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“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are
endowed by their creator with certain inalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty
and the pursuit of Happiness[emphasis added]” (Thomas Jefferson, The Declaration of
Independence, 1776, as quoted in Franklin, p. 1). So begins Samuel Franklin’s work
dedicated to psychological perspectives on happiness, namely, living a good life.

In The Psychology of Happiness: A Good Human Life, Franklin reviews the thinking
of great philosophers to define happiness and how people may go about pursuing (and
hopefully attaining) it. These ideas are then examined from the lens of psychology. In
particular, he details Aristotle’s notion of virtue, which is the vehicle by which we may
attain happiness. Each component of Aristotle’s virtue is then related back to the great
thinkers of psychology and, at times, to empirical support.
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True happiness is what Aristotle termed eudaimonia, or living well. It is not seeking
pleasure, wealth, or even fulfillment. Rather, eudaimonia is similar to Carl Rogers’s notion
of actualizing one’s full potential. Waterman (2008) stated that eudaimonia is striving
“toward excellence in fulfilling [one’s] personal potentials (self-realization)” (p. 236).

In his book, Franklin addresses several topics related to happiness, including living a
virtuous life, positive emotions, emotional intelligence, and the development of eudaimonia.
Moreover, Franklin discusses the importance of other people and institutions in the
development of happiness, including schools and the polis (roughly, the government).
Finally, Franklin discusses religion and contemplation as pathways to happiness.

In recent studies of happiness, the emphasis is on well-being, which Deci and Ryan
(2008) defined as “optimal psychological experience and functioning” (p. 1). Well-being
studies have focused on two primary domains: hedonia and eudaimonia. The preponderance
of research on well-being has been conducted on hedonia. The hedonistic tradition centers
on attainment of pleasure and includes the construct of subjective well-being. Subjective
well-being includes high levels of positive affect, low levels of negative affect, and high
levels of life satisfaction (Deci & Ryan, 2008).

In contrast, research on eudaimonia has been much less prominent. Psychological
constructs related to eudaimonia have been posited by some of the great thinkers in
psychology, such as Jung, Maslow, Allport, and Rogers (Deci & Ryan, 2008). These include
“self-acceptance, personal growth, relatedness, autonomy, relationships, environmental
mastery, and purpose in life” (p. 4).

In The Psychology of Happiness, Franklin does not directly distinguish between
hedonia and eudaimonia, although he does argue that hedonism is not the fullest form of
happiness. Instead, he focuses almost exclusively on what psychology has to say about
living to one’s full potential as a measure of happiness. His integration of psychology and
Aristotelian ethics nicely links theory, especially from such giants in American psychology
as William James, Abraham Maslow, and Carl Rogers.

In addition to theory, Franklin reviews some research that supports Aristotle’s notion
of happiness. Included in this research is some interesting work on the neurological aspects
of happiness and what has been termed neurotheology being conducted by Newberg,
D’Aquili, and Rause. Franklin explains that this research examines “the brain processes
underlying religious and spiritual states of consciousness” (p. 161). The implications of this
research are that humans have the biological predisposition to attain transcendence and touch
the divine. Such transcendence has been linked both in psychology and philosophy to well-
being and happiness.

Where Franklin’s work falls short is in addressing the vast literature on positive
psychology and happiness studies. While he cites a few works in these areas, there is much
more being done that is not touched upon. There is a great deal of current research on
happiness that could have strengthened his efforts to validate Aristotle’s notions of the good
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life, such the research looking into as well-being (as mentioned above), positive affect, and
meaningfulness, to name a few.

That being said, Franklin adds an important component to the discussion of happiness
studies. The book is very readable for the lay population but also will appeal to many
psychologists. While this may not be a must-read source for psychologists engaging in the
scholarship of happiness, I believe it will be a good addition to the practitioner’s library.
This work may very well provide an important contribution to the practice of psychology as
psychologists work to enhance the functioning of individuals and communities.

In summary, The Psychology of Happiness: A Good Human Life provides an in-depth
analysis of Aristotle’s conception of happiness. Franklin’s integration of psychology to
support Aristotle’s notions is somewhat lacking, especially with respect to current research.
However, as an introduction to happiness studies, and eudaimonia in particular, this is a
rather brief and interesting resource that I enjoyed reading.
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