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N O T E  T O  R E A D E R S

For those who want to understand the views in this book well 
enough to get through a cocktail conversation, I recommend 
reading the 16 or so pages that make up the introduction, first 
chapter, and conclusion. For those who wish to understand the 
views well enough to be able to dismiss them in good conscience, 
just the conclusion will do.
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Introduction

Philosophers and psychologists study well-being. And each 
group is saddled with its own peculiar problems. The philoso-
phers, despite their many insights, are in a never-ending stale-
mate. And the psychologists, despite their many results, are in-
capable of providing a clear account of their discipline, Positive 
Psychology. The study of well-being has followed the outlines of 
a frivolous Hollywood romantic comedy. The young lovers “meet 
cute” in ancient Greece. But when psychology goes experimental 
in the nineteenth century, irreconcilable differences end their 
courtship. They part, each one alone, sadder, and in denial about 
how essential the other was to their success. Will the star-
crossed lovers persist with their foolishness and continue their 
lonely struggles? Or will they resolve their differences, reunite 
dramatically, music swelling in the background—okay, enough. 
To understand this book, just know that I’m a sucker for the Hol-
lywood ending.

The secret to getting the Hollywood ending, to resolving the 
stalemate for the philosophers and finding a secure foundation 
for the psychologists, is right under your nose. It’s the first sen-
tence of this page. The idea behind the inclusive approach to the 
study of well-being, the approach I’ll be defending in this book, 
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is that if both philosophers and psychologists study well-being, 
then well-being—the real thing, whatever it is—will express 
itself in their labors. To discover the nature of well-being, we 
must begin with the assumption that both philosophers and sci-
entists are roughly right about well-being, and then figure out 
what it is they’re all roughly right about. (They can’t all be exactly 
right. There’s too much disagreement.)

The inclusive approach gives us two simple tests for knowing 
when we have found the correct theory of well-being: When phi-
losophers build their various accounts of well-being, the true 
theory will imply that they are all successfully describing well-
being, even if they have some of the details wrong. And when 
psychologists use their various methods to study well-being, the 
true theory will imply that they are all studying well-being, even 
if they have some of the details wrong. The true theory will ex-
plain how philosophers and psychologists, despite their some-
times dramatic disagreements, have been studying the same 
thing—well-being—all this time. If this approach strikes you as 
problematic, ask yourself: Where else would you begin to try to 
discover the nature of well-being but with the best research 
done by philosophers and scientists on the subject? Given the 
serious troubles facing the lone philosopher and the lone psy-
chologist, we cannot rely on just one of them. We need the Hol-
lywood ending.

Consider first the philosopher’s plight. Three theories of 
well-being dominate the philosophical landscape: hedonism, 
Aristotelianism, and the informed desire theory. The basic idea 
behind hedonism is that your well-being is a function of the bal-
ance of your pleasure over your pain. It is the James Brown (“I 
feel good!”) theory of well-being. The gist of Aristotle’s view is 
that well-being involves having a virtuous character that pro-
motes your flourishing—an active, healthy engagement with 
the world. It is the Chuck Berry (“Johnny B. Goode”) theory of 
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well-being. And the informed desire theory holds that well-
being involves getting what you want, usually on the assumption 
that you’re properly rational and informed. It is the Mick Jagger 
(“You can’t always get what you want”) theory of well-being.

No contemporary philosopher argues for or against any of 
these theories by appealing to science, to the results psycholo-
gists have unearthed about well-being. Now, it’s true that most 
philosophers couldn’t have paid attention to the science, as 
philosophers have been at this for millennia and psychologists 
for mere decades. But most philosophers today would argue 
that the problem isn’t that psychologists are so late to the 
party. The problem is that science is incapable of delivering evi-
dence that could confirm or disconfirm a philosophical theory 
about well-being. Their argument for ignoring science goes 
something like this: “Take any scientific discovery that pur-
ports to be about well-being. Whether or not it really is about 
well-being depends on what well-being is. And it is philosophy 
that tells us what well-being is. To have a philosophical theory 
of well-being rely on scientific evidence would be to put the cart 
before the horse.”

This disavowal of scientific evidence has a serious conse-
quence. It leaves philosophers with only their own considered 
judgments about well-being to serve as evidence for their theo-
ries. And different philosophers have different considered judg-
ments. Some philosophers have broadly hedonistic judgments, 
others have broadly Aristotelian judgments, and yet others have 
judgments that follow the contours of the informed desire theory. 
So while philosophers will sometimes agree that some particular 
version of (say) hedonism is false, as long as there are enough 
clever philosophers whose commonsense judgments are broadly 
hedonistic, hedonism will survive. Philosophers are masters at 
developing coherent theories that answer to their own opinions. 
So as long as there is a broad diversity in the commonsense 
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judgments of philosophers, theoretical consensus will remain a 
pipe dream. The inclusive approach breaks this stalemate by 
making our theories answer to more than just philosophers’ con-
sidered judgments.

Psychologists who study happiness and well-being face a re-
lated problem. Their discipline, often called Positive Psychology, 
appears to be a giant hodgepodge. It has no agreed upon defini-
tion. For example, two leaders of the field offer a characteriza-
tion that is a list of 26 items Positive Psychology is “about.” The 
list includes satisfaction, courage, aesthetic sensibility, spiritu-
ality, wisdom, nurturance, moderation, and work ethic (Selig-
man and Csikszentmihalyi 2000, 5). The authors do not explain 
how they drew up this list. Why does spirituality make it but not 
pleasure? Perhaps there is a reason—and perhaps the reason is 
just that no such list could be complete. But we might see this 
loose characterization and worry that Positive Psychology is not 
a principled, well-defined scientific discipline, but a research 
program built on the subjective views of some psychologists 
about the right way to live.

To properly address this worry, psychologists must engage 
with philosophy, but not only with the philosophical literature 
on well-being. That literature, as I pointed out a couple para-
graphs back, is too fragmented to provide Positive Psychology 
with a solid foundation. What Positive Psychology needs is a  
bit of fairly conventional philosophy of science. Philosophy of 
science is a branch of philosophy that seeks to understand par-
ticular scientific theories or disciplines (e.g., How should we in-
terpret quantum mechanics? What is biological fitness?) as well 
as some basic features of science in general (e.g., What is the re-
lationship between theory and evidence? Does science make 
progress? And if so, what is the nature of that progress?). If we 
start with some fairly uncontroversial assumptions about how 
science works, we can stitch together the methods of science  
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and philosophy to form an inclusive approach to the study of 
well-being. And then we can use this approach to resolve the 
stalemate problem for philosophers and the foundation problem 
for psychologists.

Positive Psychology has attracted a lot of attention because 
of its potential to offer practical advice backed by science. It can 
tell individuals, institutions, and governments that some ac-
tivity or policy is likely to promote well-being. Such recommen-
dations have raised two families of objections. The first is evi-
dential. Practical advice must be supported by strong evidence. 
Will the proposed activity or policy really bring about the de-
sired result? Will it be effective only for some people but not 
others? Will it backfire and harm some people? Every thought-
ful proponent of Positive Psychology recognizes the impor-
tance of addressing this evidential worry. But it is not the topic 
of this book.

The second line of argument against the recommendations 
derived from Positive Psychology is a philosophical one: If Posi-
tive Psychology makes recommendations, and it does, then it 
must be in the business of promoting something. Some critics 
think we should shun Positive Psychology because it promotes a 
delusional optimism-at-all-costs attitude. Others decry Posi-
tive Psychology as assuming a superficial form of hedonism 
that promotes shallow happy feelings at the expense of deeper, 
more enduring goods. Yet others see accounts of Positive Psy-
chology that embrace characteristics that not everyone deems 
valuable—such as work ethic or spirituality—and they come to 
believe that the discipline is built on a provincial, moralistic 
conception of the good life. These interpretations may be un-
charitable, but the lack of a clear explanation of what Positive 
Psychology is about opens it up to this criticism. If Positive Psy-
chology is not in the business of promoting delusional opti-
mism or Dudley Do-Right morality, then what is it promoting? 
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My contention is that Positive Psychology rests on a plausible 
and attractive conception of well-being. It is essential for us to 
get clear about this. Because before we can know how strenu-
ously to pursue well-being, or even whether to pursue it at all, 
we need to know what well-being is. That is what this book is 
about.
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Chapter 1

The Network Theory of Well-Being

I want to describe the network theory of well-being as I might 
to a friend or sibling: simply, succinctly and with no theoreti-
cal fuss. I will not try to satisfy the nattering critic that sits 
on my shoulder, or yours. We’ll have the rest of the book to 
deal with them. A good way to start is with an exercise. How 
would you explain that a person has a high degree of well-
being without actually using the word “well-being” or its syn-
onyms? If you aren’t already corrupted by a philosophical 
theory, you might offer a thumbnail sketch like this: “Felicity 
is in a happy and fulfilling committed relationship, she has 
close and caring friends, she keeps fit by playing tennis, a 
sport she enjoys, and her professional life is both successful 
and satisfying.” Most people’s description will include both 
objective and subjective facts about the person. These facts 
include:

	1.	positive feelings, moods, emotions (e.g., joy, contentment),
	2.	positive attitudes (e.g., optimism, hope, openness to new 

experiences),
	3.	positive traits (e.g., friendliness, curiosity, perseverance), 

and
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	4.	accomplishments (e.g., strong relationships, professional 
success, fulfilling hobbies or projects).

So far, so good. But how does this ramshackle set of facts fit into 
a coherent whole? How are we supposed to unite them into a co-
herent theory of well-being? The answer I propose is simple: We 
don’t have to. The world has already joined them together in a 
web of cause and effect. The network theory holds that to have 
well-being is to be “stuck” in a self-perpetuating cycle of positive 
emotions, positive attitudes, positive traits, and successful en-
gagement with the world.

Felicity’s well-being is not an accidental conglomeration of 
happy facts. These states—her committed relationship, her 
friendships, her exercise regimen, her professional success, her 
confidence and sense of mastery, her joie de vivre, her friendli-
ness, her moxie and adventurousness, her curiosity, her hope 
and optimism—build upon and foster one another, forming a 
kind of causal web or network. A person high in well-being is in 
a positive cycle or “groove.” Take any fact that is part of Felicity’s 
well-being, say, her professional success. It is caused by other 
facts that make up Felicity’s well-being—her curiosity, moxie, 
optimism, and confidence, her exercise regimen, her social sup-
port. And it is also a cause of some of those facts. Her profes-
sional success bolsters her income, her optimism, her confidence, 
and the strength of her relationships. Felicity’s professional 
success is a node in a causal network of facts that make up part 
of her well-being (Figure 1.1). What is true of Felicity’s profes-
sional success is also true of other components of her well- 
being. Each is embedded in a causal web of positive feelings,  
positive attitudes, positive traits, and accomplishments.

An important feature of Figure 1.1 is that certain states (her 
optimism, confidence, and social support) both strengthen and 
are strengthened by her professional success. Felicity’s well-being 
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consists of some cyclical processes (Figure 1.2). Her professional 
success leads her to acquire, maintain, or strengthen other posi-
tive features of her person; and in turn these positive features 
help foster her professional success; and so on.

Many elements of well-being involve such positive cycles. For 
example, Felicity’s optimism helps her overcome challenges and 
makes her more successful socially and professionally, and 
having success tends to bolster Felicity’s optimism (Seligman 
1990). Felicity’s friendships and committed relationship provide 
her with various kinds of material and psychological support, 
which help to make Felicity more trusting, more extraverted, 

Curiosity
Optimism

Conf idence
Social

support
Friendliness

Professional
success

Income
Optimism

Conf idence
Social

support
Recognition

FIGUR E 1.1

Professional Success as a Node in a Positive Causal 
Network

Optimism
Con�dence

Social
support

Professional
success

FIGUR E 1. 2

A Positive Professional 
Success Cycle
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and more generous, and these traits in turn make Felicity a 
better friend and partner, which tend to strengthen her friend-
ships and relationship (Fredrickson 1998). Felicity’s exercise 
regimen gives her more strength, energy, and positive emotions, 
which contribute to her ability to continue her exercise regimen. 
And so on.

A person high in well-being has positive emotions, attitudes, 
traits, and accomplishments that form an interlocking web of 
states that build and feed on each other. According to the net-
work theory, the state of well-being is the state of being in (or, to 
use philosopher’s jargon, instantiating) a positive causal net-
work. Someone not in a state of well-being might nonetheless 
have a more modest degree of well-being. She might have some 
positive feelings, attitudes, traits, or successes, but not enough 
to kick-start a full-blown, self-perpetuating causal web of posi-
tivity. Such a person would instantiate a fragment of a positive 
causal network.

To speak of a positive causal network is not just a fancy way 
to say success breeds success. The child of privilege who achieves 
consistent success largely as a result of being given advantages 
unavailable to others does not necessarily have well-being. The 
same holds for the entrepreneur who leverages her current 
wealth to amass even greater wealth. The success inherent in 
well-being must be the result of a particular sort of process—
one that essentially involves positive emotions, attitudes, and 
traits. It may be that the privileges of wealth and power make it 
easier to attain well-being. But well-being does not simply in-
volve being caught up in a “success breeds success” cycle. It is 
more colloquially captured by the idea that we sometimes find 
ourselves in a positive groove, or in the zone, or riding high. Of 
course, the feeling that we’re “cookin’ with gas” is not a sure sign 
that we have well-being. But it captures the intuitive idea behind 
the network theory.
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Another way to understand positive causal networks is to 
contrast them with negative or vicious ones. Think about a time 
in your life when you were blue or down. Even if your episode did 
not meet the standard diagnostic criteria for an affective disor-
der, any memorable blue period will include some of the charac-
teristic features of dysthymia—depressed mood, diminished  
interest or pleasure in activities, loss of energy, feelings of wor
thlessness, excessive or inappropriate guilt, morbid thoughts, 
indecisiveness, diminished ability to think or concentrate, in-
somnia or hypersomnia, psychomotor agitation or retardation, 
and impaired functioning. What makes dysthymia particularly 
cruel is that its features are links in self-maintaining causal 
cycles. Negative thoughts, feelings, attitudes, behaviors, and 
dysfunctions causally build upon and reinforce one another. A 
deep melancholy can lead to life problems at school, at work, and 
in friendships and relationships, and these life problems can in 
turn produce greater feelings of melancholy and despair, which 
can in turn produce more life problems. Anyone who has suf-
fered through a deep blue period, much less a serious depression, 
will not need to be convinced of the grim reality of such vicious 
cycles. Positive cycles can be plausibly understood as their mirror 
image.

Let’s recap. The network theory has two parts. The state of 
well-being is the state of being in a positive causal network. But 
a person might have some degree of well-being even without a 
full-blown positive causal network. Sad Steve’s life might go 
better for him because he has friends who genuinely care about 
him, even though he is not in a state of well-being. To say that a 
state (or set of states) is a fragment of a positive causal network 
is to say that it could be a significant link in a positive causal 
network for that person, keeping relatively constant the sort of 
person he is (i.e., his personality, his goals and his general dis-
positions). So a person’s degree of well-being is determined by 
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(a) the strength of her positive causal network and (b) the 
strength of her positive causal network fragments.

These are the basic elements of the network theory. I want to 
highlight three of its features.

	1.	Well-being is a real condition. It is as real as being depressed 
or having the flu. A person’s well-being consists of both 
subjective and objective facts about a person. A challenge 
for any theory of well-being is how to stitch these dispa-
rate facts together into a coherent whole. The network 
theory connects them in a simple and natural way, in the 
way the world connects them: with causal bonds.

	2.	Well-being is causally stable. It is a condition that in reason-
ably favorable conditions tends to perpetuate itself. Posi-
tive states tend to bring about further positive states. Of 
course, well-being and its component processes are neither 
permanent nor inevitable. A central project in the study of 
well-being is to learn about the dynamics of positive causal 
networks. There are factors, both environmental and in-
ternal to the person, that can frustrate or extinguish posi-
tive causal networks. And there are things we can do to 
establish, maintain, and strengthen them.

	3.	Well-being is multiply realizable. The network theory pro-
vides a smooth, unified explanation for why the profes-
sional athlete and the spritely octogenarian might both 
have a high degree of well-being even though the details of 
their lives are very different. In both cases, their well- 
being consists of a dynamic state of self-maintaining 
causal links among positive feelings, emotions, attitudes, 
traits, and accomplishments.

At this point, the nattering critic on my shoulder—and I sus-
pect the nattering critic on your shoulder—will not be silenced. 


