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Positive psychology in search for meaning: An introduction

Dmitry A. Leontiev

Department of Psychology, Moscow State University, Mokhovaya str. 11-5, Moscow, Russian Federation

DOI: 10.4324/9781315751450-1

The concept of meaning is not new in psychology. It is at home both in everyday speech and in academic discourse; both in fundamental and applied research, in ‘depth’ (Freudian and post-Freudian) and ‘height’ (Vygotskian and post-Vygotskian, as well as existentialist) approaches, both in the rigorous academic and flexible humanistic paradigm. The postmodern situation in present-day psychology is also favorable for the concept of meaning, which helps to link different contexts together. Meaning corresponds both to objective, subjective, and intersubjective or ‘conversational’ reality; it relates to consciousness, the unconscious, behavior, and personality, as well as interpersonal processes. Whatever one studies one cannot miss the importance of meaning.

However, until now, a gap between the intuitively evident importance of the concept of meaning and the lack of its conceptual clarity has persisted, despite the growing number of publications on the topic. The comparison of the numbers of journal publications on some topics from PsycInfo database in 1900–1980, 1981–1990, 1991–2000, and 2001–2010 made by Schnell (2012) evidences what she called an ‘existential turn’ in the psychological science of our days. The total number of publications provides a very flat, slightly ascending curve, accelerating a bit in the last decade. Publications on spirituality and morality reveal a more pointed dynamic, but only in the last decade, with increase in several times over. Sharper still is the growth of the curve of publications on death and on meaning in life; publications on death grew steadily before the jump in the last decade, and the publications on meaning peaked twice, first in the 1980s and again in the 2000s. Bright and serious international conferences on meaning organized by Paul Wong have been held every two years since 2000, not to mention conferences of more focused communities such as logotherapy. Until recently, there was a single handbook on the subject (Wong & Fry, 1998); now, not only did its updated version appear last year (Wong, 2012), but at least two new books are in preparation (Batthyany & Russo-Netzer, in press; Kreitler & Urbanek, in press).

In positive psychology, meaning has been one of the central topics since the early stages of its existence (Seligman, 2002). However, the progress in this domain of positive psychology research has not been as visible as in other ones. Probably, this is because the concept of meaning, if not reduced, seems to be more complicated than many more traditional concepts. Mainstream psychology of the twentieth century has provided no reliable tools and approaches for working with meaning in all its complexity. There is still a notable gap between meaning as the object of cognition and the attitudes of modern psychology that slowly start changing, but require more substantial change. Meaning as a whole has a qualitative nature, and only some of its aspects, such as one’s orientation toward meaning, can be relatively easily measured using our traditional research methodology. Appreciating the brilliant insights of many scholars of the last century, I dare to state that the concept of meaning seems to be more relevant for the psychology of the twenty-first century, where it has a chance, in my humble opinion, to become a central one.

The integration of meaning into mainstream academic psychology’s lexicon is now a vital challenge. The recent shift in mainstream academic psychology to a more inclusive emphasis on positive human qualities needs to be accompanied by increased conceptual clarity regarding the definition of meaning and its role in human functioning. The idea of a special issue of this journal on meaning emerged a few years ago; some renowned specialists, most of them regular JOPP authors, were invited to present their theoretical, methodological, problem-focused, or empirical papers on this topic. In this issue, one can find a collection of views of nearly all the leading experts on the problem of meaning in the positive psychology framework.

The paper by D. Leontiev warns against the simplified understanding of meaning. It investigates different kinds of challenges a scholar must face while trying to study meaning. Meaning is presented, in terms of V.Frankl’s ‘dimensional ontology’, as a multidimensional entity, and what we study is usually its flat projections. The essence of all manifestations of meaning is reference to some superordinate contexts; they cannot, however, be accessed directly by traditional methods.

S. Heintzelman and L. King present a theoretical analysis of the unconscious, intuitive forms of meaning, manifesting themselves in cognitive and behavioral effects without clear verbalization (Maslow, 1966, pp. 91–92) called them ‘suchness meaning’, as opposed to ‘abstractness meaning’). The authors discover a huge terra incognita of meaningful experiential processes largely neglected by the mainstream studies and draw far-reaching implications from this analysis, both for theory and research methodology.

C. Park and L. George present a huge work of systematization of measurement tools and approaches to meaning and meaning-making processes in the context of stressful life events. The breadth of their view and the clear explicit structure (the list of references and summarizing tables comprise more than half of the paper) make their paper a priceless reference source. The challenge they throw down is for better awareness of theoretical constructs and operational measures and of the correspondence between them.

R. Baumeister, K. Vohs, J. Aaker, and E. Garbinsky add new insights to the issue of relationships between meaning and happiness. This issue has been an object of hot philosophical debate since the end of the nineteenth century; and in our days, it has become the target of empirical studies. The authors propose a systematic analysis of distinctive predictors of meaning and happiness correspondingly, with controls for their counterparts. The results support many intuitive guesses by solid empirical data to provide a spectacular picture of difference between a happy meaningless life and an unhappy meaningful one.

A. Delle Fave, I. Brdar, M. Wissing, and D. Vella-Brodrick present the data from the large international survey based on the assessment of meaningfulness of life domains and of satisfaction with life in seven countries. The authors pay special attention to motives and sources of meaning, to the meaning-making life contexts. They find a lack of direct correspondence between measures of meaning and satisfaction, interpreting it in terms of hedonia–eudaimonia distinction.

M. Steger et al. deal also with the sources of meaning; however, they use an innovative, non-verbal approach through participants’ making pictures of what is meaningful for them. The results presented in the paper seem to open quite a new way to assess personal meanings.

T. Schnell, T. Hoege, and E. Pollet focus their analysis on work domain. The importance of meaningfulness of work is widely acknowledged; the authors give a detailed analysis of meaning in work. In their theory, meaning in work presumes a sense of coherence, direction, significance, and belonging; in turn, work-role fit, the significance of work tasks, socio-moral climate, and organizational self-transcendent orientation contribute positively to the prediction of meaning in work.

Finally, J. Nakamura deals with a special topic: the meaning of pride. The feeling of pride is associated with relevance to some value context; it is a signal detecting some personal meaning in one’s accomplishments, rather than the objective accomplishments per se. Besides successful replication of the previous data, the study showed once again that the context matters, and the feeling of pride points at our sources of meaning: what you feel proud of is what has personal meaning for you

I hope that this issue will find its place and meaning in the readers’ professional context and, in turn, will provide some extension of this context for future meaning-making.
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Personal meaning: A challenge for psychology
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The paper addresses the complexities associated with meaning as the object of psychological studies. Meaning is treated as a multifaceted entity that cannot be reduced to a single measurable trait-like or state-like variable. The challenge of studying meaning is split into several more focused challenges, including linguistic challenge, ontological challenge, structural challenge, anthropological challenge, dynamic challenge, and methodological challenge. The paper gives a referential view on meaning and suggests some methodological guidelines for meaning research.



Meaning in positive psychology – an intellectual excess or a missing link? A personal introduction

My interest in the problem of meaning emerged in my student years, and, in the more than 30 years since then, this issue has remained a central target of my research work. However, this topic was generally not in fashion: in the mainstream psychology of the twentieth century there was no place, for a topic like meaning. Indeed, meaning is neither a state, nor a trait; neither a cognition, nor an emotion; neither subjective, nor objective or, one may say, both trait-like and state-like, cognitive and emotional, subjective and objective at the same time. In fact, meaning transcends all these dichotomies that dominated absolutely over the psychology of the last century and still largely prevail today.

It is not that no one was interested in the issue. The importance of this concept was intuitively evident for many. Freud (1917/1953) discovered that whatever we do, it always means something. Adler brought us to the realization that ‘human beings live in the realm of meanings’ (1932/1980, p. 1). Frankl (1967) persuaded us that meaning is what our life actually is directed at and guided by. The main problem was to discover what meaning is, and correspondingly, what one should seek in one’s search for meaning. I was very pleased to know personally such an enlightened person as Victor Frankl, assisting him during two his short visits to Moscow (1986, 1992) and working on Russian editions of his writings. However, it was not Frankl who infected me with the interest in meaning, but rather my grandfather, Alexey N. Leontiev (1903–1979), Lev Vygotsky’s disciple. It was he who introduced the concept of meaning as a key explanatory one in his activity theory approach in the 1940s, stating: ‘The concept of meaning is as important for psychology as the concept of value for political economy … Hence the teaching of activity is the alpha, the teaching of meaning the omega in psychology’ (Leontiev, 1994). He developed a highly elaborate theory of personal meaning as an element of activity and consciousness that stimulated multiple studies (see Leontiev (Leont’ev), 1991). It was a very important contribution, but still not sufficient to bring the topic into mainstream psychology.

While working on my PhD during the mid-1980s, I found over 25 distinct, originally theoretical views of personal meaning in psychological publications, not to mention purely linguistic and semantic conceptions of meaning as an impersonal reality. Very rarely did different authors cite each other; not surprisingly, then, that they could not come to terms with what was meant by meaning. Before starting to develop a theory of my own, I classified these views along with two dimensions: first, whether the author spoke of meaning as the top integrative instance of personality or of meanings as multiple elements of human conduct and mental processes; second, whether meaning was understood as belonging to objective reality, subjective reality, or to the inter-subjective reality, ‘conversational space’ (see Leontiev, 1996, 1999). My aim was to integrate these separate views.

My PhD thesis in 1988 and subsequent Dr Sc. (habilitation) work in 1999 were devoted to the construction of a comprehensive theory of personal meaning. It was published in Russian as a 500-page book (Leontiev, 1999); in English, a very condensed summary is available (Leontiev, 2007b), as well as some thematic chapters (Leontiev, 1990, 1991, 1996, 2005b). However, all my attempts to speak of personal meaning at international congresses were invariably in vain; no one seemed to be eager to listen on the topic of meaning. Though some very important and comprehensive synthetic theories of personal meaning did emerge through the 1990s (R. Baumeister, G. Reker and P. Wong, & R. Emmons), this field stayed definitely marginal in academic studies.

The long-awaited turn happened in the early 2000s. It is hard to imagine how happy I was when Martin Seligman in 2002 included ‘meaningful living’ among the few core concepts of positive psychology (Seligman, 2002). Still earlier, in 2000, Paul Wong organized a very bright and insightful conference ‘The search for meaning in the new Millennium’ in Vancouver that turned into a series of bi-annual conferences on existential psychology and meaning-centered psychotherapy, and Hubert Hermans launched a series of conferences on ‘Dialogical Self’ in Europe that also gave birth to a populated community where the concept of meaning is very important.

However, it was not enough to announce it, and in 2006 when I passed to Prof. Seligman some of my new reprints on meaning, he remarked sadly ‘So nice that someone still takes meaning seriously.’ Indeed, in positive psychology, the studies of meaningful living are very rare compared with studies of positive emotional states and character strengths. Though few would currently deny the importance of meaning in positive psychology, it remains a very fuzzy concept, defined in different ways by different researchers. In theory, we have absolute diversity of definitions, in methodology a lack of insight of what it would mean to assess meaning, and a serious problem of discriminant validity while measuring meaning, in research – fragmentation and a lack of coherence. Until now, meaning remains an insightful metaphor rather than a sound scientific concept.

The aim of this paper is to split the insoluble problem of meaning into a few more specific and better manageable challenges and to analyze typical misconceptions and misunderstandings that impede progress in this truly important and truly complicated domain. Among them are the linguistic challenge (meaning is an English word that is not easy to translate into other languages), the ontological challenge (it is unclear where and in what form what we call meaning exists), the anthropological challenge (what is the added value of meaning for the explanation of human conduct), the structural or dimensional challenge (meaning is often confused with its aspects or components), the dynamic challenge (though it is much easier to catch meaning as a fixed structure, essentially it is a fluid ongoing process that can hardly be stopped), and the methodological challenge (how to assess meaning without merging it with happiness, hardiness, coherence, optimism, and other nice things). The author advocates the view on meaning as reference to superordinate contexts.


The linguistic challenge: meaning is a word with multiple meanings

When we speak of meaning, we rarely know what is meant. Different people, both laypeople and specialists – have in mind different things. Though the word ‘meaning’ is at home both in colloquial use and in academic discourse, there is nothing like a common, unambiguous definition or even a common, implicit understanding. If we ask someone whether her life is meaningful, the answer ‘Yes,’ as well as the answer ‘No,’ may mean different things – we do not know exactly what the respondents have in mind when they comment on their meaning. If psychologists have nothing like a commonly accepted definition, we have no reason to believe that respondents do. Unless we investigate the exact meaning people ascribe to the word ‘meaning,’ we cannot bridge the gap between different people’s use of the word, nor the gap between the word and the denotation.

A special obstacle is the English language, where the single word MEANING denotes a striking multitude of phenomena while other languages use different words for different things. I begin every paper on meaning with an introductory linguistic comment, so to quote myself:

For instance, in German there is a clear conceptual opposition of SINN [sense] vs. BEDEUTUNG [meaning], and this opposition plays a central role in all the humanities. The first pole of this opposition most often denotes subjective personalized meaning rooted in an individual’s life, or a deep, value-laden, cultural meaning. The second pole represents a culturally invariant elementary meaning (such as the word meaning), which can be shared by a common community of language speakers. The same opposition exists in Russian with SMYSL [sense] vs. ZNACHENIE [meaning]. In English, however, the word MEANING covers both poles (private, individual, personal, existential, idiosyncratic and subjective on the one hand, and public, collective, cultural, verbal, shared, and objective on the other hand), and it is used for notions having almost nothing in common; for example, Freudian or Adlerian SINN (rooted in an unconscious dynamic), and Vygotskian ZNACHENIE (understood as a unit of condensed socio-cultural, pragmatic experience). Two key dichotomies – private vs. public and individual vs. collective (Harré, 1983), –which are fairly well conceptualized both in German and in Russian, dissolve in the English word MEANING. No wonder that the pioneers who first introduced the concept of meaning (beyond a purely linguistic context) in the humanities, were German-speaking (E. Husserl, W. Dilthey, E. Spranger, M.Weber, S. Freud, C. Jung, A. Adler), and Russian-speaking (G. Shpet, M. Bakhtin, L. Vygotsky) authors. It is not only the problem of translating foreign texts into English that makes these difficulties evident. Some authors, using the concept of meaning, have to describe meaning on different levels in different ways (Carlsen, 1988; Kreitler & Kreitler, 1972). In fact, at these different levels we discover somewhat different realities, but language still fails to catch some of the important distinctions’ (Leontiev, 2007b, p. 34).


Eric Klinger proposed an etymological analysis of the word MEANING using Webster’s New Collegiate Dictionary:

the first definition of the verb ‘to mean’ is ‘to have in the mind as a purpose: INTEND,’ and the second definition is ‘to serve or intend to convey, show, or indicate: SIGNIFY’ (p. 712). Similarly, the first definition of ‘meaning’ is given as ‘the thing one intends to convey by language: PURPORT’, or ‘the thing that is conveyed esp. by language: IMPORT’; and the second definition is ‘something meant or intended: AIM’ (p. 712). These two seemingly different meanings of meaning are, however, rooted in a common etymological stem: Old High German meinen, ‘to have in mind’ (p. 712). In modern German, ‘meinen’ means to think, in the sense of to opine, but the modern German word Sinn carries the meanings of both semantic meaning (sense) and purpose (Klinger, 1998, p. 28; see also Rychlak, 1981, p. 7).


I would not just agree with Klinger’s conclusion that there is a single word in Romance, Germanic, and Slavic languages signifying both meaning as signifier and meaning as intention; though the word MEANING is semantically ambiguous everywhere, at least in such influential languages as German and Russian there is a second term, absorbing the meaning of signification.

One can refer to the English word SENSE in a conceptual opposition SENSE vs. MEANING, especially considering its etymological closeness to the German SINN. ‘The word ‘sense’ (Sinn) stems from the Old High German verb SINNAN. In the old days SINNAN meant: to be on the way towards a goal’ (Boss, 1988, p. 115). Eric Craig, in his comments to Boss, noted that it would be more appropriate to translate SINN as SENSE, because its translation as MEANING fails to retain this idea of intentional directedness (Craig, 1988, pp. 95–96). Unfortunately, the word SENSE is rarely used in this context (single examples: Bugental, 1976; Gendlin, 1981), and it usually evokes associations with sensory processes rather than with the dynamics of the individual personality. However, in some cases, this association is enlightening, rather than misleading (see Heintzelman & King, 2013, this issue).

To summarize the linguistic challenge, the concept of meaning is inherently ambiguous, the word itself containing multiple semantic overtones apparently not easily compatible with each other. One of these overtones means signification; another one means intention; there is also a component of immediate sensual experience (a sense of meaning).


The ontological challenge: meaning is more than a single measurable variable

Another, equally important challenge is that we cannot find meaning ‘within’ an individual; rather, meaning can only be found ‘out there,’ in the world. This idea has been articulated in two similar philosophical concepts and in some psychological theories rooted in these concepts.

One is that of the intentionality of the human mind – that is, its directedness at something different than the mind itself, to the objects in the world (Franz Brentano). It has been developed in existential psychology, in particular, by May (1969) who defined intentionality as our capacity for having wishes. Viktor Frankl has elaborated this idea still further, though he used another word, self-transcendence, for the same idea of reaching beyond oneself, to a meaning in the world out there (Frankl, 1969). A good illustration of this concept is his remark on logical acceptability of some possible conceptions of life meanings (Frankl, 1973). Some of them were discarded because of tautology, like survival or procreation, and some, like self-actualization or happiness, were discarded because they refer to inner states, rather than to external objects. (It is worth noting that Maslow (1969) accepted Frankl’s criticism and shifted the emphasis in his last theory of metamotivation from the inner thrust toward self-actualization to objective B-values, residing in the world (Maslow, 1976).)

Another relevant philosophical concept was that of Gegenstaendlichkeit (object relatedness) developed by Georg W.F. Hegel referring to human activity (Taetigkeit). A psychological development and application of this idea was Activity theory approach (Leont’ev, 1978), where the concept of meaning is one if the cornerstone ones.

We cannot speak of meaning without speaking of the world we are in. The mainstream psychology of the last century was the psychology of individuality rather than of personality. The difference is that individuality can only be compared to other individualities, but personality relates to other personalities and to the world (see Buber, 1929/1996; Jung, 1934/1954). Meaning is irrelevant to individuality (this is why the concept has been marginal for so long) but highly relevant to personality (this is why it is so important now, when we are in search of new paradigms). The postmodern situation in present-day science demands approaches that would allow us to get in touch with the reality we study, rather than observe it distantly (Shotter, 1990).

This is why when we start speaking of meaning, we cannot help moving beyond what is immediately experienced; otherwise, we are unable to discriminate between different pleasurable feelings by their sources and are tied to the hedonistic paradigm. The criticism of hedonistic ethics was one of the central themes in Russian philosophy in the times of its flourishing (1890s–1910s); meaning was put forward as the guiding ethical principle alternative to happiness (see Leontiev, 2005a).

In psychological studies, the variable of meaning is often represented by self-reported experience of meaningfulness. Later, we shall dwell on methodological issues of meaning measurement; here, it is important to note that what is reported is usually an emotional experience rather than meaning. When we are asking to evaluate depression, self-esteem, happiness, etc. our participants can differentiate each of these experiences they observe in themselves from other experiences. When we are asking of the sense of meaning, many of them hardly have a clear idea of what we are asking about and tend to confuse this feeling with the general well-being scale. Nevertheless, the direct evaluation is usually given; the problem is what is reflected in this evaluation.

The message of this section is thus that if we assess a subjective evaluation of meaning, what is assessed is not meaning, but at best one of its projections (see below). Let us take a relatively simple case of the linguistic meaning of a phrase, such as two logically equivalent sentences describing the same event; for example, ‘Italy won’ and ‘France lost’ referring to the outcome of a soccer final. As D. Kahneman rightly notes, this may evoke absolutely different associations and psychological states (especially if you are Italian or French). ‘In this sense, the meaning of a sentence is what happens in your associative machinery while you understand it’ (Kahneman, 2011, p. 363). Meaning is, by definition, something that reaches beyond the actual experience, linking it to something else.


The structural (dimensional) challenge: meaning is multifaceted

I started with the word ‘meaning.’ Which kind of reality, however, does this word describe? A cognitive interpretation? Yes, and not only this. An incentive? Yes, and not only this. A feeling? Yes, and not only this. A valence? Yes, and not only this. A value? Yes, and not only this.

Now, we have three options. Either we close our eyes to the complexity of the issue and reduce meaning to a single, easily measurable dimension, get totally confused and decide that there is no such object of psychological research, or acknowledge its Protean nature and try to approach it as a special, multidimensional object. A simple metaphor of us trying to make sense of the nature of meaning is the well-known story of blind men trying to find out what an elephant looks like, each touching different parts of the creature – a leg, a tail, an ear, a trunk – and drawing conclusions about the whole. It is an amazing and not occasional coincidence that in 2009, presenting on meaning at the first World Congress on Positive Psychology in Philadelphia, I fished out a picture of blind men and elephant from the web, and the same picture was picked by Paul Wong for his presentation in 2012 in Toronto.

A more academic visualization of the multidimensionality of meaning was proposed by Viktor Frankl in what he called dimensional ontology, using stereometric metaphors to illustrate somewhat different, but related regularities. Figure 1 (from Frankl, 1979, p. 24, 25) shows what happens if we do not see the difference between a two-dimensional figure and a flat projection of a 3D physical body. The pictures show that a 3D body may cast different shadows that cannot be easily recognized as projections of the same thing and, in turn, different bodies may be hardly distinguishable by their projections.

[image: ]Figure 1. Illustrations of the ‘dimensional ontology' (Frankl, 1979, p. 24, 25).
The projections in question are the variables we measure. Traits and states, emotion and cognition, objectively registered physiological states and observable behavioral units are all projections of psychological phenomena that sometimes (though not always) have more dimensions than we can catch. The traditional mainstream psychology of the twentieth century largely identified the psychological phenomena with assessed variables, conceiving the phenomena themselves as being contained ‘within’ the self-sufficient human units, manifested in their behavior, including speech and self-expression, bodily and psychophysiological processes and in the experiences of which they can report. There was no place for meaning in this last-century mainstream science, because meaning is not an immediately assessed variable like trait, state; it is a complex, multidimensional phenomenon rather than a 2D projection. It cannot be reduced to these projections and deduced from the single measurements; any empirical technique can catch only a projection of meaning, rather than meaning as a whole.

In my PhD Thesis (1988), I tried to compare the ontological status of meaning in about 20 psychological theories published by this time and found all possible solutions: meaning as objective reality, meaning as subjective reality constructed by our minds, and meaning as inter-subjective reality, residing in the ‘conversational space’ (see Leontiev, 1996). So, in my theory of meaning reality as the reality of one’s relations to the world and meanings as structures regulating our cognition and action along with these relations (Leontiev, 1999, 2005, 2007b), I could find no other way to make ends meet as regards the ontological challenge than postulating three dimensions of meaning reality: ontological, phenomenological, and regulatory ones. Ontological dimension refers to special relations between the person and objects and events establishing in the course of one’s activity and living experiences; they cannot be directly observed or assessed, but without postulating them we cannot get an idea of meaning. Phenomenological or experiential dimension refers to our mental representations of the meaning things and persons may have for us – through emotional coloring, but also without it, through cognitive distortions and meaning-based associations. Regulatory dimension refers to the influence of meanings on behavioral manifestations, often beyond awareness. The point is that the visible manifestations of meaning phenomena can be registered only in phenomenological and/or behavioral dimension, but we cannot explain them without referring to the ontological dimension; for example, in Figure 1(right), we cannot say whether the round shadow is a projection of a cylinder, a ball, or a cone. Meaning is thus a hypothetical construct, something not directly observable but rather conceived. It is needed to explain observable phenomena, but cannot be reduced to them.

The ambiguity of meaning manifested itself in a number of multidimensional models of life meaning developed over the last two decades. Acknowledging the multifaceted nature of meaning, the authors of the new generation proposed more complicated models.

Very important ideas have been articulated by Baumeister (1991) and Baumeister and Vohs (2002); his theory signifies a new stage of psychological study of meaning. Besides the important insight that ‘the essence of meaning is connection’ (Baumeister & Vohs, 2002, p. 608) (I shall come back to this later), Baumeister identified four main needs for meaning directing the quest for a meaningful life: need for purpose, need for values, need for a sense of efficacy, and a need for self-worth. We have a sense of fulfilled meaning when all four needs are satisfied; when some of them are frustrated, the meaning cannot be complete. When we speak of lacking meaning, there is always one or more of the four components beyond reach. To make a person feel meaningless, we must deprive him or her of a purpose (as in the so-called Martin Eden syndrome of completely fulfilled wishes causing suicide); of values (as in East European post-Communist countries in the 1990s); of a sense of efficacy (as in a case of learned helplessness); or of self-worth (as in Nazi concentration camps). Meaning both fosters well-being and helps to tolerate ill-being (Baumeister & Vohs, 2002).

Parallel to this, Reker and Wong (1988; see also Reker, 2000; Reker & Wong, 2012; Wong, 1998c) identified some important dimensions of meaning: structural components (cognitive, motivation, and affective), sources of meaning, breadth of meaning (the diversity of its experiencing), and depth (the quality of the experience) of meaning. Reker claimed that ‘a complete understanding of meaning requires both an elemental and holistic view of life’ (2000, p. 52). In his further development of the multidimensional meaning structure, Wong (1998c) identified, besides the three structural components and a number of sources of meaning, two types of meaning (the ultimate meaning of life and the specific meanings in life or, later, global and situational meanings), preconditions of meaning (social relationships and personal qualifications) and three modalities, or ways of finding meaning, following Frankl (1973), namely activities, experience, and attitude.

The addition to my model proposed somewhat later for the meaning of life (Leontiev, 2006) is apparently similar to Wong’s, but without direct reference to cognitive, affective, and behavioral components that are inherent in the mainstream psychology of the last century. I prefer to distinguish three components not by underlying mental structures but rather by meaning-making contexts. The Direction of real actions component is tied to the context of being-in-the-world; the Purpose in life component to the context of personal and cultural constructions; and the Experience of involvement component to the context of emotional regulation (see Figure 2). This last component is essentially the same as meaningfulness defined as a fundamental sense of meaning, based on the appraisal of one’s life as coherent, significant, directed and belonging (Schnell, 2009); the relationships between meaningfulness and general positive affect will be discussed below.

[image: ]Figure 2. Components and contexts of meaning (Leontiev, 2006).
Another important multi-component model was proposed by Emmons (2003). He approached meaning in the context of life goals and personal strivings (Emmons, 1999) treated as central for human functioning, while emotional phenomena like happiness are treated as derivative, secondary to them, quite in line with Frankl’s (1969, 1973) reasoning. In an attempt to generalize the findings of several scholars as to the main sources of meaning, that is contexts that can make one’s life meaningful, Emmons proposed what he called the Big Four taxonomy of personal meaning dimensions. ‘The four life meaning categories of achievement/work, relationships/intimacy, religion/spirituality and self-transcendence/generativity appear to encompass most of the domains in which people strive for a sense of meaning’ (Emmons, 2003, p. 108).

Reker and Wong’s model seems to be the most comprehensive one. However, it is eclectic and descriptive; many dimensions of meaning are not rooted in a basic explanatory principle and basic ontology, as it is the case in Baumeister’s and Leontiev’s views.


The anthropological challenge: the added value of meaning regulation

Let’s imagine human activity devoid of meaning mechanisms. This means that we cannot ask about reasons of any actions, only about the causes. Something is being done only due to some cause that by necessity produces the predictable outcome.

Meaning introduces into human conduct a higher regulation principle. All living creatures are regulated by inner impulses, drives, and stimuli from their immediate environment. Humans also follow these types of inborn and acquired programs, but not only these. The multi-regulation personality model (Leontiev, 1999, 2007b, 2012b) describes a hierarchy of possible criteria and regulatory mechanisms, each governed by a special logic: the homeostatic logic of drive gratification (A), the adaptive logic of responding to stimuli (B), the habitual logic of reproducing acquired skills (C), the social logic of conforming to group expectations (D), the meaning-based logic of following life necessity (E), the existential logic of free choice (F), and the enlightened logic of ultimate understanding (G).

The anthropological role of the meaning-based level of human regulation consists in enhancing the context of one’s action from the actual situation here-and-now to the life-world at large (for details see Leontiev, 2007b). Several thinkers, including Dilthey, Buber, and Frankl, stated that humans are the only creatures that possess world, rather than environment (e.g. Frankl, 1982). If an action is meaningful, it is included into the meaning web and thus finds a place in the whole person’s life-world, rather than in the demands of the situation. This gives human activity a new quality and a new dimension of individual differences: meaning-based regulation supporting through the web of meaning links our actions that have long-term significant consequences. It is more than the mere self-control that Baumeister (1991, p. 28) considers to be one of the two major functions of meaning. Meaning-based regulation transcends the pressures of now, reaching into the distant future; this may be an explanation of the empirical data showing that a shortened future-time perspective accounts for stronger correlations between meaningfulness and positive affect than the longer perspective (Hicks a.o., 2012); indeed, affect is rooted in the present, while meaning transcends it; the longer the perspective, the more they diverge. A special case of meaning-based regulation is, for example, the delay of gratification (Mischel, 1981). It is a good illustration that meaning-based regulation is not equally important for everyone. Many individuals prefer to gratify drives and respond to stimuli and expectations, following the necessity of the moment without caring for distant outcomes. Others are capable of overcoming temptations and acting from the perspective of life-world, rather than of the moment. They are no longer 100% dependent on actual pressures, they transcend them, reaching toward the realm of possible meanings. This is the way of mastering one’s behavior.

An interesting illustration of this role of meaning is provided by the recent cycle of empirical studies summarized in King and Hicks (2012). The basic regularity says that the relationships between the sense of meaning and positive affect are moderated by a number of other variables apparently referring to the degree of humanization, among them satisfaction of the need for relatedness, religiosity, and sources of meaning. The common pattern found in these studies is as follows: when the value of the moderating variable is low, meaning is very strongly correlated with positive affect, but when it is high, both variables diverge: the sense of meaning is stable and independent of positive affect (Figure 3). King and Hicks (2012) propose an interesting discussion of these relationships; in the context of the present section, however, this pattern can be hypothetically interpreted as showing that meaning (connectedness to the world) and positive emotion in general are merged at a definite developmental stage. They are indistinguishable in individuals with a relatively simple inner world (in particular in children, not to mention sub-human species about which we may only speculate); they can report about meaning but do not distinguish it from the positive affect. As the person matures, a meaning-based regulatory system takes shape that can provide them with a stable reference system in the world, independent of the dynamics of his/her affective life, and that appears thus as a form of higher regulations. Testable empirical implications from this hypothesis would refer to self-regulation and other developmentally relevant variables moderating the distinction between positive affect and meaning rather than their co-variation; it would also be very interesting to focus on the developmental trajectories of their divergence.

[image: ]Figure 3 .Relationships between meaning and positive affect as moderated by relatedness need satisfaction, religious commitment, and sources of meaning (from King & Hicks, 2012, p. 133).

The dynamic challenge: meaning as living process

Even when we speak of a semantic meaning of a word or a sign, a culturally invariant definition, it is not always strictly defined, all the more so when we speak of the meaning of life or of its essential components. Trying to put meaning into strict verbal definitions, we distort its fluid nature and deprive it of much of its vital function. Indeed, etymologically speaking, definition, like determination, means setting limits, while finding meaning helps transcending limits.

It was a challenge for the first great thinker who focused on the issue of meaning, Lev Tolstoy. In his autobiographical essay, Confessions he described a time in his life when he found himself wealthy, flourishing, and highly respected, but with a recurrent wish to shoot himself, because he had lost the sense of meaning. He started reading relevant books and talking to spiritual leaders in search of what was lost; several times he seemed to find the purpose and tried to start living in line with it, but each time was a failure. His final discovery was that his strategy had been wrong: first, the question about the meaning of life can be addressed only by referring to an individual life, rather than in general; second, meaning is a matter of real living rather than of intellectual construction. One cannot live up to the pre-established purpose, one should rather try to live meaningfully, and, if one succeeds, one can try to make intellectual sense of it.

Tolstoy’s insights have been largely reproduced by two of the greatest psychologists who contributed to the problem of meaning, Alfred Adler and Victor Frankl. Adler, in his theory of meaning, treated the meaning of life as an objective direction and coherence of a person’s actions, whether it is somehow subjectively represented or not; such a meaning can be found by the age of 5 (Adler, 1932/1980). Frankl made a Copernican turn in the issue of life meaning by his paradoxical statement that we are not the ones who ask about the meaning of our lives; we are the ones who answer this question by living. Längle (1994) in his analysis of Frankl’s theory of meaning discovered two distinctive forms of meaning that he called ontological and existential meaning. Ontological meaning is fixed, usually introjected, strictly defined, and hardly malleable; existential meaning is flexible, non-verbal, reflecting the current stream of life. If we ignore this important distinction, we may fall into a trap of believing that the more meaning the better, but we can hardly find a sample with more meaning in life than radical Islamist terrorists – the point is that their meaning is not a living one. A meaning dies when it is deprived of living dynamics. Frankl said in one of later papers that the meaning of life is seeking for the meaning of life. This brings to mind a radical Buddhist koan: ‘If you meet the Buddha on the way, kill him.’ Genuine seeking for meaning can never have an endpoint.

It follows from what has been said in this section that personal meaning, and even life meaning, is not necessarily verbalized. The old controversy is whether the life of someone who does not reflect on its meaning can have meaning? Take, for example, the life of a patriarchal peasant who takes care of his plants and domestic animals just the way many generations of his ancestors did, living in harmony with other people and nature? Surely, all the other components are there; his life is intentionally directed to the world, it is coherent, it brings the experience of emotional involvement and satisfaction, sometimes even the experience of flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990), it fulfills the needs for purpose, value, efficacy, and self-worth, etc. It is linked to super-ordinate contexts, to the contexts of collective rituals, traditions, and mythology, in this case. The only thing that is lacking is the idea of meaning in his head, and even the word in his vocabulary, but if you ask him whether it is important that his life were not in vain, he would answer affirmatively, because he has the sense of his life being not in vain. This is a genuine intrinsic meaning, unlike an extrinsic meaning which we may know from philosophical writings or religious precepts but which may have nothing to do with our actual living.

The same refers to single actions and things. M. Csikszentmihalyi and E. Rochberg-Halton (1981) described the ways things in our home environment acquire meaning for us, become not only our formal property but a part of ourselves (it was William James who first noted that our possessions are parts of our Self). You may meet a thing in a shopping mall that arouses a feeling that this is YOUR thing and you want to buy it without any rational reasons, even if you generally do not buy many unnecessary things. If you are making a hard decision, you sometimes feel that if you turn right, the choice may be good, but it is not yours, and to keep your identity and integrity you would better turn left. You have an unexplainable sense of meaning or of lack of meaning.


Meaning as reference

Baumeister’s (1991, p. 15) definition of meaning seems to be the most concise one: ‘Meaning is shared mental representations of possible relationships among things, events, and relationships. Thus, meaning connects things’. He applied to it a metaphor of web (ibid., p. 16), a meaning network connecting everything in one’s life-world, putting a single object or action into the general scheme of things. ‘The analogy to a web is apt, for the essence of a web is not the individual strands but the fact of their connectedness and pattern’ (ibid., p. 20). Stating that the higher-order meanings in this web make contexts for lower-order ones, Baumeister resolved the problem of distinguishing meanings of different range, for example, global and situational meanings (Park & Folkman, 1997).

I appreciate this metaphor; however, another one seems still more precise: a mycelium. First, it is not only a network of strands, but in some places it grows up into single visible mushrooms, that attract our attention and have nutritional and esthetic value. Second, the network itself is hidden under the ground and we believe that each mushroom is self-sufficient and definitely more important than the pale threads attached to its root that we try to clean away. It is similar with meanings: we try to analyze the meanings of actions, events, things as separate units, but in fact they are just peripheral fruits of the global mycelium of meaning ties which are truly essential.

It refers to the second commonly shared attribute of meaning that I found while analyzing the multitude of relevant theories in human sciences, besides its intentionality: context-relatedness. There is no other way of answering the question about the meaning of anything except for linking it to some superordinate context. The meaning of action is derived from its goal, the meaning of goal from its motivation, the meaning of motive from life at large, and the meaning of life from some sources that embrace our life as a subordinate element. We fail to catch meaning if we do not view the object of our study in such contexts.

There are two types of relationships that account for the meaning of an event or action: internal relationships, making it coherent, and external relationships, making it connected. A word is meaningful inasmuch as it is understood and linked to the context; a life is meaningful inasmuch as it is coherent and linked to a larger whole. Coherence and connectedness account for meaningfulness; fragmentation (dissociation) and disconnectedness (alienation) decrease meaning. Life satisfaction as a positive evaluation of one’s life as a whole presumes grasping life as a whole; that is, its coherence. This is why meaning appears as a necessary, but not a sufficient, condition for happiness (Baumeister & Vohs, 2002).

And conversely, every link to some broader context is meaning. A word or utterance is meaningless if it makes no intelligible whole or if we cannot link it to a context. A life is meaningless if it is fragmented (incoherent), responding in an ad hoc way or if it is not linked to other people, society, God, humanity, and the Universe.

Generally, the structure of meaning can be conceived as including three elements: a carrier of meaning (the meaning of what we are discussing); the source of meaning
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