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Books written by Martin Seligman often appear in the stocking I place on our 
fireplace during the Christmas/Holiday season. This happened in 2002 with Authentic 
Happiness, 2011 with Flourish, and 2019 with The Hope Circuit!  I became familiar with 
the academic labor of Seligman as an undergraduate student in a social psychology of 
therapeutic recreation class. It instantly connected with me as I struggled with learned 
helplessness throughout a difficult upbringing that included: (1) a mother with a termi-
nal cancer, and a family that did not know how to cope with this life struggle, who died 
one week after I graduated from high school; (2) a father who lived with the horrors of 
the Second World War; (3) illiterate parents deeply ashamed of this and embarrassed of 
their European background, accents, and lack of education; and (4) a Catholic school 
system that seemed like a prison setting (Dieser, 2008, 2014). I could relate to learned 
helplessness, wanted to learn optimism, and therapeutic recreation seemed like the 
medium due to my own background in which leisure was a coping skill. 

The theory of learned helplessness was the driving force behind wanting to pursue 
a master’s degree, which eventually ended in a published experimental design article on 
how attribution retraining can help adolescents with depression gain optimistic attri-
butions through successful verbal persuasion in therapeutic recreation services (Dieser 
& Ruddell, 2002).1 Although I never met Martin Seligman, his thinking has resonated 
with me for 20-plus years both as a researcher and a practicing Certified Therapeutic 
Recreation Specialist and Licensed Mental Health Counselor.2 Through Seligman be-

1I have stayed connected to Seligman’s academic labor throughout my career. For example, I 
reviewed Seligman’s (2002) Authentic Happiness book in the TRJ (Dieser, 2005), had him appear 
in an ethno-drama regarding leisure and happiness (Grybovych & Dieser, 2010), and drew from 
his work extensively in a case report that linked positive psychology, behavioral activation, and 
the serious leisure perspective in mental health counseling (Dieser & Jacobsen, 2017).

2Martin Seligman and I have exchanged a few short emails over the past 20 years. In 1996, 
while working on a MS degee, I had to write him to request a copy, and gain permission to use, 
the Attributional Style Questionnaire. He gave me permission and took the time to write me a 
personal note of encouragement related to my research ambitions. That short note sure fueled 
my excitement and motivation.
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ing authentic and vulnerable this memoir helped me understand much more than the 
development of positive psychology; it also provided a life history of Martin Seligman 
(a prominent psychologist) and outlined his academic habits. 

The Hope Circuit has 29 chapters divided into five parts/modules and its main 
purpose is to tell the ubiquitous history of positive psychology or the journey from 
helplessness to optimism with the present and future rooted in homo prospectus and in 
the brain’s MPFC-DRN pathway (hope circuit). This book review is divided into three 
sections: (1) journey from helplessness to optimism; (2) life history of Martin Selig-
man, including his academic habits, and its relevance to positive psychology; and (3) 
application and contributions to the profession of therapeutic recreation.

Journey from Helplessness to Optimism
Although the history of positive psychology begins with Martin Seligman’s pes-

simistic attributional style as a teenage and eventual struggles with depression, influ-
enced by his father’s helplessness and family of origin struggles (see section below), 
the academic beginning of learned helplessness starts with differing observational 
interpretations with experiments on dogs.3 Drawing on Pavlovian fear conditioning, 
and the broader behavioristic theories and methods of B.F. Skinner, in the mid-1960s 
Martin Seligman and Steve Maier were part of a research experiment at the University 
of Pennsylvania that brought them into contact with experiments on dogs. When vari-
ous dogs did not jump from shock, and instead laid down, what the primary research-
ers (Bruce Overmier and Russell Leaf) interpreted as annoyance Seligman and Maier 
interpreted as the possibility of learned helplessness. Seligman and Maier conceptu-
alized and led experimental studies on this new phenomenon—learned helplessness 
connected to the “cognitive revolution” (p. 73) occurring in psychology—resulting in 
the first publication on helplessness in 1967 in the Journal of Experimental Psychology.4 
Seligman summaries that when he encountered psychology, more than 30 years ago, 
the warring fields of Freudians and behaviorists had the same blind spot—they missed 
everything that makes life worth living, such as happiness, meaning, and creativity. 
Seligman thought the Skinnerians would be open minded to his research; instead his 
research and theoretical ideas were excluded 

[Behaviorists] . . . made almost no response and thereafter just went silent 
about learned helplessness. They simply excluded if from the learning theory 
corpus thereafter . . . Finally, there was the cognitive theory of avoidance. 
I was surprised by the reaction from our learning theory colleagues—there 
was none. Dick Solomon, perfect gentleman that he was, never said a word 
to me about this [learned helplessness] paper. Neal Miller, Bob Rescorla, and 
the rest of the learning theory gang stayed silent and stayed silent and stayed 
silent. (p. 136) 
3I want to make it perfectly clear that I do not support experiments on dogs that cause pain, 

suffering, or death. The best I can tell from reading this book and others by Seligman, the electric 
shocks given to dogs were mild to moderate, “. . . a sudden startle but no pain” (p. 78). Seligman’s 
outlines his ethics of experiments on dogs, including his own struggles with this approach, on 
pages 77-79.

4This study is considered a paradigm shifter in psychology. As one example, Hock’s popular 
book Forty Studies that Changed Psychology lists the Seligman and Maier article as a study that 
changed the perception of psychopathology. See Hock’s most recent edition (2020).



209

Book Review

After completing a doctorate in psychology from the University of Pennsylvania, 
Seligman accepted an assistant professor position in psychology at Cornell University 
and identified as a clinical psychologist. 

In the early 1970s, after leaving Cornell University, Seligman accepted a two-year 
psychiatric residence at the University of Pennsylvania to train in psychiatry and was 
given the “strange long title” (p. 110) of visiting associate professor of psychology in 
psychiatry. It was his researcher/scholar-practitioner view of academia, and his life-
time mentorship5 under legendary psychiatrist, Aaron (Tim) Beck,6 that propelled 
Seligman to conceptualize learned helplessness with greater depth, breadth, and clarity 
with its connection to Beck’s cognitive therapy approach. In 1975, Seligman’s first trade 
book, Helplessness: On depression, Development, and Death was published and it argued 
for learned helplessness as a model of depression. Also in 1975, through a Guggenheim 
Fellowship, Seligman was granted a visiting professorship at the Institute of Psychiatry 
of the Maudsley and Bethlem Hospitals and specified “My principle reason for going 
to England was to learn more clinical psychology at the premier settings in the world” 
(p. 139).  An academic clash at Oxford university between Martin Seligman and John 
Teasdale, a “. . . trenchant critic of learned helplessness” (p. 149) pushed the theory of 
learned helplessness to new heights. According to Seligman, after his public comments 
on the first theory of learned helplessness, Teasdale “. . . flayed the model” by arguing 
that Seligman was missing the way human beings interpret their helplessness and ar-
gued that Seligman “ . . . would do well to acquaint himself with attribution theory . . .” 
(p. 150). Seligman self-reported “I was flabbergasted. Teasdale had crystalized,  more 
accurately than I had been able to, my central doubts about my theory . . . so I invited 
Dr. Teasdale to collaborate with me to dispose of the helplessness theory altogether if 
necessary, or better to refine it so that it might better fit depression . . . And so John 
and I began a three-year collaboration” (p. 150). That collaboration resulted in the re-
formulated model of learned helplessness published in 1978 (Abramson, Seligman, & 
Teasdale, 1978).

The transition to learned optimism occurred when Richard Pine, a well-known 
Manhattan literary agent, asked Seligman to write a trade book on optimism. Selig-
man self-disclosed that his first thoughts were against writing this book because he 
interpreted his academic labor to be tied to pessimism, not optimism, and was unsure 
he could write such a book. This caused Seligman to reflect “Why did I believe that 
my work was about pessimism and not optimism, about fear and not courage, about 
failure and not success, about sadness and not happiness” (p. 208). Seligman eventu-
ally decided “What needs teaching . . . is an optimistic view of the world. Richard Pine 
was right: the world needed a book on optimism, and so I began to write one” (p. 211). 
However, in The Hope Circuit Seligman reminds readers of a paramount caution he 
wrote about in Learned Optimism:

5Seligman stated that Aaron Beck was his principle teacher of psychopathology, specifically 
depression, and that he still “. . .  has the privilege of a once-a-month research lunch with him” 
(p. 111). Aaron Beck is currently aged in his late 90s.

6Aaron Beck has published more than 600 journal articles and authored or co-authored 25 
books. He has been identified as one of the five most influential psychotherapists of all time. Beck 
also follows a researcher/scholar-practitioner view of academia.
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. . . the need for a sober balance of optimism and pessimism. I do not wish 
to advocate optimism, recommending its use to counter every trouble. The 
final chapter [of Learned Optimism] discusses “flexible” optimism, a way of 
thinking that gave pessimism its due. Pessimism has evolution behind it and 
seems to be the default response to troubles. In a reality full of danger, loss, 
and trespass, pessimism is a virtue . . . When however, the consequences are 
major . . . refrain from learned optimism. We do not want optimistic pilots 
who might ask, why bother de-icing the plane a second time? The weather is 
likely to be fine? The consequence of failure here is catastrophe. (pp. 211-212)  

Seligman also reminds readers that non-depressed people inflate, sometimes 
massively, how much control they have in life.7 Although Learned Optimism became 
a national best seller in 1990, his research colleagues did not celebrate this moment 
as there was a great divide among researchers and practitioners within the American 
Psychological Association (APA) and the broader field of psychology, and a trade book 
was viewed has having little merit among researchers. Eventually, this divide between 
practicing therapist and researchers, coupled with a popular trade book that resonated 
with therapists (and the general public), helped Martin Seligman win the election as 
President of the APA, as “My newfound popularity with therapists—who formed the 
largest voting bloc in the American Psychological Association—outweighed my sud-
den unpopularity with my academic peers” (p. 224). 

As president of the APA, positive psychology was launched in 1999, with the sup-
port of some famous psychologists, such as Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi and his academic 
labor in flow and creativity, and the massive philanthropic support of John Templeton 
and the John Templeton Foundation. In essence, positive psychology is the study of the 
good life, or the positive aspects of the human experience that make life worth living. 
In 2002, and as part of the journey to further develop positive psychology, Seligman 
wrote Authentic Happiness and articulated a theory of happiness. In 2011 Seligman 
wrote Flourish, and formulated his theory of well-being. In The Hope Circuit Seligman 
shares that the theory of happiness located in Authentic Happiness was too simplistic 
and states “. . . I am now convinced that there were five elements of well-being: PER-
MA” (p. 261), which stand for Positive emotion, Engagement, Relationships, Meaning, 
and Accomplishment. With Seligman as its leader, the positive psychology movement, 
made up of differing academics across the world, created a manual of the sanities or 
good characters, instead of focusing on disorders, negative traits, or the DMS nomen-
clature, and identified 24 character strengths that can be measured through the high-
ly valid and reliable Values-in-Action (VIA) Signature Strengths Test.8 In The Hope 
Circuit, Seligman highlights how positive psychology has become located in diverse 
professions, such as education, military, health, public policy, and nonprofit Christian 
settings and has a cross-cultural perspective that “. . . involves research on well-being in 
more than two hundred nations and from every major culture” (p. 273). 

7See the concept of “positive illusions” related to prospection and accuracy that characterize 
the mental outlook of normal, healthy, well-adjusted people (Seligman, Railton, Baumeister & 
Sripada, 2016 p. 170-176).

8This measurement, and many others related to well-being, can be located at the Authen-
tic Happiness website, under the questionnaire link. See https://www.authentichappiness.sas.
upenn.edu/home
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In the last section of The Hope Circuit Seligman outlines that the future of positive 
psychology lies in homo prospectus and in the brain’s MPFC-DRN pathway. Homo 
prospectus, or prospection, helps people and organizations, such as people struggling 
with depression, look into the future with a sense of reality-based positive imagina-
tion connected to PERMA (e.g., develop a life of meaning in the future) and focus 
less on here and now experiences and examining the past.9 The future, linked to brain 
research, is inquiry that further understands the hope circuit within the brain or the 
MPFC-DRN pathway. “In short, psychology no longer misses everything that makes 
life worth living. Psychology, finally, gets it” (p. 385). The Hope Circuit ends in a master-
ful manner, with a Kim Stanley Robinson quotation about death and a photo, taken by 
his wife—Mandy Seligman—that looks like a hand that is dead. 10

Life History of Martin Seligman,  
Including His Academic Habits

The history of positive psychology begins with Seligman’s pessimistic attributional 
style as a teenage and struggles with depression, influenced by his father’s helplessness 
and significant family of origin struggles. That is, the life history of Martin Seligman 
is just as important to the development of positive psychology as are his academic 
achievements as they go hand in hand.11 One strength of this book is Seligman’s choice 
to be authentic and vulnerable in sharing his life history. Seligman shares that his par-
ents, Irene and Adrian, lived troubled lives, and optimism did not come naturally to 
them, that his father’s stroke during his adolescent years created stress and fear, and 
that “. . . my father’s helplessness had a negative effect on me that I could not fathom”(p. 
34). Seligman self-disclosed his lifelong skirmishes with depression and that at age 18, 
“I was depressive, and I was pessimist. I toyed with writing about death and dying, and I 
wore black much of the time. I was morbidity introspective and through freshman year 
kept a handwritten journal full of dark thoughts” (p. 39 italic in original text). He fur-
ther revealed that his first marriage feel apart because he paid little attention to his wife 
and daughter, and at age 38 “I had major depression . . . I had a sense of loss, of guilt, 
and of being a fool. I felt sad much of the time . . .” (p. 163).  This said, however, Selig-
man outlined he was also ambitious, intellectually hungry, and “. . . was at home in the 
life of my mind” (p. 39, italic in original text). Seligman added he was always wrapped 
up in thoughts and always playing mentally with what he was learning and how it fit 
into issues he had been pondering and that he has always focused on the big questions, 
not those that are fashionable. Seligman shared how his second wife, Mandy Seligman, 
and their children helped him think more future-mindedly.

9To learn more about homo prospectus see Seligman et al. (2016).
10Drawing from existentialism, death awareness is a powerful way to understand what is 

most meaningful in life and then to live that meaning daily.
11Viktor Frankl (1969/1988), who developed logotherapy or the third Viennese school of 

psychotherapy, outlined how the theories of Sigmund Freud and Alfred Adler were deeply linked 
to their own life histories. Frankl also outlined how his own “. . . despair over the apparent 
meaninglessness of life . . .  developed logotherapy” (p. 131). In Csikszentmihalyi’s (1996) study 
of creative people he noted that “. . . creative individuals seem to have had either exceptionally 
supportive childhoods or very deprived and challenging ones. What appears to be missing is the 
vast middle ground” (p. 171). Seligman’s difficult childhoods influenced his creative accomplish-
ments.
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What is clear from reading this memoir is that Seligman is rooted in a research/
scholar-practitioner paradigm and is well read in diverse subject areas and authors 
(e.g., Kierkegaard, Wittgenstein, Darwin, Chomsky, Sagan, Beck) and is a life-long 
learner. He states, “I read widely, from literary classics, to thrillers, to history to ob-
scure academic journals” (p. 81) and a recent photo on page 354, of Seligman (along 
with Roy Baumeister and Chandra Sripada) learning together, listening to Peter Rail-
ton teach them moral realism, is precious and deeply moving as it shows that this older 
prominent psychologist is still engaged in learning. In addition, Seligman reported 
that throughout his career he spent time understanding theories that did not resonate, 
such as Joe Wolpe Skinnerian response-reinforcement learning linked to systematic 
desensitization. Although they disagreed theoretically, Seligman described that he ap-
preciated Wolpe’s mentorship. 

It is also clear that throughout Seligman’s academic journey he is well read in the 
criticism leveled against his academic labor and theories. Seligman is not like the past 
behaviorists he referred to, who practiced avoidance and remained silent to contrary 
evidence. Instead, Seligman takes up the work of criticism, sometimes agreeing and 
learning from counter-views (see above regarding the criticism of John Teasdale) and 
at other times shared fair-minded counter responses. As one example, Seligman gives 
voice to one of the major criticism leveled against him, that: 

. . . humanistic psychologists were furious with me and the positive psychol-
ogy movement. They felt slighted and not properly acknowledged. They laid 
into me mercilessly. Their anger was more than partly justified. Abraham 
Maslow first used the term “positive psychology”  . . . in our inaugural article 
on positive psychology, Csikszentmihalyi and I foolishly lumped humanistic 
psychology together with crystal healing and aromatherapy, and for my part I 
apologize for this unwarranted slight. (p. 268)

Seligman indicated that because humanistic psychologist used less rigorous non-
experimental methods he did not acknowledge such work because he was rooted in 
academic work linked to experimental and statistically driven positivistic methodolo-
gies. 12

12As a member of the Association of Humanistic Counselor, a division of the American 
Counseling Association, I believe Seligman could still have referenced the scholarship, perhaps 
not data-driven research, of humanistic psychologists/counselors. I have always been miffed at 
how Seligman, who advocates how important meaning/purpose is to human flourishing, has 
rarely referenced the work of Viktor Frankl. Frankl was a significant pioneer in developing the 
importance of finding meaning in life and in therapy (Frankl, 1984) and his book Man's Search 
for Meaning is listed as one of the 10 most influential books in the United States, has sold over 
10 million copies, and had been translated into 24 languages. In additional, Frankl’s (1969/1988) 
concept of self-transcendence, which is the human capacity to reach out beyond oneself, toward 
meaning to fulfill, people to love, causes to serve does not seem very different than the argument 
Seligman has made for years, in that a meaningful life is using character strengths in the service 
of something much larger than the self. It is very possible that despite being well-read, Seligman 
has not read the work of Frankl. But I appreciate the apology to humanistic psychology/counsel-
ing.
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Application and Contributions to the Profession of 

Therapeutic Recreation
The most obvious application to therapeutic recreation is that The Hope Circuit 

provides an in-depth and broad overview, with great clarity and precision, on the de-
velopment of positive psychology so that positive psychology-oriented therapeutic rec-
reation and leisure services can be used appropriately (e.g., focus on PERMA, salient 
studies/references, principle events). That in-depth view, for example, outlines caution 
such as not losing sight of the important role of pessimism and “flexible” optimism. 
Connected to pessimism, Seligman also underscores the fundamental role of criticism 
and how expressions of disapproval, along with critical thinking and analysis, had a 
paramount place in the journey toward learned optimism and positive psychology. I 
find this vital to therapeutic recreation as my reading of strength-based and positive 
psychology-oriented therapeutic recreation suggests a focus on a “cheerful and cheer-
leading application” or what Seligman warned as “Pollyannaism rewarming” (p. 275). 
This applies to: (1) the theoretical, research, and practice sides of therapeutic recre-
ation; (2) promotion and marketing of therapeutic recreation; (3) policies and guide-
lines of the flagship journals in therapeutic recreation; and (4) policies of therapeutic 
recreation professional organizations. The story of positive psychology gives voice to 
suffering and misery, and allows criticism, and does not engage in avoidance behaviors 
when challenged. I see a lack of reflective criticism and avoidance behaviors that stifle 
courageous and difficult conversations in therapeutic recreation, along with an attempt 
to present this profession in a cloak of positive imagery.13 Both positive psychology, and 
the life of Martin Seligman showcase that human and professional growth comes from 
“flexible” optimism, reflective criticism, and engaging in tough conversations and not 
from a an approach that gives voice to just “the good news.” The Hope Circuit does not 
just explain the “good news” of positive psychology, it explains the struggles, mistakes, 
ruptures, criticism, difficult conversations, along with the joys, achievements, and trea-
sures. Therapeutic recreation has much to learn from Seligman’s memoir. 

This book also demonstrates how research, scholarship, and practice go hand in 
hand. The academic life of Martin Seligman, which included having one foot squarely 
in research and scholarship and another foot squarely planted in professional practice, 
clearly shaped my own academic identity that embraces a researcher/scholar-practitio-
ner model of academic.14 In therapeutic recreation, and in the broader field of leisure 
studies, just like Seligman outlined in psychology, there is a divide between researchers 
and practitioners. In therapeutic recreation there are avoidance behaviors of excluding 
scholarship that does not align to groups (e.g., community versus clinical or leisure ori-

13This observation comes from over 20 years of being intimately involved in the profession 
of therapeutic recreation, which includes over 50 publications specific to therapeutic recreation 
and being on the editorial team of two flagship journals in therapeutic recreation, one for over 
15 years and another for seven years.

14My Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays are committed to teaching, student advising, and 
university committee work. My Tuesday, Thursday and Saturday mornings are devoted to my 
writing. My Tuesday and Thursday afternoons are dedicated to working with clients primarily as 
a LMHC, but secondarily as a CTRS, at a community mental health agency. Also, beyond Martin 
Seligman, many of my other therapy-focused academic heroes, such as Viktor Frankl, Elisabeth 
Lukas, Irvin Yalom, Mayo Clinic, and the founding Mayo doctors/brothers (Charles H. and Wil-
liam J. Mayo), were all researcher/scholar-practitioners.
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entation versus therapy orientation). The Hope Circuit accentuates how discovery and 
application can complement each other, and therapeutic recreation can learn much 
from this axiom.  

This memoir can also aid therapeutic recreation researchers as it delineates the 
scholastic habits of a prominent academic. At the heart of this is Seligman’s adage “In 
work and in life, I strove to be an intellectual, the old-fashioned kind. My loyalty was 
—and still is—to the big questions, not just to those that were fashionable” (p. 81). In 
short, Seligman stayed on an academic path/agenda but was open minded and flexible 
to hear other voices (e.g., Richard Pine, the Manhattan literary agent who asked Selig-
man to write a trade book on learned optimism), criticism (e.g., John Teasdale, human-
istic psychologists/counselors) and listened to others, including mentors, graduate stu-
dents, and academic colleagues (e.g., Aaron Beck, Lyn Abramson, Laren Alloy, Angela 
Lee Duckworth, Peter Railton), along with reading extensively within and outside his 
academic disciple.15 Researchers and scholars in therapeutic recreation would do well 
to stay on a flexible academic path/agenda throughout their careers in order to develop 
a specific area within the body of therapeutic recreation knowledge. Ellis’s (1993) re-
marks, from over 25 years ago, still ring true: “. . .  investigators in the [therapeutic rec-
reation] discipline approach [research] questions and problems in a childlike manner. 
They play enthusiastically with new topics for a while, become bored with these topics, 
and then move quickly on to other interests and activities as newer and perhaps more 
lucrative social concerns arise” (p. 49). The Hope Circuit teaches that a career long fo-
cus on the big questions, and not pin-balling to the latest research and societal trends 
and fashions, results in great discovery and scientific and professional flourishing. 
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