advertising. As we will see in more detail in chapter two, when someone is living the good life, they are doing what humans are designed to do and doing it well. This is not, however, the vision of the good life that we are frequently sold in the media. Not surprisingly, given the deep influence of consumerism in our society, we are often told that the good life involves material prosperity and comfort. In 1999, Sears department stores excitedly launched a new corporate slogan designed to encourage customers to purchase their merchandise: “The Good Life at a Great Price. Guaranteed.” Road and Travel magazine ran an article in 2006 titled “Charter Your Own Yacht for a Slice of the Good Life.” The computer game The Good Life by Immersion FX Games allows players the simulated experience of life as a wealthy tycoon on a tropical island.

The good life is also sold to us in terms of fitness and beauty. In his book Living the Good Life, David Patchell-Evans (2004) defines the good life as being physically fit and feeling energized and confident (Patchell-Evans is the founder and CEO of GoodLife Fitness, Canada’s largest chain of health clubs). In 2014, Columbia University professor and television personality Mehmet Oz launched his magazine Dr. Oz: The Good Life, featuring articles on topics ranging from new weight loss products to makeup tips to the many uses of kale. And if the good life is not enough for you, you can take it up to the next level with Best Life, a men’s magazine published from 2004 to 2009 offering tips for boosting testosterone, maximizing investment returns, and putting together a killer outfit (remember, guys, as ZZ Top taught us, every girl’s crazy about a sharp-dressed man).

But positive psychology is not about always feeling cheerful. Positive psychology is not about thinking happy thoughts in defiance of a clear-eyed view of reality. Positive psychology is not about shopping at Sears or renting a yacht or living on a tropical island (not that I have anything against Sears or yachts or islands). Positive psychology is about understanding human flourishing and helping people become better than they were.




WHAT ABOUT THE HUMANISTIC PSYCHOLOGISTS?


As we saw earlier in this chapter, the positive psychology movement is in many ways a continuation of the humanistic psychology movement. Like positive psychologists, humanistic psychologists want to focus on flourishing and help people do better than the “zero point,” and humanistic psychology also arose as a reaction against the “illness” orientation of mainstream psychology. So why did Seligman not simply announce that he planned to support humanistic psychology so that it could be powerful enough to accomplish its mission of bringing balance to the field?

When Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi (2000) introduced positive psychology in their American Psychologist article, they offered three reasons. First, they claimed that humanistic psychology “did not attract much of a cumulative empirical base” (p. 7), while positive psychology was to be a fully scientific approach. Second, they claimed that humanistic theories encouraged self-centeredness, emphasizing the cultivation of the individual and ignoring collective well-being. Third, they held humanistic psychology responsible for the myriad of touchy-feely self-help books clogging the “Psychology” section of bookstores.

The humanistic psychologists were less than pleased with this set of accusations. Bohart and Greening (2001) expressed a wish that Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi “had done a more scholarly job of investigating humanistic psychology” (p. 81). Humanistic psychology, they argued, did in fact have a solid empirical base, especially when it came to therapeutic outcome research. A closer reading of the great humanistic psychologists would show that their notion of self-cultivation had concern for others (not self-centeredness) at its core. And as for the lame self-help books, those were the result of misunderstanding humanistic psychology, so one could not responsibly hold the humanists accountable for other people’s errors. When Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi (2001) replied, they brushed off Bohart and Greening’s concerns, reiterating their claim that positive psychology was distinct from humanistic psychology due to positive psychologists being, “unblushingly, scientists first” (p. 89).

The current state of relations between positive psychology and humanistic psychology is complicated. Christopher Peterson (2006), a leading figure in early positive psychology, has since distanced himself from Seligman’s position, saying the dismissal of humanistic psychology “now seems glib and mistaken” (p. 9). And some humanistic psychologists, such as those associated with self-determination theory (DeRobertis & Bland, 2018), have found a place of prominence within positive psychology. Others (e.g., Waterman, 2013), on the other hand, argue that certain differences in underlying philosophy (such as the prominence of phenomenology and social constructionism in humanistic thought) have created a rift between the two fields that is not going away anytime soon.




WHY A CHRISTIAN POSITIVE PSYCHOLOGY?


The issue of differing philosophies brings us to the purpose of this book. Since the advent of the positive psychology movement, several positive psychology textbooks have been published. So why write another one? And why a specifically “Christian perspective” on positive psychology?

As Gordon Allport put it, “All psychology rests on philosophical presuppositions of some sort” (Evans, 1971, p. 87). Philosophy has consequences. For psychologists, our philosophical anthropology (philosophy of human nature) shapes the assumptions built into our theories. Those assumptions work themselves out in the way in which we put psychology into practice. Applied psychology founded on bad philosophy will produce bad outcomes. For example, Harvard psychologist Steven Pinker (2002) is sharply critical of the philosophical notion that there is no innate human nature (often called the “blank slate” view of humanity), making human beings infinitely malleable. One consequence of this belief is that parents may be told by psychologists that they bear almost total responsibility for their children’s personality, mental health, and even intelligence. As Pinker puts it, this theory “has distorted the choices faced by mothers as they try to balance their lives, and multiplied the anguish of parents whose children haven’t turned out the way they hoped” (p. x). Philosophical presuppositions are not simply matters for ivory tower academic debates. Philosophical presuppositions have concrete effects on the lives of real people.

Christians may find that some of the presuppositions guiding the creation and implementation of psychological theories fit very well within a biblically informed view of the human condition, while others are more problematic. Mary Stewart Van Leeuwen (1979), for example, finds behavioral psychology to be entirely congruent with a Christian view of learning, but she finds the claims of the radical behaviorists (such as B. F. Skinner) to be contrary to a biblically informed view of humans. Angela Sabates (2012) takes on the entire field of social psychology, endeavoring to bring the disparate findings of social psychologists into a unified structure founded on the Christian themes of creation-fall-redemption. For those who want an even bigger big-picture view, I recommend Psychology and Christianity: Five Views (Johnson, 2010) for an introduction to the question of how psychology in general might be fruitfully engaged with by Christian thinkers.

Many Christians who work in the field of psychology have argued for the importance of developing a Christian approach to positive psychology (e.g., Hackney, 2007, 2010a; Kaczor, 2015; Nelson & Slife, 2017; Titus & Moncher, 2009). Positive psychologists have their own sets of philosophical presuppositions, most of them connected with Aristotle (Jørgensen & Nafstad, 2004). In addition to the fact that Christians have a long history of scholarly engagement with Aristotelian thinking, positive psychology deals with topics that are highly relevant for believers, such as virtue, spirituality, love, wisdom, and meaning. As Mark McMinn (2017) observes, many of the leading researchers on gratitude, forgiveness, and humility are Christians. However, Christian students are typically taught positive psychology using material written by psychologists who assume that life is meaningless and that the purpose of spirituality and the virtues is personal enjoyment. A Christian positive psychology will be distinct from the positive psychology of our non-Christian colleagues due to our differing ideas about basic human nature (our philosophical anthropology), our differing ideas about what flourishing is, our differing ideas about how flourishing happens, and our differing ways of understanding those who do not flourish.

Compared with mainstream positive psychology, Christian positive psychology is a better fit with Aristotelian philosophy (Hackney, 2007), includes a broader and more coherent view of the virtues (Hackney, 2010a), and better fits the reality of human nature (Hackney, 2014). We will examine these topics in more detail in chapters two and three. In addition to producing better psychology, this project also has benefits for Christians. As we will see, many of the tools positive psychologists have developed are useful in assisting Christians in our spiritual growth, helping us cultivate a more Christlike character and lead better lives as followers of God (Kaczor, 2015; McMinn, 2017).




THE STRUCTURE OF THIS BOOK


The general approach I will take in guiding you through this introduction to positive psychology will be neo-Aristotelian (what makes it “neo” will be covered in chapter two), set within a Christian vision of the good life. Flourishing will be described in terms of the cultivation of a Christlike character, making us better able to fulfill God’s purpose for our species. This process requires that we cultivate that which is good in human nature and struggle to defeat that which is evil in human nature, and this will involve both the work of the Holy Spirit and responsible human participation.

After covering some big picture philosophical and theological matters in chapters two and three, we will get into specific topics within positive psychology. The chapters are organized around broad themes. They include discussion of how these topics fit within a Christian view of flourishing and sometimes include practical exercises that can help you apply positive psychology in your own life. In this way, it is my hope that this book may be of some use to you in your own efforts to live well as a disciple of Jesus.

The first of these sections focuses on positive subjective states and features some of the foundational theories of the positive psychology movement. Chapter four focuses specifically on happiness and subjective well-being. In chapter five, the emphasis is on humor. In chapter six, we review Mihaly Csikszentmihaly’s research on “flow” states.

The topic of the next section is the role of cognitive processes in a life well lived. In chapter seven, we examine Martin Seligman’s theory of learned optimism, which is one of the foundations of positive psychology. Mindfulness, our topic for chapter eight, involves bringing one’s attention to bear on the present moment and has been associated with beneficial effects ranging from stress reduction to improved interpersonal functioning. In chapter nine, we focus on current psychological research on wisdom integrated with philosophical and theological scholarship on the topic, as well as practical methods for becoming wise.

The next section features the role of personality in flourishing, beginning in chapter ten with a focus on Character Strengths and Virtues (the CSV), the first major reference volume published by positive psychologists. In chapter eleven we examine self-control as a core human strength. In chapter twelve the focus is on characteristics we might call “mental toughness,” emphasizing hardiness and grit.

Humans are an inherently social species, so no description of flourishing is adequate if it does not include positive relationships. Chapter thirteen is about love and marriage. In chapter fourteen we turn our attention to theories and research involving gratitude. Chapter fifteen is about research on forgiveness, research that eventually led Christian psychologist Everett Worthington Jr. to testify before the South African Truth and Reconciliation Committee.

In the next section we focus more closely on specific applications of positive psychology. In chapter sixteen the focus is on helping behavior and empathy, as well as Philip Zimbardo’s Heroic Imagination Project. Chapter seventeen is about sport psychology, including Christian perspectives on sport and exercise, and the martial arts as a venue for character development. In chapter eighteen we will see positive psychology applied in education. In chapter nineteen we explore positive psychology in the workplace. In chapter twenty the US Army’s Comprehensive Soldier Fitness Program is examined in detail. Chapter twenty-one is dedicated both to the role of religion in flourishing and to efforts to apply positive psychology in church settings.

Our final section is the most unique to this book. Being a highly functioning human does not always involve happy feelings, but most positive psychologists tend to overlook this in their enthusiasm for the upside of life. A Christian perspective on flourishing, though, goes beyond the individual sense of gratification that comes from playing to one’s strengths and provides us with tools for successfully handling the darker sides of the human experience. In chapter twenty-two I provide an example of this by arguing for the goodness of guilt as both a psychological variable and a component of Christian maturity. Chapter twenty-three goes even darker, featuring existential approaches to human flourishing and a positive psychology of death.

Having considered the positive in the negative, we turn to the negative in the positive for our concluding chapter, twenty-four. While we will be dealing with criticisms of the positive psychology movement at several points throughout the book (and indeed have already mentioned a few of them), in this chapter the critics get center stage. We will cover some of the major assaults that have been made on the house that Seligman built, as well as some of the responses that have been put forward by positive psychology’s defenders. Finally, we look to the future of positive psychology. This text concludes with a look at possibilities for the future of positive psychology, as well as possibilities for a more fully formed Christian positive psychology.
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Chapter Two

The Philosophy of Flourishing


All psychology rests on philosophical presuppositions of some sort, and I think students should realize that and know enough about those presuppositions so that if one approach proves less fruitful than the student anticipated, he can turn to another.

GORDON ALLPORT







PHILOSOPHY HAS CONSEQUENCES


In the previous chapter, I introduced the idea that psychological theories rest on philosophical presuppositions about (among other things) human nature. Here we will delve into that topic in greater depth and introduce the philosophies that have shaped the positive psychology movement. We will also examine some criticisms that have arisen from these philosophical positions.




THE FALL AND RISE OF VIRTUE ETHICS


Anytime someone begins to talk about an admirable trait (honesty, bravery, and so on) or holds up another person as a model of “good character,” that person is employing the language of virtue. Ideas concerning what types of character traits make one a “good person” are as old as moral thought itself, appearing across cultures, in all major religions, in classic works of philosophy, and in everyday conversations.

Scholarly attention to the idea of virtue, however, experienced centuries of decline and neglect. The period of Western history known as the Enlightenment (roughly the seventeenth through nineteenth centuries) saw a rejection of this line of thought by many prominent thinkers. As will be described below, virtue is based on a vision of the ideal life, and this did not fit well with Enlightenment philosophy. Enlightenment thinkers wanted to rely entirely on objective rational analyses that flowed from self-evident first principles, and a vision of an ideal life is neither objective nor self-evident (MacIntyre, 1988).

The Enlightenment saw a shift of focus away from the question of how to be a good person and toward the methodological question of how to make good choices. Should a medical experiment be performed if there is a risk to the participants? Should the death penalty apply to convicted murderers who have a cognitive impairment? Should young teenage girls be required to inform their parents before having an abortion? It is assumed that the central function of ethical theory is to provide well-grounded ethical principles for resolving these quandaries. In a quandary-centered approach, ethics are not required until one comes to an instance in which rival options are presented. The individual shifts into an ethical mode of thought, decides which solution is the right solution, and then shifts out of ethical mode and back to business as usual. While the resolution of dilemmas is necessary, one downside to this approach is that ethics becomes irrelevant to everyday life unless a specific problem arises, thus eliminating large portions of ethical “real life” in favor of an emphasis on ethical “borderline cases” (Meilaender, 1984).

The two major theoretical camps in Enlightenment-influenced ethics are deontological and consequentialist. Deontological ethical thought centers around the idea that problems will be resolved through the systematic application of the correct rules and is primarily associated with the philosophy of Immanuel Kant. If the proper rules of behavior can be specified (for example, “Psychotherapists should never sleep with their clients”), then ethical dilemmas can be successfully resolved. Consequentialist ethics is typically represented by utilitarianism, an approach most often associated with such thinkers as Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill. This approach focuses on the outcome of an ethically relevant situation and the idea that the right choice is the one that produces “the greatest good for the greatest number of people.”

Numerous objections have been raised to these ethical approaches (such as the proliferation of exceptions to ethical rules or our inability to accurately know all possible outcomes of an event). At a fundamental level, many have objected to the rationalist emphasis in both deontological and consequentialist ethics (Murdoch, 1970), arguing that a life of moral excellence is not achieved through the elevation of dutiful legalism or the robotic calculation of pros and cons over such concepts as wisdom (Nussbaum, 2001) or having a kind heart (Stark, 2004). As dissatisfaction has grown with these two dominant ethical approaches, numerous scholars in the past several decades have increasingly given attention to a third possibility: bringing back virtue ethics.




THE CONTRIBUTION OF ALASDAIR MACINTYRE


Many scholars have made great contributions to the revival of virtue ethics, but the figure most often viewed as central to the movement is moral philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre. In his book After Virtue (2007), MacIntyre traces current problems in ethics and public moral debate to the failure of the Enlightenment project to rationally justify morality. All our disagreements, the Enlightenment philosopher would argue, would go away if we could establish a way to objectively justify a universally binding morality based exclusively on rational analysis.

MacIntyre argues that the failure of the Enlightenment project was inevitable. Ethical theories require commitments to certain foundational premises about human nature and the nature of moral authority. Once these premises are accepted, rational deliberation about the elaboration and application of these principles is straightforward. But how do we choose which set of premises to accept? Questions such as whether to adopt one set of rational premises over another, or even why to act ethically at all, exist outside of any particular theory’s domain, so any choice made between rival ethical claims collapses into a nonrational act of emotional preference empowered by the personal will (Murdoch, 1970). This is why public policy disagreements in our modern societies are in their current chaotic condition. Unable to agree on first principles, we have no common ground from which to work toward agreement on specific moral issues (abortion, euthanasia, marriage, and so on). “Rightness” on such issues in modern context therefore becomes a question of securing and maintaining power by persuading the majority of voters to agree with you, persuading people in positions of authority to agree with you, or acquiring enough wealth to unleash hordes of lawyers on whomever stands in your way.

Having traced the failure of the Enlightenment project, MacIntyre advocates a return to Aristotelian virtue ethics. By returning to a broadly Aristotelian approach (Hursthouse, 1999, refers to this approach as “neo-Aristotelian,” as it holds to Aristotle’s basic conceptual structure but rejects such specifics as Aristotle’s treatment of slaves and women), we are able to recognize that, by its very nature, rational analysis must take place within a community and a tradition of thought that support a vision of the ideal. This argument is in strong accord with recent work indicating that any scientific research presupposes a socially guided set of ideas about what makes “good science” and a “good theory” (e.g., Kuhn, 1996), that political ideologies are grounded in a culturally embedded vision of government and human nature (e.g., Koyzis, 2019), and, most relevant for our purposes, that psychological theories carry an inextricable concept of ideal or praiseworthy mental states (e.g., Tjeltveit, 2003; Van Belle, 1980).




NEO-ARISTOTELIAN THOUGHT


The Aristotelian (and neo-Aristotelian) approach is teleological in nature. The Greek word telos is typically translated as “end,” “goal,” or “purpose,” and it refers to the built-in functioning of some object. A description of the telos is the answer to such questions as “what is this for?” or “what does this do?” The telos of a knife is to cut. The telos of an apple tree is to produce apples. The telos of a school is to educate. A description of the telos also provides a standard for describing something as good or bad. A good object fulfills its purpose well. A good knife cuts well. A good apple tree produces many healthy apples. A good school educates students effectively.

Is there a human telos? Good question. The telos of an organism is grounded in what that organism does. It is about fulfilling a natural function that is characteristic of that species (Foot, 2001; MacIntyre, 1999). While a telos is singular, it can be multidimensional, and classic Aristotelian approaches to a good human life emphasize a combination of rationality and sociality (Fowers, 2012b). Aristotle believed that, since it is our rational capacities that set humans apart from all other animals, the human telos is to be found in the exercise of reason, so a good human is one who functions as a highly competent practical reasoner (MacIntyre, 1999, 2016). It is also common among virtue ethicists (e.g., Devettere, 2002; Foot, 2001; Hursthouse, 1999) to focus on our status as exceptionally social animals. This makes a good human one who successfully navigates our hypersocial world (Fowers, 2015). In the next chapter we will return to the question of the human telos in light of biblically informed ideas about human nature.

The good life is one spent in progress toward the telos, and the ideal person is one who is progressing toward the telos. Within the Aristotelian approach, eudaimonia is the term employed for the “good life” (the life spent moving toward the telos), and aretē (“virtue”) refers to the characteristics of the “good person” (the person who is living in the state of eudaimonia). Eudaimonia is often translated as “happiness” and refers to “a complete human life lived at its best” (MacIntyre, 2007, p. 149). As this definition of happiness centers around completeness and fulfillment, it is distinct from a hedonistic conception of happiness (the state of experiencing more pleasures than pains). Work involving a eudaimonic approach to happiness typically employs such terms as “flourishing” (Murphy, 2005a), “optimal functioning” (King, Eells, & Burton, 2004), “the actualization of human potentials” (Ryan & Deci, 2001), or “fulfillment in living” (Waterman, 1993) to describe this concept. “To flourish,” says MacIntyre (2016), “is to function well” (p. 29). This distinction between eudaimonic and hedonic happiness should not be overstated, though, since functioning well often feels good. Living morally “is itself a response to the natural human longing for happiness and fulfillment” (Mattison, 2008, p. 26). This puts virtue ethicists in stark contrast with those who might think morality is about forgoing happiness in order to obey an arbitrary set of rules.

The word aretē is typically translated as “virtue.” MacIntyre (2007) defines the virtues as “those qualities the possession of which will enable an individual to achieve eudaimonia and the lack of which will frustrate his movement toward that telos” (p. 148). Virtues are character traits that enable one to be a highly functioning person. André Comte-Sponville (2001) puts it more strongly: As the virtues are qualities of excellence for humans, the more virtuous one becomes, the more human one becomes.

Overall, the neo-Aristotelian approach may be considered a description of the ideal human life and the ways and means of moving from our current state toward this ideal state by developing and exercising specifically human powers. This approach has found an appreciative audience in a wide range of academic and applied fields. For example, Higgins (2003) employs MacIntyre’s system in developing a virtue-centered philosophy of teaching. Chen (2015) and Hicks and Stapleford (2016) employ “virtue epistemology” to describe the practice of science. And some scholars in military ethics (e.g., Toner, 2006; Oh, 2007) have applied the neo-Aristotelian perspective to military personnel.




NEO-ARISTOTELIANISM AND POSITIVE PSYCHOLOGY


There are also neo-Aristotelian ways of doing psychology. Blaine Fowers, for example, is a professor in the Department of Educational and Psychological Studies at the University of Miami, and he has worked extensively to bring an explicitly neo-Aristotelian perspective to bear on a variety of topics in psychology. In Beyond the Myth of Marital Happiness (Fowers, 2000), he asks, “What is the telos of marriage?” (we will discuss this further in chapter thirteen). In Virtue and Psychology (Fowers, 2005), he recasts professional ethics in psychology in terms of the necessary virtues of an excellent psychologist, with a particularly strong emphasis on the cultivation of practical wisdom. In The Evolution of Ethics (Fowers, 2015), he presents his general theory of psychological well-being, drawing from neo-Aristotelian virtue ethics and evolutionary psychology. In his most recent book, Frailty, Suffering, and Vice, Fowers (2017) presents (along with Frank Richardson and Brent Slife) a positive psychology grounded in the idea that virtues enable us to flourish, even though we are weak and limited creatures (more on this in some later chapters).

The positive psychology movement has been shaped by neo-Aristotelian thinking since its beginning (Kristjánsson, 2013). Seligman’s Authentic Happiness (2002) is shot through with references to Aristotle, and he says his purpose is to “provide a fresh and scientifically grounded answer” to Aristotle’s “great question”: “What is the good life?” (p. 121). Peterson and Seligman (2004) describe the CSV as “the social science equivalent of virtue ethics” (p. 89), guided by “the Aristotelian notion of eudaimonia” (p. 18). Jørgensen and Nafstad (2004) say that “the Aristotelian tradition is a core root of positive psychology. . . . Positive psychology strongly associates itself with the Aristotelian model of human nature,” and they describe the positive psychology movement as a “revitalization of Aristotelian philosophy” (p. 16).




BUT HOW ARISTOTELIAN ARE THEY REALLY?


Despite the prominence of neo-Aristotelian concepts and references to virtue ethics we find in the positive psychology movement, there are many who believe that the philosophical foundation is precisely where positive psychology is weak. A message has been emerging from multiple corners of psychology and philosophy suggesting that the prominent figures in the positive psychology movement have not done their philosophical homework.

MacIntyre (2007) claims that “any adequate teleological account must provide us with some clear and defensible account of the telos” (p. 163), and many philosophical critics of positive psychology have questioned what telos is provided in positive psychology’s articulation of the good life. Louise Sundararajan (2005a, 2005b) aims her criticism at Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi’s (2000) claim that the mission of positive psychology is to “articulate a vision of the good life that is empirically sound” (p. 5) and Seligman’s (2002) claim that positive psychology is value-neutral in its approach to the good life. In a much-criticized passage, Seligman has said:


Imagine a sadomasochist who comes to savor serial killing and derives great pleasure from it. Imagine a hit man who derives enormous gratification from stalking and slaying. Imagine a terrorist who, attached to al-Qaeda, flies a hijacked plane into the World Trade Center. Can these three people be said to have achieved the pleasant life, the good life, and the meaningful life, respectively?

The answer is yes. I condemn their actions, of course, but on grounds independent of the theory in this book. The actions are morally despicable, but the theory is not a morality or a world-view; it is a description. I strongly believe that science is morally neutral (but ethically relevant). The theory put forward in this book describes what the pleasant life, the good life, and the meaningful life are. It describes how to get these lives and what the consequences of living them are. It does not prescribe these lives for you, nor does it, as a theory, value any one of these lives above the others. (Seligman, 2002, p. 303)



Sundararajan (2005b) argues for a position similar to MacIntyre’s (2007), that any description of flourishing requires a telos or else it is meaningless. Sundararajan says Seligman’s positive psychology is “a model of the good life devoid of a moral map” (2005b, p. 36), claiming to describe a journey of personal growth without any reference to the goal of the journey. How does the traveler know which direction to take? Sundararajan also employs a few choice food metaphors in her argument, describing Seligman’s “morally neutral” positive psychology as a “happiness doughnut” with no core or similar to chemically mass-produced wine—it may technically be wine, but who would want to drink it? The regional particularities are what give wines their unique and interesting characteristics, and oenophiles (wine lovers) would not want to live in a world in which wines did not have such a wide variety of “personalities.” Similarly, descriptions of human flourishing will show the “regional particularities” of the worldviews in which they “grew.” As we will see in more detail as we continue, psychological theories differ in their assumptions about basic human nature, about the telos of growth, and about the process by which we become more highly functioning humans. A better approach, Sundararajan (2005a) suggests, is to acknowledge the cultural specificity of our visions of the good life and explore the ways these visions create a variety of psychological theories.

MacIntyre (2016) also points out that “in most cultures, perhaps in all, it is taken for granted that human flourishing is what it is taken to be in that particular culture” (p. 28). While Sundararajan focuses her criticisms on Seligman’s attempts to create a positive psychology without a telos, others claim that Seligman has in fact endorsed a telos without being aware of it. Seligman’s telos can be seen in his description of the good life in Authentic Happiness: “a life wrapped up in successfully using your signature strengths to obtain abundant and authentic gratification” (Seligman, 2002, p. 249). This emphasis on one’s own subjective gratification shows that Seligman’s implicit telos is grounded in individualistic notions of the self (Woolfolk & Wasserman, 2005), notions that are firmly embedded in modern Western culture.

Philosopher Charles Taylor, in his book A Secular Age (2007), examines how our ideas about God, self, morality, and society have changed across five centuries of Western history. One theme Taylor emphasizes is that residents of the 1500s saw the world as “enchanted,” that is, open to influence by spiritual forces of good and evil and having meaning that transcends the material composition of objects. Through a meandering historical course (which Taylor argues bears no resemblance to the simplistic “subtraction stories” told by the more naive varieties of atheist), humanity erected a conceptual wall between the natural and supernatural, disenchanting the world and stripping objects of deeper intrinsic meanings. In a disenchanted world, everything must be understood within the “immanent frame,” an autonomous natural order that may or may not have any connection to the divine. God created water, for example, but we need not refer to God in order to understand that particular combination of hydrogen and oxygen.

This shift to the immanent frame influenced our view of human flourishing. One step in the secularization process was the development of “providential deism,” the view that God created the universe for our benefit, wound up the clockwork (so to speak), then stepped back and let the clockwork run on its own. The immanent frame is self-contained, and so our explanations of the universe are expected to be self-contained. Psychologists who are guided by this worldview see human behavior as entirely natural (i.e., lacking a supernatural dimension) and governed by predictable natural laws. If humans are to be described within the immanent frame, then the good life for humans can also only be described within the immanent frame, in terms of mutual material and emotional benefit. The idea that flourishing could be defined any other way becomes difficult to grasp in a secular age.

Taylor (2007) describes our current milieu as an “age of authenticity.” The shift in perspective that led us to define human life and human flourishing in immanent terms has pushed further, opening up the possibility of defining human life in terms of “expressive individualism” (p. 299). In this view, truth and goodness come from within ourselves, and human flourishing means that “each of us has his/her own way of realizing our humanity, and that it is important to find and live out one’s own, as against surrendering to conformity with a model imposed on us from outside, by society, or the previous generation, or religious or political authority” (p. 475). The idea that a good life is self-defined is everywhere in our culture, including in the preponderance of therapies that “promise to help you find yourself, realize yourself, release your true self, and so on” (p. 475). Social relations are seen as good if they are self-chosen and contribute to individual happiness. A career is worth pursuing if it feels fulfilling to the self. Churches must cater to the personal tastes and preferences of individual attendees or else those attendees will start shopping for a new church (McCracken, 2017). For those enmeshed in this worldview, the idea that they might have to change themselves to conform to religious teachings, rather than the other way round, just doesn’t compute (we will discuss this further in chapter twenty-one).

This individualism also shapes positive psychologists’ vision of the good life, with happiness defined in terms of personal achievement and positive emotion (Uchida, Unkit, & Kitayama, 2004). Fowers (2012a) describes this set of assumptions within psychology as “individualist instrumentalism”: “Individualism takes the individual to be the ultimate social reality and views the autonomous pursuit and satisfaction of individually defined ends as the ultimate goods in life. . . . Individuals pursue their chosen goods instrumentally, which means that they have subjectively predetermined ends, and they select the best strategies, techniques, and skills to attain those ends” (p. 2).

What about those who think the good life is not all about the individual self? One of the most important concepts to come out of crosscultural social psychology is the idea that Western individualism is not the only way to think about one’s life. In cultures that are more “collectivistic,” an interdependent self-concept is more prevalent than that of an independent self (Markus & Kitayama, 1991), such that the definition of me cannot be separated from the definition of we. With the boundary between the self and others blurred, the good life becomes “an inter-subjective state that is grounded in mutual sympathy, compassion, and support” (Uchida, Unkit, & Kitayama, 2004, p. 226) rather than achievement and enjoyment.

As a demonstration of the power of cultural assumptions to shape positive psychology, consider what positive psychology might look like if it were created in a more collectivistic culture. Paul Wong (2009) sketches what a Chinese positive psychology might look like, inspired by Confucian, Taoist, and Buddhist notions of flourishing. Such a positive psychology would be based on the assumptions that fatalism is the optimal mindset in an uncontrollable and unpredictable world, that the good life requires a balance between suffering and enjoyment instead of the elimination of suffering and maximization of enjoyment, and that group harmony and hard work are moral goals in themselves. The development of non-Western approaches to positive psychology is a project that is still in its infancy (Delle Fave & Bassi, 2009; Joshanloo, 2014), but it is a project that is greatly needed as we try to respond to Sundararajan’s (2005a) call for an acknowledgment that our approach to positive psychology is culturally specific rather than universal and as we try to describe the good life in ways that do not focus exclusively on subjective enjoyment.

As I have pointed out elsewhere (Hackney, 2014), one downside of placing the individual at the center of positive psychology is that our attempts to better the human condition can overlook social systems as both causes of problems and focuses for our interventions. As Becker and Marecek (2008) put it: “Positive psychologists conceive of flourishing as something determined by individual choice and attained by private, self-focused effort” (p. 1777), and we will see this individualism on display repeatedly in later chapters as we address various areas of application for positive psychology. When we examine the Comprehensive Soldier and Family Fitness Program (the application of positive psychology in the US Army), we will see that this program focuses entirely on empowering individual soldiers to thrive while paying no attention to the policies, organizational structure, procedures, or cultural norms of the US Army. Educational applications of positive psychology are similarly about teaching individual students how to cultivate a positive mindset rather than reforming the education system. When positive psychology is applied in the workplace, we do not see attempts to change corporate climate, company policies, workload levels, or any other “structural” factors. Instead, we see individual workers taught how to flourish “even in the midst of their heavy workloads and the tyranny of impossible expectations” (Achor, 2010, p. 22).




CHRISTIAN VIRTUE ETHICS


Relying on individual subjectivity for a definition of the good life is inadequate for those who believe that “there is a way that seems right to a man, but its end is the way to death” (Proverbs 14:12 ESV), and Christianity contains an extensive tradition of virtue ethics from which we can draw in our attempts to understand a life well lived (Kotva, 1996). In our next chapter, we will take a closer look at the Bible and theology on the topic of human nature and human flourishing. What follows here is just a very brief sampling of some Christian thought on virtue across the centuries.

Ancient and medieval Christian thinkers often used virtue language to describe a good life. Prudentius’s fifth-century allegorical poem “Psychomachia” (meaning “soul battle”) was tremendously influential in shaping the early medieval view of moral growth (O’Sullivan, 2004). In the poem we see virtues and vices locked in allegorical struggle, with plenty of allegorical blood and guts (for example, Faith crushes the skull of Idolatry and gouges out the monster’s eyes for good measure). Like Prudentius, Augustine of Hippo argued that there is a powerful tendency toward evil in human nature and that living well involves winning our internal war so that we love that which should be loved in the way it deserves to be loved, empowered by virtues such as courage, wisdom, justice, and temperance and placing the knowledge of God at the center of our journey of personal development (Stalnaker, 2006).

Thomas Aquinas, the thirteenth-century philosopher and theologian, placed virtue and flourishing at the heart of his moral thought. In his Summa Theologiae, Aquinas identifies the human telos as union with God, with properly functioning reason directing us toward that goal. Virtues direct us toward true happiness (Herdt, 2015), which involves living toward our function as well as “the fullest possible development of our active powers” (Porter, 2016, p. 184). Because these powers are part of our created nature, Aquinas saw the possibility of an imperfect (merely human) form of happiness for those who do not know God. The cardinal virtues (wisdom, justice, courage, and temperance) that empower the proper functioning of these natural abilities can make one better but cannot make one perfect (MacIntyre, 1988). Perfect happiness will come only on the other side of death when we are at last in the presence of God (Charry, 2010), and “merely human” happiness on this side of the grave requires grace from God. Contrary to what we saw with Charles Taylor (2007) on flourishing within the immanent frame, virtue for a Christian has both natural and supernatural dimensions (Keenan, 2016; Titus & Moncher, 2009), so a Christian positive psychology will take into account the role of the Holy Spirit in the life of eudaimonic growth (Hackney, 2010).

In the twentieth century, MacIntyre’s After Virtue sparked a boom of virtue thought among modern Christian scholars (Murphy, 1997). While earlier work on the virtues certainly existed (e.g., Henry, 1957; Pieper, 1965; Hauerwas, 1975), it is MacIntyre who has provided the concepts and vocabulary that is shaping much of current Christian thought on topics as diverse as missions (Wilson, 1997), education (Smith, 2009), and politics (Smith, 2002).

One Christian virtue ethicist who strongly influenced this text is Nancey Murphy, currently senior professor of Christian philosophy at Fuller Theological Seminary (see Murphy & Hackney, 2011, for my interview with her). Murphy (2005a) argues that psychology can never be value-free, as any descriptions of health, dysfunction, abnormality, and so on make sense only in the context of a particular set of assumptions about ultimate reality, human nature, and the highest good toward which humans can strive. Psychological theories are embedded in ethical and theological visions of the human condition. “If it is the case,” she claims, “that all psychological research programs are in fact ‘theology laden,’ then Christian psychologists are not only entitled but obligated to attempt to work out the consequences of their theologies for psychology” (p. 26).

Murphy (2005c) connects this integration project to MacIntyre’s teleological conceptual structure, “rewriting” psychological theories by looking at how Christians and non-Christians approach the following three questions:


	1. What is the character of untutored and ungraced human nature?


	2. What is the character of ideal human existence?


	3. What are the means by which the transition can be made? (p. 56)




As we will see in our next chapter, Christian theologians have quite a lot to say about these three topics. And the answers provided will profoundly impact the construction of a Christian positive psychology.
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Chapter Three

The Theology of Flourishing


Happy are the people whose strength is in you;

Whose hearts are set on the pilgrim’s way.

PSALM 84:5 (BAS)







GOD WANTS US TO BE HAPPY


No, I am not about to start pitching the prosperity gospel or any similar “health and wealth” nonsense. As we saw in the previous chapter, we are not defining the good life in terms of perpetual cheerfulness, and we are not defining it in terms of yachts, sunny beaches, affordable household appliances, or a well-tailored suit. “Happy” in this context is about flourishing. It is about living the good life by doing what humans were designed to do. Philosophers approach this topic from the perspective of virtue ethics, asking what kind of people we are supposed to be and what characteristics we must acquire in order to live as that kind of person.

Philosophers are not the only ones who ask these kinds of questions about how humans are to live well. Historically, most Christian thinkers have understood the moral life to be the pursuit of happiness (Mattison, 2008). In this chapter, we will consider some of the contributions made by biblical scholars and theologians to the question of human flourishing and begin to sketch out what a Christian positive psychology might look like when constructed on a foundation of biblically informed ideas about the human condition.




HAPPINESS IN THE BIBLE


Some people have the impression that the Bible teaches “pie in the sky” while ignoring the present life. “Fast on bread and water now, feast on steak and lobster in the life to come” (Kaczor, 2015, p. 21). The reality is, though, that the Good Book has quite a lot to say about the good life in the here and now (Strawn, 2012). In contrast with the Stoic doctrine that the only thing required for happiness is virtue, and also in contrast with the heretical Gnostic doctrine that the material world is entirely evil (making happiness a matter of escaping the material world), a biblical understanding of happiness is grounded in the goodness of creation and in the belief that humans are meant to participate in God’s joy in creation (Fretheim, 2012). A well-lived life as described in the Bible includes family and friends (MacDonald, 2012), a peaceful and well-ordered community, a joyful and prosperous home life, and lots of good food and drink (Lapsley, 2012). Christians “don’t have to differentiate between spiritual and sensual happiness. They belong together” (Moltmann, 2015, p. 8). We were created to live the shalom of flourishing and delight, and the fact that we do not all enjoy such a life is a consequence of the fall (Plantinga, 1995), not of any inherent evil in material existence.

In the Old Testament, much of what we find on living well involves the Hebrew word asher, which may be translated as “happy,” “blessed,” or “fortunate.” None of these English words, however, precisely capture what is meant by asher (Brown, 2012). Rendering asher as “happy” puts us back into the problem we covered earlier: our tendency to equate the word happy with positive emotional gratification. “Blessed” reminds us that the good life is a gift from God, but it does not adequately capture the human effort that also goes into living well. “Fortunate” makes it sound too much like the good life is a matter of luck, which lines up with Aristotle but not with the Bible (MacDonald, 2012; Nussbaum, 2001). When the Psalms tell us that “blessed is [somebody]” (e.g., Psalm 1:1), we are being given guidance about what we can do to contribute to a life well lived. Ellen Charry (2010) refers to her theology of happiness as “asherist,” arguing that most of God’s commands for us “outline an obedient, rewarding, and wise life that can be lived now despite grief from sin and life’s contingencies” (p. 173).

The Greek word makarios functions in the New Testament similarly to how asher does in the Old Testament. Makarios has also been translated as “blessed” or “happy,” and the same English-language difficulties apply (Holladay, 2012). One key passage relevant to this project is the Sermon on the Mount, specifically the Beatitudes (Matthew 5:3-12). The Beatitudes is a list of eight “blessed are those who . . . ” statements, and the word “blessed” here is a translation of makarios (for this reason, the statements are called “makarisms”). Those who cultivate the characteristics described in these makarisms are living the kind of life that points toward the kingdom of God, which will be rewarded when the kingdom arrives in its fullest. These characteristics also help us toward true happiness in the present life (Harrington & Keenan, 2005). “To put it more simply, Aristotle’s ‘secular’ eudaimonia becomes Christianity’s spiritual makarios” (Pennington & Hackney, 2016, p. 3). We may therefore, as we attempt to construct a Christian positive psychology, look to the Beatitudes as one source of our ideas about living well (Roberts, 2000).




THEOLOGY AND FLOURISHING


As we saw in the last chapter, Nancey Murphy (2005c) proposes that we construct our Christian positive psychology by adopting MacIntyre’s teleological conceptual structure, building our understanding of flourishing by asking three questions: (1) What is the character of untutored and ungraced human nature? (2) What is the character of ideal human existence? (3) What are the means by which the transition can be made from (1) to (2)?

This process of transitioning from the “starting point” of basic human nature toward the teleological goal of living fully as humans are meant to live is described by theologians as “sanctification” (Kotva, 1996). Hoekema (1987) defines sanctification as “that gracious operation of the Holy Spirit, involving our responsible participation, by which He delivers us as justified sinners from the pollution of sin, renews our entire nature according to the image of God, and enables us to live lives that are pleasing to Him” (p. 61). The word sanctified means to be set apart to something, with the additional meaning of one’s character fitting that status as set apart (Procksch & Kuhn, 1964). Christians are set apart to God, and that should be reflected in our lifestyle and character as it already is in our status (Bavinck, 1899/2008). Although the Christian is a new creation, sin continues to be an active factor, so sanctification also involves a reduction of the remaining evil, as well as an increase in the new nature as a controlling force in our thoughts, feelings, and behaviors (Hodge, 1872/2001).

A complete exploration of theological anthropology is beyond the scope of this text, but readers are encouraged to continue their engagement with this topic, starting with the “doctrine of humanity” section of a good systematic theology or two (examples abound) and expanding from there into the scholarly theological literature on human nature (even more examples abound). We will not concern ourselves at this point with anthropological issues such as dualism versus monism, human origins and interpretation of Genesis 1–2, or the question of free will (even though all of these are psychologically relevant topics and worthy of further investigation). Here we will focus on two concepts: our creation in the image of God and our status as fallen creatures.

“To be human means to be made in the image of God” (Sherlock, 1996, p. 95). If there is any theological concept that must serve as a ground for the development of a Christian psychology, it is this one. What exactly our status as image-bearers entails, however, is not made clear in Scripture, and Grenz (1994) describes this issue as “perhaps the single most debated topic of Christian anthropology” (p. 168). A number of human characteristics have been put forward as definitive of the imago Dei, ranging from our rational capacity to our free will to our upright physical posture (Grenz, 1994; Hughes, 1989; McDonald, 1981; Sherlock, 1996). Horton (2011), however, argues (as have many recent Christian scholars) that attempts to locate the imago somewhere within the individual self are a mistake. We are inherently relational beings, so who we are will be found between rather than within. This theological approach also corresponds with many developmental and social psychological findings regarding the social nature of the self (Balswick, King, & Reimer, 2016; Harter, 1999; Morf & Mischel, 2012).

Stanley Grenz (2001) connects this relational imago to trinitarian theology. Grenz points to the renewal over the past several decades of the “social trinity,” a way of looking at the triune God as three persons who, while continuing to be three distinct persons, exist in loving relational unity (the term used to describe this intimate unity of mutual indwelling is perichoresis). If this is the nature of the triune God, and we are created in God’s image, then the functioning of our human nature will involve our own limited form of perichoresis (Knabb, Welsh, & Alexander, 2012), characterized by living “in communion with God and others in mutually giving and receiving relationships” (Balswick, King, & Reimer, 2016, p. 37). Grenz (2001) calls this the “ecclesial self.” This view of human nature will inform our project of constructing a Christian positive psychology.

One consequence of our status as created in the image of God is that humans are afforded tremendous value and dignity (McDonald, 1981). As God’s creation, we have origins that are unambiguously good (Wolters, 1985). Further, as image-bearers, we have a special place in creation (Grenz, 1994) and an exalted status above the other animal species (Hughes, 1989). That goodness, though corrupted by the fall, is not entirely eradicated by it (Sherlock, 1996). Christian positive psychologists may therefore find themselves resonating with the idea that humans are built with “inherent growth tendencies” (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p. 68) and that flourishing involves discovering ways to foster that growth by providing nutritive and supportive environments (Browning, 1987; Dueck, 1995).

Since the imago Dei is not entirely eradicated, we remain relational beings created for covenant, so mature functioning will be found in mutually reciprocating covenant relationships (Balswick, King, & Reimer, 2016). This approach fits well with Christopher Peterson’s (2013) claim that positive psychology’s message concerning the good life is that “other people matter” (p. 127), as well as research concerning the deep power of relationships (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Sabates (2012) claims that a Christian approach to social psychology would be grounded in the belief that “humans, by virtue of having been created in God’s image, have an intrinsic relational nature that includes a genuine capacity for other-centered care” (p. 68).

That’s the good news. Now for the bad news: the fall. Although we were created to exist in loving community with God and others, and so to cultivate God’s shalom of flourishing and delight, we broke covenant, broke shalom, and in so doing broke ourselves (Plantinga, 1995). This failure and fallenness create the intense duality of the human condition: we are “a mixture of good and evil, of godly beauty and diabolical hideousness, of unlimited potential and of tragic failure. In theological terms, we are God’s good handiwork, but we have fallen into sin” (Grenz, 1994, p. 181). So if someone asks whether Christianity is optimistic or pessimistic about human goodness, the answer is “yes.” Positive psychologist Ellen Berscheid (2003) sees a fundamental conflict between a view of humans as either “teeming with innate malignancies toward other humans” or a view of humans as “eager to love other humans and to be loved by them” (p. 44). A Christian would respond to Berscheid by saying that the reality is not “either-or”; it is “both-and.” The optimist is correct; we are born with innate goodness and a disposition toward growth and thriving, and these can be thwarted by unhealthy environmental conditions (the corruption of our social systems, for example, is also a result of the fall). But the pessimist is also correct; we are (post-fall) born with innate badness and a disposition toward shalom-breaking and failure, even in the presence of nutritive environmental conditions (Hackney, 2014). This explains “why humans can conceive of aesthetic ideals but not create them, can long for a perfect world but not fashion one, can hope for genuine love but seldom express or experience it, can remember and anticipate Paradise yet sense it eluding us” (Ellens, 1989, p. 41).

This situation is inescapable. The doctrine of original sin is the claim that humans are, from birth, characterized by “attitudes, orientations, propensities and tendencies which are contrary to God’s law, incompatible with his holiness, and found in all people, in all areas of their lives” (Blocher, 1997, p.18). We are predisposed both to fall short of the shalom that God established for the flourishing and wholeness of creation and to resist divine restoration of shalom (Plantinga, 1995), leaving us chronically misoriented in our motivations and prone to failure in our attempts to attain moral goals (Delkeskamp-Hayes, 2007). We are “estranged from God in all our powers, indisposed to do what is right in God’s sight, and deeply inclined to do what is wrong” (Shuster, 2004, p. 160), and we are incapable of eliminating this tendency by our own power (Horton, 2011).

This position will put Christian positive psychologists at odds with many of our secular colleagues. As I argue elsewhere (Hackney, 2014), mainstream positive psychology is characterized by an unbalanced optimism when it comes to the basic goodness of human nature. While some positive psychologists hold to a balanced view of human goodness and badness (e.g., Peterson & Park, 2003; Brown & Holt, 2011), many create a false dichotomy by placing optimistic and pessimistic views in opposition to each other, rather than holding them as complementary, and denigrating pessimism as somehow unscientific. Martin Seligman (2002) caricatures anthropological pessimism in Authentic Happiness, calling it “the rotten-to-the-core dogma” (p. x), blames its existence on the unfortunate survival of the religious doctrine of original sin in the modern world, makes the bold claim that “there is not a shred of evidence that strength and virtue are derived from negative motivation” (p. xi), and declares that “if there is any doctrine this book seeks to overthrow, it is this one” (p. x). Berscheid (2003) says psychology’s emphasis on the negative is the result of “popular assumptions” that human nature is innately bad, and she argues that positive psychology’s ability to understand humans depends on a willingness to jettison pessimistic “assumptions” of human nature and embrace “the fact that, far from being born predisposed to be hostile toward other humans, it appears that we are innately inclined to form strong, enduring, and harmonious attachments with others of the species” (p. 45, emphasis mine). Similarly, Dacher Keltner’s contribution to positive psychology’s “declaration of independence” in the Handbook of Positive Psychology (Snyder & Lopez, 2005) includes a dismissal of pessimistic psychological theories as “assumptions about human nature” and a claim that “positive psychology offers an alternative, scientific approach to human nature” (Snyder et al., 2005, p. 763, emphasis mine). Note the consistent message here: these positive psychologists claim that pessimism is the result of unscientific assumptions and premodern dogmas, while optimism comes from embracing modern scientific facts.

These strongly optimistic psychologists are not naive. They do not wish to ignore the reality of dysfunction and evil. But then where does the “badness” of humanity come from? Linley and Joseph (2004) claim that all evil can be explained by “the absence of facilitative social-environmental conditions, rather than as an inherent aspect of human nature per se” (p. 718). This idea that an innately good humanity is forced into evil by bad circumstances can be traced at least as far back as Rousseau in 1762, and it continues to influence the field of psychology. Examples include Deci and Ryan’s (2000a) claim that self-determination theory can fully account for the “darker sides of human behavior” in terms of the effects of “need thwarting contexts” (p. 319) and Philip Zimbardo’s (2004) belief that evil comes from bad situations causing good people to do bad things.

What does this mean for positive psychologists? I argue (Hackney, 2014) that the unbalanced optimism in mainstream positive psychology carries dark consequences, which we will consider in more detail in chapter twenty-four. One thing I will point out here is that a Christian positive psychology will emphasize combating the self as vital to flourishing, while our secular colleagues focus more on the cultivation of that which is good in humans. As Stalnaker (2006) puts it, “For beings like us, the cultivation of virtue requires the restraint and redirection of certain impulses, as well as the cultivation of others” (p. 20). We will explore this further as we consider topics such as self-control (chapter eleven) and guilt (chapter twenty-two).

Now we consider the telos, the end or goal of the journey of sanctification. A happy life is a life that is oriented toward the telos and is making progress toward that telos. It is therefore of central importance to ask at what telos we are aiming. As we saw in the previous chapter, any psychological theory that describes flourishing, happiness, mental health, or maturity will be based on a particular vision of the good life, whether the theorist acknowledges it or not. Much of our current positive psychology implies a telos of human functioning grounded in individualism and subjective gratification.

This subjective individualistic telos does not fit well with a Christian view of the human condition. We believe that humans were created for a purpose and that this purpose is not to please ourselves. For example, the Westminster Catechism includes the teleological question, “What is the chief and highest end of man?” The accompanying answer given is, “Man’s chief and highest end is to glorify God and fully to enjoy him forever.” This idea that humanity’s purpose is found not in ourselves but in God runs across multiple Christian traditions. Just to give a few more examples, in the Heidelberg Catechism we are told that God created humans “so that they might truly know God their creator, love him with all their heart, and live with God in eternal happiness, to praise and glorify him”; in the Catechism of the Catholic Church God is said to have created us that we may “share in his own blessed life”; in the London Baptist Confession Adam and Eve are described as having been created for a “life to God” and equipped with everything they needed for that purpose.

N. T. Wright’s (2010) take on that “life to God” is that the telos of humanity is for us to serve as God’s “royal priesthood” (1 Peter 2:9). We fulfill the royal function when we reflect God’s wisdom and goodness in ruling creation, and we are fulfilling the priestly function when we reflect creation’s praise back to God. One should note that this royal priesthood function is not about forcefully exerting domination over the present world but anticipating and preparing for our rule over the eschatological earth. This telos connects back to humanity’s original (pre-fall) role as caretakers of creation (Grenz, 1994; Horton, 2011) and as agents of shalom (Plantinga, 1995). When the Lord establishes his new heaven and new earth (Revelation 21:1), we will finally do what we were designed to do, and we will finally do it right. Grenz (2001) connects this eschatological perspective to his social trinitarian view of the imago Dei. We were created, he argues, to live in loving community with each other and with God, and this will find its fulfillment when we are perfected in the likeness of Christ: “The humankind created in the imago Dei is none other than the new humanity conformed to the imago Christi, and the telos toward which the Genesis creation narrative points is the eschatological community of glorified saints” (p. 18). When we finally do what we were designed to do, we will finally be the image of God we were intended to be.

One particular psychological implication of this eschatological perspective is Wright’s (2010) take on “authenticity.” The idea that we should be “true to ourselves” has a high degree of cachet in our current society (Taylor, 2007), influenced in part by the humanistic psychologists’ emphasis on self-actualization (e.g., Rogers, 1961) and existential psychologists’ calls for authenticity (e.g., Wood et al., 2008). In current positive psychology, Seligman’s (2002) belief that the good life is about subjective gratification could be seen as another example of this. But the self-concept is multifaceted, containing many kinds of self-knowledge, as well as multiple “selves” (Swann & Bosson, 2010). So to which “self” should we be true? Wright (2010) argues that we should be true to our eschatological selves, the royal-priestly selves we will one day be when the kingdom of God is fully actualized. This form of authenticity is more about living in the present in a way congruent with the character we are becoming instead of congruent with whatever characterizes the present self.

“The final goal of sanctification,” says Hoekema (1987), “can be nothing other than the glory of God” (p. 88), and the more a person progresses in sanctification, the better that person will perform the will of God for the glory of God (Ames, 1629/1968). The way we fulfill that ultimate goal is by living a life of love involving “fellowship with God, with one another, and with all creation” (Grenz, 1994, p. 446). And the way we become fit members of that community is by cultivating a Christlike character. Sin involves a perversion and destruction of the image of God in humanity, and sanctification involves a reversal of that corruption. Thus Hoekema (1987) refers to sanctification as “our renewal in the image of God” (p. 66; see also Colossians 3:10), and William Ames claims that the end of sanctification is “the purity of God’s image” in the person (Ames, 1629/1968, p. 169).

The image of God finds its full expression in Jesus (Colossians 1:15, 19; Hebrews 1:3), which means that sanctification, the renewal of humans in the image of God, will involve ever-greater conformity to Christ (Grenz, 1994; Guthrie, 1981; Hoekema, 1987; Murray, 1955). Among the other reasons for Jesus’ life, teaching, death, and resurrection, one of his purposes on earth was to show us true humanity. In Jesus we see “the complete structure of what it is to be man, in his threefold relationship to God, the neighbor, and nature. Here is also the highest quality of what it is to be man, as love and freedom. Here human existence has reached its full maturity and therefore has fully become God’s partner and instrument” (Berkhof, 1986, p. 303). Christ provides a prototype of human flourishing, a prototype that we should look to as we construct a Christian psychology of flourishing. We look to Jesus for our definition of human nature as it could be if it realized its telos, and sanctification can be seen as the closing of the gap between living the life we live now and living the life Jesus demonstrated (Boice, 1986).

According to Murphy (2005b), a description of the Christlike telos should feature the self-renouncing actions of Jesus. Murphy makes use of the term kenōsis (“self-emptying”; see Oepke, 1964) to describe this self-sacrificial principle. In Philippians 2:5-7, we are told to have the same mindset as Christ, “who, though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied himself, by taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men” (ESV). Murphy (2005b) embraces kenotic renunciation of self as her formal description of the primary virtue of the ideal human. Research proposed by Murphy (2005c) toward developing a Christian psychology of flourishing would involve an examination of kenotic versus nonkenotic ways of thinking, feeling, and behaving. Examples of such research topics include leadership styles, forgiveness, nonviolence, altruism, and the undermining of materialism. Clements and Mitchell’s (2005) discussion of minimally coercive parenting is an example of what this approach might look like, as is Laporte’s (1997) use of the word kenōsis to describe psychological maturity. Knabb, Welsh, and Alexander (2012) claim that kenotic self-giving is how we move from self-centered individualism to a healthy interrelatedness in which we find our true relational self by living in community with others. We become ourselves by dying to self.

In addition to having a different vision of basic human nature than our secular colleagues and a different vision of the telos of flourishing, a Christian positive psychology will also feature a unique perspective on how flourishing is accomplished. As Becker and Marecek (2008) note, “Positive psychologists conceive of flourishing as something determined by individual choice and attained by private, self-focused effort” (p. 1777). In contrast, the process by which sanctification progresses includes both responsible human activity and divine sovereignty, and scholars who address sanctification strive to find an approach that adequately addresses both aspects. Sanctification is a work of the Holy Spirit (Philippians 1:6; 1 Thessalonians 5:23; 2 Thessalonians 2:13), not human effort. At the same time, though, humans are called to a life of strenuous exertion as they battle against the evil that remains in them (Galatians 5:17; Colossians 3:5-10; Hebrews 12:1) and strive toward the development of a more Christlike lifestyle and character (Acts 24:16; Philippians 2:15; 2 Peter 1:3-8; 1 Timothy 4:15-16). We can see this dual nature of sanctification in Philippians 2:12-13, in which Paul encourages believers to “work out your salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you to will and to act in order to fulfill his good purpose.” When Revelation 19 describes the church as the bride of Christ, the bride is “given” fine linen by God, but we are told that this linen represents “the righteous acts of the saints” (Revelation 19:8 ESV).

Outside of Scripture, this dual nature is also seen in Calvin’s Institutes. In dealing with sanctification, Calvin (in book three) urges Christians to strive “with continuous effort” toward a life of increasing goodness, but at the same time he reminds us that “in no respect can works serve as the cause of our holiness” (Calvin, 1559/1960, p. 783). If we overemphasize the work of God in sanctification to the exclusion of human effort, that leads to the errors of passivity (the idea that God will give me a Christlike character while I sit on my rump and do nothing) and antinomianism (the idea that, since nothing I do will make me holy, I might as well live as sinfully as I wish). Overemphasizing human effort to the exclusion of the Holy Spirit leads to errors of legalism and self-righteous pride (Berkouwer, 1952). Berkhof (1986) claims that a proper definition of sanctification needs to include both the “activation” (sanctification requires our earnest effort) and “relaxation” (sanctification occurs as organic growth regardless of effort) models simultaneously, using one to correct the other. Hoekema (1987) also takes the perspective that we must understand sanctification as an act of God in which we also are active: “God works in us the entire process of our sanctification—both the willing of it and the doing of it. The harder we work, the more sure we may be that God is working in us” (p. 71).

What is the role for psychology in the process of sanctification? The immediate danger in developing a “psychology of sanctification” is that considering the psychological cultivation of character strengths and virtues in this context could fulfill Berkhouwer’s (1952) criticism of the tendency to degrade sanctification into nothing more than moralistic self-improvement, with the accompanying “insidious self-esteem” (p. 129) of the Pharisee. Charles Taylor (2007) describes the degradation of spiritual transformation to mere moralizing as another outcome of secularization and the barrier it erected between transcendence and the immanent frame.

On the other hand, it would also be wrong to entirely ignore a potentially valuable resource. William Ames (1629/1968) considered it “testing God” to desire something good, but at the same time, to “relinquish ordinary means appointed by God and to expect him to provide for them at their wish” (p. 275) or to refuse “the means necessary for it, as a person does in this world who desires health and continuance of life and yet rejects medicine or food” (p. 276). While I share the desire to avoid the error of reducing sanctification to human effort, we are provided with both divine and mundane resources for the living of our lives. In keeping with Ames’s examples, we see that healing is described in the Bible as a gift of the Holy Spirit (1 Corinthians 12:7-11), and we are told to pray for healing in times of sickness (James 5:14). We are also told not to worry about food, because God knows our needs (Matthew 6:25-26). That being said, we still seek out medical doctors when sick and restaurants when hungry. This is not a rejection of God as long as we give thanks and glory to God for healing when we recover and for the food he provides.

The same principle can be applied to the humanities and social sciences. Preaching the gospel is fully dependent on the power and guidance of the Holy Spirit (Mohler, 1992), but expositors can draw unproblematically from scholarly work in communication, psychology, cultural studies, and philosophy in the construction of effective messages (Chapel, 1994). The Spirit of God is a spirit of reconciliation, and many Christians pursue the practice of peacemaking and conflict resolution as a way of living in step with that Spirit (Swartley, 2007), but those Christians see no hypocrisy in employing theoretical and methodological resources that arise from non-Christian scholarship on conflict resolution (Kale, 2003). The growth of Christlike character in the believer is, as we have seen, first and foremost the work of the Holy Spirit, but the possibility exists that research into virtuous development might be useful in providing practical guidance for the “human effort” side of this process (Worthington, Griffin, & Lavelock, 2019).

The word sanctify means to set something apart, and sanctification involves cultivating the kind of life that flows from that set-apart status. Bavinck (1899/2008) points out that early Christians endorsed and practiced specific virtues, “aware that by these virtues they were distinguishing themselves from the world and called themselves the people of God” (p. 237). If the cultivation and exercise of Christian virtues makes us distinct from the world, as well as making us better equipped to glorify God and live in community with him, then this would satisfy both definitions of sanctification. A Christian approach to positive psychology would also fulfill both definitions, as it would be an approach that is distinct from the rest of positive psychology and an approach that equips us to better fulfill our roles as psychologists: attempting to understand the human condition and improve human lives.
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Chapter Four

Happiness


My whole house is great; I can do anything good. I like my school, I like anything, I like my Dad, I like my cousins, I like my aunts, I like my Allisons, I like my Mom, I like my sister, I like my hair, I like my haircuts, I like my pajamas, I like my stuff, I like my room, I like my whole house! My whole house is great! I can do anything good! Yeah yeah yeah yeah!

FOUR-YEAR-OLD YOUTUBE CELEBRITY “JESSICA”







HEDONIC PSYCHOLOGY


Despite the importance that people give to feeling happy, happiness is one of the least examined emotions (Averill & More, 2000). Back in chapter one, I put some effort into establishing that positive psychology is not “happyology” or the psychology of smiley faces. However, this does not mean that positive emotion is outside the domain of positive psychology. When Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi (2000) introduced positive psychology, one of the three core topics they put forward as focuses of the field was positive subjective experience, stating that “the hedonic quality1 of current experience is the basic building block of a positive psychology” (p. 8).

To begin with, we need to consider the place positive emotion occupies in our conception of the good life. Operating from a eudaimonist perspective, hedonic pleasure cannot itself be the telos of authentic happiness, but it can be seen as a legitimate component of a life well lived. “Pleasure,” says Martha Nussbaum (2015), “is not identical with happiness, but it usually (not always) accompanies the unimpeded performance of the activities that constitute happiness” (p. 227). Emotion researcher Caroll Izard (1977) describes joy as something that “just happens” (p. 231) while we pursue other goals. Existential psychologist Viktor Frankl (1984) argues that pleasure finds its proper place as a “side effect or by-product” (p. 125) of a good life, not as its goal. Frankl’s claim is supported by researchers who have found that, while experiencing happiness is often associated with well-being, pursuing happiness itself as a goal is associated with experiencing less happiness (Mauss, Tamir, Anderson, & Savino, 2011) and more loneliness (Mauss, Savino, Anderson, Weisbuch, Tamir, & Laudenslager, 2011), as well as increased severity of mood disorders (Ford et al., 2014; Ford, Mauss, & Gruber, 2015). So we begin this examination of happiness guided by the principle that happiness is important but is not itself the good life.

When Martin Seligman launched the positive psychology movement with his presidential address (Seligman, 1999), he announced the formation of the Templeton Positive Psychology Prize (the largest monetary prize in the APA at the time), intended to honor excellent positive psychology research. The first recipient of the prize was Barbara Fredrickson for her work on positive emotion.




WHAT IS HAPPINESS GOOD FOR? 

One of the central questions that animates Fredrickson’s research concerns the function of positive emotion. At a certain level, the functions of negative emotions are easier to discern. Anger, for example, involves marshaling our motivational energy toward the elimination of threats and frustrations; disgust helps keep us free from contamination; fear is our danger sense (Izard, 1977). Anger pushes us to attack, disgust to expel, fear to flee, and so on. But happiness does not really solve a problem, and the behaviors that are motivated by positive emotions are not nearly specific enough to be described as one-to-one reaction tendencies (Fredrickson, 1998; Fredrickson & Levenson, 1998). Instead, positive emotions tend to signal that a goal has been reached or that progress is being made toward a goal (Scheier & Carver, 1988; Carver & Scheier, 1990).

Fredrickson (2000) argues that positive emotions have in common the fact that they “all share the ability to broaden people’s momentary thought-action repertoires and build their enduring personal resources, ranging from physical and intellectual resources to social and psychological resources” (p. 219). She refers to this approach as the “broaden-and-build” theory of positive emotion. Rather than equipping us to deal with situation-specific crises, positive emotions are about adding new cognitive, behavioral, and social “tools” to our psychosocial toolboxes in the form of new ideas, new and deeper friendships, creativity, exploration, cooperation, and play. These tools become useful later, when we have need of them in the pursuit of goals and solving of problems (Cohn & Fredrickson, 2009).

This approach has found support in a number of studies. Derryberry and Tucker (1994) review research on mood and attention, concluding that negative mood narrows our attentional resources, while positive mood broadens them. Positive emotion is also associated with more cognitive flexibility (Isen & Daubman, 1984) and creativity (Isen, Daubman, & Nowicki, 1987). Researchers have also found positive emotion to enhance our social functioning (Fredrickson, 1998; Harker & Keltner, 2001). People are more willing to trust others (Dunn & Schweitzer, 2005) and demonstrate fewer prejudicial biases (Isen, Niedenthal, & Cantor, 1992; Dovidio, Gaertner, Isen, & Lowrance, 1995; Johnson & Fredrickson, 2005) when they feel happy. In addition, people are more likely to respond favorably to those who appear happy (Harker & Keltner, 2001).




A JOYFUL HEART IS GOOD MEDICINE


Generally speaking, positive emotion is good for us (Fredrickson & Joiner, 2002). Lyubomirsky, King, and Diener (2005) reviewed the research literature and concluded that experiencing more frequent positive affect predicted better outcomes across a number of domains, including career success, relationship satisfaction, medical health, social engagement, and coping ability. One of the classic studies in this area is the famous “Nun Study” (Danner, Snowdon, & Friesen, 2001). As part of an ongoing longitudinal study, 678 members of the School Sisters of Notre Dame have undergone annual physical and mental assessments, allowing researchers access to their records and agreeing to donate their brains for study after their deaths. Of those, around two hundred joined the order during a time in which sisters were being asked to write their autobiographies. Danner and colleagues coded these narratives, recording the amount of positive emotion expressed in each. When compared against outcomes six decades later, autobiographical happiness predicted a longer lifespan. The most cheerful nuns tended to live around a full decade longer than the least cheerful nuns. This finding is of great scientific interest, since members of a religious order tend to have so much in common (same gender and marital status, same occupation and income, similar diets, similar activities, similar access to medical care, and so on) that many possible explanations for the relationship between emotion and well-being are controlled for.

Lefcourt, Davidson-Katz, and Kueneman (1990) found the expression of positive emotion to be associated with improved immune system functioning. Laughing resulted in increased production of antibodies, with greater effects seen in those with better senses of humor (but see Martin, 2001, and our discussion in the next chapter for reasons to interpret these findings with caution). Fredrickson et al. (2000) argue that another possible pathway by which positive emotion improves physical health is by “undoing” the deleterious effects of negative emotions. It is well-known that long-term experience of negative emotions increases the risk of medical conditions, ranging from heart disease to the common cold to longer wound-healing time (Booth-Kewley & Friedman, 1987; Leventhal & Patrick-Miller, 2000). Fredrickson and colleagues (2000) first created anxiety in their participants by requiring them to prepare a speech in a very short time, then followed that by showing them one of several possible film clips designed to elicit specific emotions (contentment, amusement, sadness, and neutral emotion). Compared to the sadness group and the neutral control group, the heart rates of the participants in the two positive-emotion groups returned to baseline more quickly, supporting the authors’ claim that positive emotions help to undo the physiological strain put on our systems by negative emotions.




CAN THERE BE TOO MUCH HAPPINESS? 

In the Elizabethan epic The Faerie Queene, heroic knights serve as personifications of virtues (one character represents faith, another represents justice, and so on). Book Two involves the virtue of temperance (moderation and self-control) embodied in the character of Guyon. At one point Guyon attends a dinner hosted by three sisters. One sister, Perissa, represents excess, stuffing herself with meat and wine, laughing without control, and cheating on one lover with another. The other sister, Elissa, represents deficient happiness. She finds no joy in food or drink, refuses love, and faces the world with frowns and scowls. Between the two is Medina, striking the virtuous balance between the two extremes. We will return to the virtue of temperance in chapter eleven; for now, consider the message that too much laughter and merriment is just as bad as not enough laughter and merriment. Is that right? Is there an optimal level of positive emotion?

Fredrickson and Losada (2005) had their participants report on their experiences of positive and negative emotion over a twenty-eight-day period. They calculated the ratio of positive to negative emotions and compared that ratio against measures of psychological and social functioning. They found that optimal flourishing tended to occur around a ratio of 2.9 (almost three positive emotions for every negative emotion). Dropping below three positive emotions for every one negative emotion was associated with worse outcomes. Fredrickson and Losada also found an upper limit, though. Above 11.6, the relationship between positive emotion and flourishing breaks down. So experiencing more than eleven positive emotions for every negative emotion could also be a problem. Medina (the virtuous middle sister) may be on to something.

Or maybe not. Fredrickson’s work has come under heavy attack. Brown, Sokal, and Friedman (2013) criticized Fredrickson and Losada (2005) on multiple levels, accusing them of using inappropriate equations and using them poorly. Fredrickson (2013) countered that, while there might be problems with the mathematics involved, the evidence for an optimal positivity ratio remains solid. A partial retraction was given (Fredrickson & Losada, 2013), in which the authors stated that perhaps the thresholds were not exactly 2.9 and 11.6, but the evidence still supported the central claim of an optimal range of positivity. More arguing ensued, which can be found in the September 2014 issue of American Psychologist. While the answer to “how much happiness is the right amount” might not range exactly from 2.9 to 11.6, there is evidence that flourishing is found in that median range between excess and deficiency (Grant & Schwartz, 2011).




SUBJECTIVE WELL-BEING


Happiness can be considered as a trait as well as a state (Diener, 1984). While Barbara Fredrickson has focused primarily on happiness as a temporary emotion, others have wanted to know about happiness as a stable characteristic that varies between individuals. Who are the happy people? Why are some people happier than others? Is there anything we can do to make people happier? Psychologists who concentrate on these kinds of questions often define happiness in terms of subjective well-being (SWB), which Diener (2000) defines as “people’s cognitive and affective evaluations of their lives” (p. 34). SWB, which is measured by a variety of instruments, consists of three components: “experiencing high levels of pleasant emotions and moods, low levels of negative emotions and moods, and high life satisfaction” (Diener, Oishi, & Lucas, 2009, p. 187). Within this approach to happiness, the focus is on “the satisfaction of a single general desire: the desire for our life overall to go as we want. To be happy is therefore to be satisfied with our life as a whole” (Mulnix & Mulnix, 2015, p. 5).

Like Martin Seligman (see chapter seven) and Philip Zimbardo (see chapter sixteen), Ed Diener “was a card-carrying member of the Dark Side before he helped define the field of positive psychology” (Larsen & Eid, 2008, p. 2), having spent a substantial part of the 1970s studying aggression and deindividuation (the psychology of dangerous mobs). In 1980, however, Diener surprised his colleagues and students at the University of Illinois by swerving his career into the understudied topic of happiness. Diener describes the eighties as a time when happiness was “a backwater research area” (Jarden, 2012, p. 88) that, to draw from the well of Rodney Dangerfield, didn’t get no respect, no respect at all. Early in his career, Diener was talked out of working on happiness on the grounds that it was not worthy of scholarly attention (Biswas-Diener, 2009), and later several of his colleagues even tried to block Diener’s promotion to full professor because they saw the topic as “flaky” (Diener, 2008).

Once the positive psychology movement got underway, though, Diener and his colleagues in happiness research found themselves increasingly the recipients of interest and attention. Today, Ed Diener is one of the leading figures in positive psychology and one of the most influential psychologists altogether, having been cited by others over 30,000 times (Jarden, 2012). Ed’s son, Robert Biswas-Diener, has gone on to become a prominent positive psychologist in his own right, contributing to our understanding of the role that culture plays in happiness (e.g., Biswas-Diener, Vittersø, & Diener, 2005) and publishing positive psychology books for professionals and the general public (e.g., Biswas-Diener, 2012). Happiness research is now “arguably the hottest topic of contemporary social science” (De Vos, 2012, p. 182).




SHINY HAPPY PEOPLE


A number of theories have been put forward to explain why some people are happier than others (Diener, Oishi, & Lucas, 2009). One question that might be asked is, are some people naturally happier than others? Subjective well-being scores are not strongly influenced by age, sex, or race (Myers & Diener, 1995). Certain personalities seem to bring with them a proclivity to higher or lower subjective well-being scores. Reviewing the research literature on the topic, Diener, Oishi, and Lucas (2003) argue that the primary traits linking personality to SWB are extraversion (correlated with positive affect) and neuroticism (correlated with negative affect).

Researchers have carried out a number of studies that provide us with evidence of a genetically influenced “set point” for our happiness level (warning—incoming dad joke: I am biologically inclined to low levels of happiness. My blood type is B-negative). Tellegen and colleagues (1988) carried out a twin study in which they found that 40% of the variability in positive emotionality and 55% of the variability in negative emotionality are due to genetic influences. In other studies, researchers’ estimates of the genetic influence on subjective well-being and its components have been as low as 25% (Bergeman et al., 1991) and as high as 80% (Lykken & Tellegen, 1996). Lykken and Tellegen’s findings led them to the rather strong claim that one’s long-term happiness is firmly established by one’s DNA, which means that “trying to be happier is as futile as trying to be taller” (p. 189). Other researchers, though, allow for a substantially larger influence of environmental factors and behavioral habits on long-term happiness (Lyubomirsky, Sheldon, & Schkade, 2005).

One possible environmental aspect that could influence happiness is the surrounding culture (Diener & Suh, 2000). Average subjective well-being scores do vary considerably from one country to another (Myers & Diener, 1995), and many researchers have attempted to figure out what variables are influential in making one culture “happier” than another. Examining cultures in terms of their relative individualism versus collectivism is a perennial favorite among crosscultural psychologists (Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Triandis, 2001). The relationship between individualism or collectivism and SWB is complex. The basis for evaluating one’s life as a good one (the cognitive component of SWB) can vary from one culture to another. Those in more individualistic cultures are more likely to display a positive correlation between self-esteem and SWB, while those in more collectivistic cultures are more likely to derive their happiness from interpersonal relationships (Triandis, 2000). Suh and colleagues (1998) found that those in individualistic cultures were more likely to derive their satisfaction with life from their emotions, while those in more collectivistic cultures were more likely to balance emotion and group norms. The connection with culture becomes even more complex when we compare subjective well-being scores against more “objective” outcomes, with individualistic cultures scoring high on SWB but also displaying higher rates of suicide and divorce (Diener, 1996), as well as depression and bipolar disorder (Weissman et al., 1996).
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