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By Raymond Lemay

This book is certainly two things: first it’s a self help book that provides readers with information about how best to achieve the good life and indeed the meaningful life: it is thus, despite Seligman’s disclaimer (p. 129), a prescriptive book.  However it is also the proposal for a new psychology, a descriptive psychology, very different from the normative psychology that we’re much more familiar with.  Normative psychology is about people and their problems, psychopathology, and the description and classification of the insanities, neurosis and psychosis.  Seligman’s project (with his colleagues) is to develop a new psychology, a positive psychology, that attempts to describe how people achieve the good life and the meaningful life and thus a beginning description and classification of the sanities, of happiness, contentment, gratification, etc.  “We see Positive Psychology as a mere change in focus for psychology, from the study of some of the worst things in life to the study of what makes life worth living.”

Seligman’s book is divided into three sections and 14 chapters: 
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PART I: POSITIVE EMOTIONS TC \l3 "
1. 
Positive Feeling and Positive Character
2. 
How Psychology Lost Its Way and I Found Mine
3. 
Why Bother to Be Happy?
4. 
Can You Make Yourself Lastingly Happier?
5. 
Satisfaction about the Past
6. 
Optimism about the Future
7. 
Happiness in the Present
PART II: STRENGTH AND VIRTUE TC \l2 "
8. 
Renewing Strength and Virtue
9. 
Your Signature Strengths
PART III: IN THE MANSIONS OF LIFE

10. 
Work and Personal Satisfaction
11. 
Love
12. 
Raising Children
13. 
Reprise and Summary
14. 
Meaning and Purpose
Seligman is a past president of the American Psychological Association (APA) and a world famous cognitive researcher who turned behaviourism on its head with his studies of learned helplessness.  Seligman then turned his attention to depression, pessimism and developed a robust cognitive technology to assist people to develop optimism and more positive ways of dealing with life difficulties.  Along the course of his long career, Seligman eventually came to the conclusion that the psychology he knew best was possibly misdirected.  A predecessor president of the APA in 1981, Seymour Sarason, had written a book titled Psychology Misdirected but his point was that psychology had fallen into the trap of decontextualizing the individual.  His message  that  we cannot study the individual in the absence of his social context is still valid today.  For Seligman, however, the course correction is somewhat different.  Psychology has fallen into the trap of spending all of its time studying people with problems and focusing its immense resources on applying this knowledge to those very same people with very modest results.  Thus Seligman and some of his colleagues came to the conclusion that a better way was to be found by describing people at their best and surveying the wisdom of the ages to see how folk wisdom and the great sages of the past could be the sources and basis for a new psychology.

The book’s title and book cover imagery is, unfortunately, very new age and might lead one to dismiss a very interesting, vigorous and impassioned survey of psychological knowledge today. Readers will be disappointed or reassured to find that Seligman proposes no quick fixes. After reading the book, “Authentic Happiness” remains illusive and achieving the good life or even the meaningful life, a life-long project.  

Though Seligman’s book is primarily a self-help book, he spends most of the book describing what we know today about achieving the good life and thus his project is more descriptive than prescriptive.  I completely agree that science must be descriptive and not prescriptive.  It is not the job of Positive Psychology to tell you that you should be optimistic, or spiritual, or kind or good-humored; it is rather to describe the consequences of these traits (for physical health, and higher achievement, at a cost perhaps of less realism).  What you do with that information depends on your own values and goals.”

Part I: Positive Emotions TC \l2 "
Seligman’s project starts with two profound beliefs that will surely resonate with those of us in the field of human services.  “First, I believe that what we know about treating disordered brains and minds tells us little about how to prevent those disorders in the first place.  What progress there is been in the prevention of mental illness comes from recognizing and nurturing a set of strengths, competencies, and virtues in young people – such as future-mindedness, hope, interpersonal skills, courage, the capacity for flow, faith, and work ethic.  The exercise of these strengths then buffers against the tribulations that put people at risk for mental illness.  Depression can be prevented in a young person at genetic risk by nurturing her skills of optimism and hope.  An inner-city young man, at risk for substance abuse because of all the drug traffic in his neighborhood, is much less vulnerable if he is future-minded, gets flow out of sports, and has a powerful work ethic.  But building these strengths as a buffer is alien to the disease model, which is only about remedying deficits.

Second, beyond the likelihood that injecting kids at risk for schizophrenia or depression with Haldol or Prozac will not work, such a scientific program would attract only yeomen.  A renovated science of prevention needs the young, bright and original scientists who historically have made the real progress in any field.”

The best and simplest way to describe the first part of the book is to state that positive emotion and positive feelings engender many types of positive outcomes.  Moreover, positive feelings and positive emotions result from context, an achieved personal discipline and competence, and undoubtedly a measure of genetic predisposition.  

Thus, happiness has consequences including providing us with more energy and helping us build our physical resources, and this includes protecting individuals from the ravages of aging.  Feeling good increases productivity and helps us overcome adversity.  Happiness, feeling good and being positive attracts other people and not surprisingly, increases the likelihood that we will have robust social networks and a rich and fulfilling social life.  “Looking out for number one is more characteristic of sadness than of well-being.”

Of course, the question comes: Do we have any kind of control over our happiness?  Seligman provides the following formula: “ H = S + C + V           Where H is your enduring level of happiness, S is your set range, C is the circumstances of your life, and V represents factors under your voluntary control.”

a) S = the set range : we are genetically predisposed to having a set range for the experience of happiness.  Some people are by nature more morose and others very simply more optimistic.  What’s important, however, is to realize that these are ranges and not set points.  The trick, of course, is to achieve the optimal level of whatever set range we might have.  Interestingly, when we let time and nature take its course, we usually revert, after adversity, to our life-long set point of happiness.  For instance, people who win lotteries don’t remain extremely happy nor do individuals who suffer spinal cord accidents remain overtly depressed. “Of people with extreme quadriplegia, 84 percent consider their life to be average or above average.”

b) C = circumstance: material possessions really don’t make much of a difference to general happiness.  Indeed, people in the third world are, by and large, just as happy as individuals in North America.  However, dramatic life events such as the death of a child or a spouse or caring for severely chronically ill relative or living in abject poverty can have an impact on long-term happiness.

Circumstances or context are somewhat malleable but often beyond our control.  Interestingly, Seligman reports that individual Americans report contentment and happiness for themselves but view others as being discontented and unhappy.

Seligman tells us that there are many reasons to reduce poverty including improving opportunity, diminishing infant mortality, improving housing and diet and so on, however, poverty and material wealth have very little to do with happiness.  “Materialism seems to be counterproductive: at all levels of real income, people who value money more than other goals are less satisfied with their income and with their lives as a whole, although precisely why is a mystery.”
 Education, climate, race and gender have little to do with happiness.

However, religion does.  “Religious Americans are clearly less likely to abuse drugs, commit crimes, divorce, and kill themselves.  They are also physically healthier and they live longer.  Religious mothers of children with disabilities fight depression better, and religious people are less thrown by divorce, unemployment, illness, and death.  Most directly relevant is the fact that survey data consistently show religious people as being somewhat happier and more satisfied with life than nonreligious people.”
 Marriage produces more happiness than being single or living in other forms of situation.  A scale survey of the last 30 years has found that “40 percent of married people said they were “very happy,” while only 24 percent of unmarried, divorced, separated, and widowed people said this.”
  Having a rich social life is also correlated with happiness.

Having positive emotion is also tied to happiness, not surprisingly.  Interestingly, studies show that women are more prone to experience the extremes of emotion.  Women experience depression twice as much as men.  However, they experience considerably more positive emotions, more frequently and more intensely than men.

Initially, health does have an impact on a person’s emotions but not over the long haul.  “Remarkably, even severely ill cancer patients differ only slightly on global life satisfaction from objectively healthy people.”

c) V = factors under your voluntary control: General happiness is related to three types of satisfaction: satisfaction about our own past, satisfaction about our future and satisfaction about our present life circumstances and life situations.

The premise here is “that emotion is always generated by cognition, not the other way around.”
  The human being constantly experiences a stream of consciousness whereby he interprets and explains to himself what is going on.  This very personal discussion with ourselves can sometimes take the form of rumination and other times can become exultation.  Our emotions derive from this inner conversation.
i) the Past: “Emotions about the past range from contentment, serenity, pride, and satisfaction to unrelieved bitterness and vengeful anger. These emotions are completely determined by your thoughts about the past.”
 However, nothing is as simple as that.  Our thought processes may be considered multiple feedback loop systems that where our present emotions are, among other things, iterations of our previous ones. This is primarily true about emotions that are tied to present experience; however, Seligman tells us that emotions about the past “are completely driven by thinking and interpretation.”

For traditional psychological theories, particularly for the study of psychopathology, the past has been the source of most, if not all disturbances.  “For Sigmund Freud and his legion of followers, every psychological event in our lives (even the apparently trivial, such as our jokes and our dreams) is strictly determined by forces from our past.  Childhood is not just formative, but determining of adult personality.”
  More recently, “the ‘inner child’ movement tells us that the traumas of childhood, not our own bad decisions or want of character, causes the mess we find ourselves in as adults, and we can recover from our ‘victimization’ only by coming to grips with those early traumas.”
 However, the overwhelming evidence is against these now popular beliefs.  For instance, twin’s studies show that genes have the largest effect (which is on the whole modest) on our future personality not childhood 
events which only have a negligible influence on how we end up.
However, how we interpret our past life and our level of satisfaction with it does have an impact on our 
mood and happiness. But it’s all about interpretation. “Insufficient appreciation and savoring of the 
good events in your past and overemphasis of the bad ones are the two culprits that undermine 
serenity, contentment, and satisfaction.”
 Thus, Seligman proposes that we spend some time developing mind and life disciplines that promote a healthier view of our past life and past experiences, including gratitude, forgiving and forgetting, and weighing up our life.
ii) the Future: The future’s ahead of us but also much of it is shaped by what goes on in our minds.  
“Positive emotions about the future include faith, trust, confidence, hope, and optimism.”

People who tend to view bad events as persisting and that their causes are permanent, tend to be pessimistic, whereas those who believe that bad things will past and that such situations are temporary tend to be optimistic. The same goes for people who believe that such permanence endures over time. A second dimension of pessimism and optimism is about space.  Those who see bad things occurring everywhere see that the foundation of bad events is universal, whereas those who view them as being specific to a given situation in space tend to be more optimistic.
Finally, individuals with a hopeful frame of mind about the future tend to be more optimistic and have good feelings about how things will turn out. “People who make permanent and universal explanations for good events, as well as temporary and specific explanations for bad events, bounce back from troubles briskly and get on a roll easily when they succeed once.  People who make temporary and specific explanations for success, and permanent and universal explanations for setbacks, tend to collapse under pressure – both for a long time and across situations – rarely get on a roll.”

Dealing effectively with pessimism and depression about the future means learning cognitive disciplines to develop a more optimistic outlook.  Cognitive psychology teaches that it is important to learn to argue with ourselves, with that inner stream of consciousness that sometimes leads us to ruminate about the past or view the future with pessimism.  It’s important to engage in this inner argument using four different strategies.  The first is to review the evidence systematically and weigh up the positives and the negatives. A second, is to review the alternatives, remembering that there is not just one single sequence of events that leads to the future, but all sorts of different routes that one might choose to take. A third strategy is to review the implications of our thoughts in order to decatastrophize our view of the future.  How likely is the worst-case scenario in any given situation?  And finally, and I think the most useful strategy is reviewing the usefulness of our beliefs.  If our negative thoughts lead us to a dead-end, then very simply, these thoughts are not useful.  No matter how bad things look like or they might end up being, the purpose of using our mind and energy is to resolve the situation; such thoughts are only useful if they help identify solutions. 
Happiness in the present: The chapter on Happiness in the present however is certainly the most satisfying of the book.  Drawing from modern psychological research as well as ancient wisdom, Seligman spends a good part of the book, explaining the differences between the pleasures and the gratifications that make up happiness. “The pleasures are delights that have clear sensory and strong emotional components, what philosophers call “raw feels”: ecstasy, thrills, orgasm, delight, mirth, exuberance, and comfort. They are evanescent, and they involve little, if any, thinking.  The gratifications are activities we very much like doing, but they are not necessarily accompanied by any raw feelings at all. Rather, the gratifications engage us fully, we become immersed and absorbed in them, and we lose self-consciousness.”
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The gratifications are a superior form of enjoyment and thus they are higher pleasures.  There are the bodily pleasures that delight us immediately and come through the senses but are momentary, whereas higher pleasures are more cognitive and vastly more numerous. Seligman describes how pleasures might be attenuated or enhanced.  The greatest problem that accompanies pleasure is habituation. We’re told that “neurones are wired to respond to novel events” and thus, repetition means that things become less novel and less pleasurable.  Thus the pleasures have to be spaced out, we cannot enjoy them all the time.  However, we can learn to savour a pleasure, which is the “awareness of pleasure and of the deliberate conscious attention to the experience of pleasure”
. There are techniques to promote savouring, which include sharing with others, memory building, self-congratulation, sharpening perceptions and finally, absorption, which means “let yourself get totally immersed in try not to think, just sense.”
  Thus, Seligman tells us that there are four kinds of savouring, which include basking, thanksgiving, marvelling and luxuriating.  A final important way of enhancing the pleasures is being mindful of them.  We spend much of our life on a certain level of mindlessness, however, when we are experiencing a pleasure, its important to bring it to mind and to pay attention to it, not take it for granted.  

“The pleasures are about the senses and the emotions.  The gratifications, in contrast, are about enacting personal strengths and virtues.”

Much of this chapter is spent reviewing the work of Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi. Gratification is equated here with Csikszentmihalyi’s concept of flow, whereas when we are doing something, time stops and we feel immense pleasure, or, more exactly, we become totally absorbed in the task. The components of flow include:

- 
“The task is challenging and requires skill
- 
We concentrate
- 
There are clear goals
- 
We get immediate feedback
- 
We have deep, effortless involvement
- 
There is a sense of control
- 
Our sense of self vanishes
- 
Time stops.”

Later on in the book, Seligman tells us that flow accompanies work more often than it does leisure.  And of course, people who have flow feel immense well-being and are less likely to be depressed.  However, today depression is epidemic.  “Depression is now ten times as prevalent as it was in 1960, and it strikes at a much younger age.  The mean age of a person’s first episode of depression forty years ago was 29.5, while today it is 14.5 years.  This is a paradox, since every objective indicator of well-being – purchasing power, amount of education, availability of music, and nutrition – has been going north, while every indicator of subjective well-being has been going south.  How is this epidemic to be explained?”

Seligman provides the following hypothesis: “I have theorized that an ethos that builds unwarranted self-esteem, espouses victimology, and encourages rampant individualism has contributed to the epidemic, but I will not belabor this speculation here.  There is another factor that looms as a cause of the epidemic: the over-reliance on shortcuts to happiness.  Every wealthy nation creates more and more shortcuts to pleasure: television, drugs, shopping, loveless sex, spectator sports, and chocolate to name just a few.”
 “One of the major symptoms of depression is self-absorption.  The depressed person thinks about how she feels a great deal, excessively so.  Her low mood is not a fact of life, but is very salient to her.  When she detects sadness, she ruminates about it, projecting it into the future and across all her activities, and this in turn increases her sadness.”

And we are precisely in such an age of self-absorption where we are supposed to get in touch with our feelings. However, flow is about the lost of self-consciousness. Gratification, we’re told, dispels self-absorption.  Gratification and thus happiness are not sought out but rather they come upon us as we engage in meaningful activities.  The question cannot be “How can I be happy?” because this suggest a road, a way, and the finding of shortcuts.  “When an entire lifetime is taken up in the pursuit of the positive emotions, however, authenticity and meaning are nowhere to be found.  The right question is the one Aritotle posed two thousand five hundred years ago: “What is the good life?”  My main purpose in marking the gratifications off from the pleasures is to ask this great question anew, then provide a fresh and scientifically grounded answer.  My answer is tied up in the identification and the use of your signature strengths.”

And this leads us to Part II of the book, which is a lengthy discussion on strength and virtue and how they lead to the good life and ultimately, the happiness, or at least, authentic happiness.

Part II: Strength and Virtue TC \l2 "
Renewing Strength and Virtue 

Seligman begins this section of the book with a quick and dirty review of the history of American psychology.  He describes the psychology of character, which was at the heart of 19th and early 20th century.  Character psychology was viewed as unscientific because it was prescriptive. But personality, which was first developed  as a psychological concept by Gordon Allport, was more of a descriptive word, it seems to have had a “perfect neutral scientific ring”
 to it.  

Seligman’s goal in this book is to provide a scientific and descriptive program for positive psychology “I completely agree that science must be descriptive and not prescriptive.  It is not the job of Positive Psychology to tell you that you should be optimistic, or spiritual, or kind or good-humored; it is rather to describe the consequences of these traits (for physical health, and higher achievement, at a cost perhaps of less realism).  What you do with that information depends on your own values and goals.”
 As mentioned at the beginning of the review, this does seem just a bit inconsistent with writing a “self-help” book.
Seligman and his team of researchers set about reading all the classical texts on the virtuous life and good conduct in order to come up with a universal classification of strengths and virtues, something of a positive DSM4.

“Led by Katherine Dahlsgaard, we read Aristotle and Plato, Aquinas and Augustine, the Old Testament and the Talmud, Confucius, Buddha, Lao-Tze, Bushido (the samurai code), the Koran, Benjamin Franklin, and the Upanishads – some two hundred virtue catalogues in all.  To our surprise, almost every single one of these traditions flung across three thousand years and the entire face of the earth endorsed six virtues:

- 
Wisdom and knowledge
- 
Courage
- 
Love and humanity
- 
Justice
- 
Temperance
- 
Spirituality and transcendence
…So we see these six virtues as the core characteristics endorsed by almost all religious and philosophical traditions, and taken together they capture the notion of good character.  But wisdom, courage, humanity, justice, temperance, and transcendence are unworkably abstract for psychologists who want to build and measure these things.”

Thus from the wisdom of the ages and the six universal virtues, Seligman and his team went about defining the strengths that together lead one to virtue.  

The Signature Strengths TC \l4 "
First thing Seligman does is make an important distinction between talents and strengths “Strengths, such as integrity, valor, originality, and kindness, are not the same thing as talents, such as perfect pitch, facial beauty, or lightning-fast sprinting speed.  They are both topics of Positive Psychology and while they have many similarities, one clear difference is that strengths are moral traits, while talents are nonmoral.  In addition, although the line is fuzzy, talents generally are not as buildable as strengths…

Valor, originality, fairness, and kindness, in contrast, can be built on even frail foundations, and I believe that with enough practice, persistence, good teaching, and dedication, they can take root and flourish.  Talents are more innate.  For the most part, you either have a talent or you don’t; if you are not born with perfect pitch or the lungs of a long-distance runner, there are, sadly, severe limits on how much of them you can acquire.”

Thus, talent is something you have, something that you are given and there isn’t much choice about it.  However developing strengths requires the development of will and personal responsibility, which, we are told, is central to positive of psychology.

The above leads Seligman to make this important distinction between interventions using positive psychology and those inspired by “psychology as usual” and psychopathology. “Psychology as usual is about repairing damage and about moving from minus six up to minus two.  Interventions that effectively make troubled people less so are usually heavy-handed, and the balance between the exercise of will and the push of external forces tilts toward the external.  The actions of medications do not depend at all on will; ‘no discipline required’ is one of the main justifications of drugs.  The psychotherapies that work on disorders are often accurately described as ‘shaping’ or ‘manipulations’.  When the therapist is active and the patient is patient and passive, procedures such as putting a claustrophobic in a closet for three hours, reinforcing an autistic child for hugging by turning off shocks, and marshalling evidence against catastrophic thoughts for a depressive work moderately well.  In contrast, therapies like psychoanalysis, in which the therapist is passive (speaking only rarely, and never acting) and the patient is active do not have a great track record of relieving mental disorders. 

When we want to move from plus three to plus eight in our lives, though, the exercise of will is more important than rearranging external props.  Building strengths and virtues and using them in daily life are very much a matter of making choices.  Building strength and virtue is not about learning, training, or conditioning, but about discovery, creation, and ownership.”

Seligman than goes on to propose 24 strengths that are the royal road to virtue.  Each strength is measurable and acquirable.  Seligman provides criteria for determining what strengths are:

1. 
a strength is a trait, plus it is a characteristic that we come across in different situations and at different times;
2. 
a strength is valued in its own right, not only for what it produces or its good consequences, thus a strength is viewed as a good;
3. 
The culture supports strengths “by providing institutions, rituals, role models, parables, maxims, and children’s stories.”
  A good deal of what we do as children is designed to instil in us these very strengths.
4. 
Our culture also recognizes certain role models and paragons of these very strengths and the stories of these individuals serve as illustrations of what these strengths might be “Cal Ripken, and Lou Gehrig before him, is a paragon of perseverance.  Helen Keller is a paragon of love of learning, Thomas Edison of creativity, Florence Nightingale of kindness, Mother Teresa of the capacity of love, Willie Stargell of leadership, Jackie Robinson of self-control, and Aung San of integrity.”

5. 
If there are paragons of strengths then there are also “idiots”  individuals who do not have them and who are viewed as exemplars of people who are devoid of an individual strength.
6. 
Strengths are ubiquitous in the sense that they are valued in almost every culture.
Here is the list of the 24 strengths subdivided by virtue:

1. 
Wisdom and knowledge:
a. 
Curiosity, Interest in the World;
b. 
Love of learning;
c. 
Judgment / Critical Thinking / Open Mindedness;
d. 
Ingenuity / Originality / Practical Intelligence / Street Smarts;
e. 
Social Intelligence / Personal Intelligence / Emotional Intelligence;
f. 
Perspective;
2. 
Courage:
a. 
Valour and Bravery;
b. 
Perseverance / Industry / Diligence;
c. 
Integrity / Genuineness / Honesty;
3. 
Humanity and Love:
a. 
Kindness and Generosity;
b. 
Loving and Allowing Oneself to be Loved;
4. 
Justice:
a. 
Citizenship / Duty / Teamwork / Loyalty;
b. 
Fairness and Equity;
c. 
Leadership;
5. 
Temperance:
a. 
Self-control;
b. 
Prudence / Discretion / Caution;
c. 
Humility and Modesty;
6. 
Transcendence:
a. 
Appreciation of Beauty and Excellence;
b. 
Gratitude;
c. 
Hope / Optimism / Future-Mindedness;
d. 
Spirituality / Sense of Purpose / Faith / Religiousness;
e. 
Forgiveness and Mercy;
f. 
Playfulness and Humour;
g. 
Zest / Passion / Enthusiasm.
Seligman and his colleagues have designed a test that’s now available on the Internet where one can see the extent to which one has these very strengths has they are characterized.  We’re told that having signature strengths means a number of things for the individual:

- 
“A sense of ownership and authenticity (“This is the real me”)
- 
A feeling of excitement while displaying it, particularly at first
- 
A rapid learning curve as the strength is first practiced
- 
Continuous learning of new ways to enact the strength
- 
A sense of yearning to find ways to use it
- 
A feeling of inevitability in using the strength (“Try and stop me”)
- 
Invigoration rather than exhaustion while using the strength
- 
The creation and pursuit of personal projects that revolve around it
- 
Joy, zest, enthusiasm, even ecstasy while using it”

Part III: In The Mansions of Life TC \l2 "
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We spend a lot of our life at work, and happily, Seligman concludes that work can be a source of great personal satisfaction.  It should be noted though that it isn’t so much what work produces in terms of income but rather the work itself and our fit to it (work that uses our strengths and hones our virtue) that makes the difference.  Indeed, Seligman tells us that income has risen considerably over the years and yet “the percentage of people who describe themselves as “very happy” has fallen from 36 to 29 percent.”
  As Seligman tells us, money cannot buy happiness.  

A job will engender satisfaction as long as it puts to use our signature strengths.  Indeed, when a job allows us to marshal our signature strengths, it becomes less a career and more a calling “A calling is the most satisfying form of work because, as a gratification, it is done for its own sake rather than for the material benefits it brings.  Enjoying the resulting state of flow on the job will soon, I predict, overtake material reward as the principal reason for working.”

Seligman goes on to tell us that “A calling (or vocation) is a passionate commitment to work for its own sake.  …any job can become a calling, and any calling can become a job.”
  Thus even people who hold what we might consider a lowly employment such as an orderly in an hospital or cleaning lady in a hotel, can view their work as a calling, allowing them to deploy their signature strengths and provide them with great satisfaction.  Seligman goes on to describe such situations for hair cutters, nurses, kitchen workers and so on.

In this section, Seligman returns to the concept of flow and tells us that work is a particularly suited activity for engendering flow.  “Flow cannot be sustained through an entire eight-hour workday; rather, under the best of circumstances, flow visits you for a few minutes on several occasions.  Flow occurs when the challenges you face perfectly mesh with your abilities to meet them.  When you recognize that these abilities include not merely your talents but your strengths and virtues, the implications for what work to choose or how to recraft it become clear.”

“Work can be prime time for flow because, unlike leisure, it builds many of the conditions of flow into itself.  There are usually clear goals and rules of performance.  There is frequent feedback about how well or poorly we are doing.  Work usually encourages concentration and minimizes distractions, and in many cases it matches the difficulties to your talents and even your strengths.  As a result, people often feel more engaged at work than they do at home.”

Thus, for the current cultural crowd who argue that we should be as disengaged as possible from work, and that we should ensure a good balance between work, home life and the like, the problem is that, very often, work is very fulfilling indeed.  Seligman would probably argue that workaholics are not so much addicted to the work as they are gratified by it.  Work provides flow; it provides a high.  Not surprisingly, Seligman reports that a large scale study showed that work provides more opportunity for flow whereas leisure time provides flow only in as much as we are involved in an active and engaging pastime.  Thus games and hobbies produce more flow than watching television or listening to music. 

Seligman provides the following recipe for achieving more flow at work:

- 
“Identify your signature strengths.
- 
Choose work that lets you use them every day.
- 
Recraft your present work to use your signature strengths more.
- 
If you are the employer, choose employees whose signature strengths mesh with the work they will do.  If you are a manager, make room to allow employees to recraft the work within the bounds of you goals.”

There’s an interesting section in this chapter on how lawyers are a particularly unhappy lot who achieve very little flow at work.  This is due to the fact that lawyers are pessimists who self select into the lawyer field. Lawyers have, as one of their main task, the enaction of prudence: “A prudent perspective enables a good lawyer to see every conceivable snare and catastrophe that might occur in any transaction.”
  Thus, pessimists make great lawyers. “…lawyers embody the paradox of money losing its hold: they are the best-paid profession, and yet they are disproportionately unhappy and unhealthy.”
 Seligman tells us that lawyers are unhappy because they have very low decision latitude and they are part of a giant win-lose enterprise. Seligman provides a few ideas that would suggest important changes to the field of law.  Once again, signature strengths would be called upon, lawyers should engage in more pro-bono activities and of course, attempt to set up situations where outcomes are more win-win than win-lose.
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Then there’s a chapter on love, which goes over many of the statistics, and what’s known about the impact of love and how it is best maintained.  Seligman repeats the well-known and well-researched fact that married people are happier than anyone else.  Seligman also quotes the work of Glen Elder, the American sociologist who finds, over and over again, "that “marriage powerfully buffers people against troubles.”
  Moreover, marriage is not only good for the couple, but also for their off-spring “the children of couples who are married and stay married do better by every known criteria than the children of all other arrangements.  …Among the most surprising outcomes (beyond better grades and lack of depression) are the findings that the children of stable marriages mature more slowly in sexual terms, they have more positive attitudes toward potential mates, and are more interested in long-term relationships than are the children of divorce.”

Keeping in mind, of course, Seligman’s concept of set range.  He than goes on to describe how we develop our style of loving and of being loved.  According to Seligman, these are learned in childhood, through our relationships with adults, particularly our parents.  In this chapter, Seligman rescues some of Bowlby’s work on attachment that has been otherwise discredited.  Thus, how your parents behave towards each other and towards their child becomes the child’s working model upon which they will model future relationship transactions.  “Your ‘working model’ of your mother gets deployed later in childhood when dealing with siblings and best friends, in adolescence it is superimposed on your first romantic partner, and even more so in marriage.  Your working model is not rigid; it can be influenced by negative and positive experiences at these times.”
  Seligman describes three paths of love that are learned in childhood.  One path is the secure adult, the second is the avoidant adult and the third is the anxious adult.

Once again, Seligman returns to the concept of strengths and virtues suggesting that our choice of partner and of course, marriage, must allow us to put to good use our signature strengths.  Not surprisingly, there’s a whole issue of outlook and how people are either pessimistic or optimistic in their view of how things will workout in their relationship.  “The happiest couples look on the bright side of the relationship, focusing on strengths rather than weaknesses, and believing that bad events that might threaten other couples do not affect them.  These couples thrive even when they are actually threatened with such events, and they do so in proportion to the size of their illusions about each other.  Positive illusions, so Murray finds, are self-fulfilling because the idealized partners actually try to live up to them.”

Raising Children TC \l2 "
The chapter on raising children is more of the same and it suggest that one of the main task of parenting is bringing children to recognize and develop their signature strengths.  This is positive parenting.  Indeed, Seligman tells us that early childhood is a time of exuberance and playfulness and the like.  Most children have a sunny outlook and it’s only in “late childhood and early adolescence that stony indifference, chilly torpor, and the pall of dysphoria set in.”
  Thus, the first task of parenting is providing children with opportunities for experiencing positive emotions and Seligman proposes three principles:  

1. 
“The first of three parenting principles about positive emotion is that such emotion broadens and builds the intellectual, social, and physical resources that are the bank accounts for your children to draw upon later in life.”
  One of the ways of producing this positive emotion is by providing opportunities for experiencing positive secure attachment.  “The securely attached child begins exploring and gaining mastery sooner than an insecurely attached child.”
  
2. 
The second parenting principle: “Augment positive emotions in your children to start an upward spiral of more positive emotion.”

3. 
“Our third parenting principle is to take the positive emotions of your child as seriously as the negative emotions, and his or her strengths as seriously as the weaknesses.”

Seligman then goes on to propose what might seem to some as fairly controversial ways of building positive emotions in children. These strategies include his version of the family bed “sleeping with your baby”; also, synchrony games are a way of demonstrating to kids that they do have some control over their environment and that they can produce positive outcomes.  “The crucial variable is contingency – learning that your actions matter, that they control outcomes that are important.  There is a direct implication for the raising of young children: learning mastery, control over important outcomes, should be all to the good; while its opposite, noncontingency between actions and outcomes, will produce passivity, depression, and poor physical health.”
  

No and Yes.  This is a surprising little section that suggest that there are ways of saying “No”, by saying “Yes”, and that all of this is much more positive and reduces the strife and difficulties we always have with kids who always want something more.

Praise and Punishment is what we might consider the limit setting part of parenting.  Seligman tells us that “love, affection, warmth, and ebullience should all be delivered unconditionally.”
  “…But praise is an altogether different matter.  Praise your child contingent on a success, not just to make him feel better, and grade your praise to fit the accomplishment.  Wait until he actually fits the little peg man into the car before applauding, and do not treat the achievement as if it were amazing.  Save your expressions of highest praise for more major accomplishments, like saying his sister’s name or catching a ball for the first time.”

Seligman goes on to discuss punishment and indicate first and foremost that it is one of the most effective tools of behaviour modification for eliminating unwanted behaviour.  The problem, however is that punishment generalizes and it makes a child to become generally fearful and constricted.  “Punishment fails frequently because the safety signals are often unclear to the child.  When you punish a child, you must ensure that the danger signal – and therefore the safety signal – is completely clear.  Make sure he knows exactly what action he is being punished for.  Do not indict the child or his character; indict the specific action only.”
 Love the sinner, hate the sin.

Sibling Rivalry: “But it seems to have escaped everyone’s notice – including that of parents – that sibling rivalry might be much less of a problem in families in which affection and attention are not such a scarce resource.”
  

Chores: In this section, Seligman discusses the importance of chores: “Chores may sound boring, but George Vaillant has found them to be quite an astonishing predictor of adult success in his two massive youth-to-death studies of the Harvard classes of 1939 to 1944 and Somerville inner-city men.  Having chores as a child is one of the only early predictors of positive mental health later in life.  So chores it must be.”
 Seligman reminds us however that we should attempt to choose chores in keeping with the child’s signature strengths. 

Bedtime Nuggets:  Seligman proposes that bedtime is a great moment to spend some intense quality time with kids reviewing the day, having them focus on what went well, and planning the next day’s activities and accomplishments. Moreover, Seligman indicates that it is possible to leave a child with positive thoughts before sleep, which will reduce the likelihood that the child will have nightmares and improve the likelihood of good dreams.

Finally, in a brief section called Making a Deal, Seligman proposes that one of the ways of shaping a child’s behaviour, is having them focus on the future by “making a deal”.  Seligman suggests however that making a deal is something that should not be used very often, indeed he suggests not more than twice in a child’s childhood.  So, therefore, it needs to be used during a time of major crisis.

In the section on Strengths and Virtues in Young Children, Seligman suggests that the task of parenting should lead a child to the discovery and development of their strengths and virtues.  “My rationale is that positive emotion leads to exploration, which leads to mastery, and mastery leads not only to more positive emotion but to the discovery of your child’s signature strengths.  So up to about age seven, the main task of positive child-rearing is increasing positive emotion.”
  Seligman ends this section with a very uplifting and positive view of childhood and an engaging metaphor:  “I do not have evidence for this, but for now I prefer to think of normal newborns as having the capacity for every one of the twenty-four strengths as well.  “Strengthening drift” sets in over the first six years of life.  As the young child finds the niches that bring praise, love, and attention, he sculpts his strengths.  His chisel is the interplay of his talents, interests, and strengths, and as he discovers what works and what fails in his little world, he will carve in great detail the face of several strengths.  At the same time, he will chip others out, discarding the excess granite on the art-room floor.”

Home Schooling: Seligman briefly talks about his decision to home school his children with his wife and how this has been fulfilling not only for the kids but also obviously for the parents.

The last chapter is a reprise and summary where Seligman repeats that happiness can be achieved if we have positive emotions about the past, positive emotions about the future and positive emotions about the present.  Positive emotions about the present are usually constructed around pleasures and gratifications and most of the book has been about describing how these gratifications are achieved to the development of strengths and virtues and how activities that engage our strengths and virtues increases flow and positively felt emotions.

Conclusion:  This is an easy to read book that has an unfortunate new-age title and new-age cover.  It’s much more serious than it seems; it reviews some of the most important literature on child and adult development, it refocuses psychology on strengths rather than deficits and dusts off the age-old notion of virtue.  Seligman is proposing a much more moral psychology for the positive development of children, but also one that is pregnant with implications for intervention with children and youth who are today, typically viewed as having mental illness, behaviour problems, and who are generally categorized as having some form of psychopathology.  Seligman’s theory of positive psychology, positive emotion and positive development are profoundly useful and are rich in implications.
RL:bl
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