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 Lecture - 02
Can We Define Happiness?

Good morning, friends again, in the introductory class we talked about the various areas that we

are covering and one of the standard practices that we follow when we start a course is to define

the subject. So, the most logical thing that we are expected to do and which you would be

expecting from us is to ask this question what is happiness and how do we define it.

(Refer Slide Time: 00:59)

In most other subjects we have answers to this question or rather a very clear well-defined

answer to this question that what is the subject about what is the course about and we do manage

to define the concept that we have essentially dealing with. But happiness is like the term life far

too broad, far to encompassing, far too big to be really defined in a clear articulate way just like

that. So, what is it that I am going to do today?

Today I am going to focus on how different people define happiness rather than saying how we

define happiness and once we do that, we get a lot of insights. Then we start looking at how

different languages define it and, in that context, we start gaining cultural insights. Of course, we



will be in the next class focusing more deeply at the cultural aspects especially in the context of

spiritual traditions and then later on in the context of philosophical traditions.

But we need a little bit of preparation for that and so this talk is going to be generic. At the end

of the talk, you will definitely get a link which will ask you about your definitions of happiness.

And our scholars noting it down for the interaction that a link will be shared with you where you

will be asked to define your concept of happiness. So, these are the things that we are going to

cover today, how different people define happiness which looks at the personal perspectives on

happiness.

Will start looking briefly at how within the Indian context we have a whole range of languages

and we have a whole range of traditions and how happiness is defined there and what are the key

insights we derive from that. Then we look at a couple of generic definitions of happiness which

exist and some of the other relevant related concepts. However, before we begin let me share

with you friends that happiness and well-being are often used interchangeably.

In the coming class I will try to clarify that yes in spite of the terms being used interchangeably

and a certain degree of ambiguity existing as to how to define them there are clear cut differences

between the two and we will touch upon that but today here in this session let us just focus on the

concept of happiness.

(Refer Slide Time: 03:44)



(Refer Slide Time: 03:48)

So, these were three activities I did in some of my classes and I would like to share the results

with you. When you think of happiness which words pop up to your mind? You see the moment

somebody asks you something certain things certain words certain images get evoked

immediately. I asked my students and I will be sharing the response with you.

(Refer Slide Time: 04:17)



So, these were the words which came up satisfaction, peace and this is a word cloud so the words

which are large are the words which got more hits or more people preferred to use those

responses. Enjoyment, fun, healthy, smile, shanti you can see even Indian words being used,

satisfied self-fulfilment, Khushi again another Indian word excited about life leaving even some

people equated happiness with life as you can see.

And you find that whole range of minor surprising associations are there like food serving,

equilibrium these are self-fulfilment, jumping around so good relationship, mental peace all

kinds of very very different concepts definitely linked concepts essentially dealing with positive

emotions but they are available. When we reframe the question, what do you mean by

happiness? Probably that is their definition you find that there is a distinctive similarity in the

trend as well.
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So, you have again satisfaction, joy, peace, family okay but the other things like friends

relationship cheerful even food again coming in spiritual enjoyment mental peace. So, when you

are looking at these two slides you realize that a whole range of positive emotions of different

categories that come into the picture when we start trying to making an attempt to define

happiness. We did another activity which was to look at our own tradition.

Because see any experience that we talk about, we talk about with the use of language. In fact, in

my other class the next class I will be talking about language and the way that language can be

used in a very significant way to understand the different nuances of happiness study done by

somebody else at MIT. But today will focus a little bit on what we discovered during our own

explorations.
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So, we had this question that if you are using your own language what are the terms that you

associate with happiness. So, like synonyms of happiness in our own languages. So, you can find

that there are a lot of words many the majority of the words have Sanskrit origin some of them

have Persian or Urdu origin as well because ours is a multicultural society and some of them are

from the Dravidian language group and maybe slightly different.

But mostly you find that these words, are words which you can identify Santhosh, santhosham,

Khushi, aanand, aanandam, khush and you see that other associated things like zindagi, Parivar

this is life and family again like the earlier case santushti but you find that muskan Hindi word

Urdu word, Utsah again from Sanskrit. So, you have a series of words that get associated when

we talk about happiness.

What we find consistently across this range this is very similar if you translate it to the earlier

group as well. Is that these try to capture a wide range of definitions of happiness? We cannot

have a single definition of happiness, we would have a series of definitions of happiness and

these various definitions would help us discover certain patterns and that is what we are going to

look at today alright.
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So, we did a study with more than 600 students at IITKGP and later on we reported it in one of

our papers and then I will give a quick reference to that. But as you can see the whole range of

languages that we had looked at, we find a significant degree of similarity or commonality

probably because they have evolved from same language groups but more importantly because

these votes come to the mind in the context of happiness irrespective of the language groups.

There can be always in each language a wide set of words there can be 5, 6, 7, 10 words. But the

fact that these two words were chosen give us a interesting insight that across the linguistic

groups and across the cultural groups the ethnicities. People kind of agree on the associated

emotions the associated definitions that they have of the concept of happiness. So, here I have

identified for you Khushi, Anand, Sukh, Santosh, Maja, Anand Sukh Santosh from Sanskrit

Khushi Maja from I would say Urdu and Hindi speaking community.

There are also certain specific words unique to Tamil may be unique to the Assamese culture we

have not indicated but these are the common ones that we are looking at.
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If you go one step further and look deeper into it, we find that; if you ask them what is the

definition of happiness for them which we did in a separate study. We found that there were

specific kinds of components or sub components of happiness that would be identified. Let me

put it slightly differently. It is not exactly the subcontinent but things very often which are

associated either with the condition of happiness or as the cause of happiness.

For instance, autonomy, some people equate autonomy with happiness especially the youthful

community as opposed to the older community for whom collectivism is more important if you

are looking at the different generations in India, the older generations are more collectivistic. By

collectivism I mean people who think in terms of relationships and groups rather than as

individuals.

So, when you are taking a decision maybe in a village the entire family might take a decision and

the consent of the entire family is taken into consideration. Whereas in a city population very

often we take our own decisions irrespective of or not really exploring not trying to find out how

others feel about it necessarily. So, this thing is there, so autonomy gets linked strongly to that

especially for the youthful community that we did the survey with.

But there are other things which are more generalized like when you do good to others you feel

good, feeling good is synonymous with happiness is synonymous with enjoyment fulfilling



desires and needs with a good life, health, luck. Having no stress and no worries especially for

the student communities success personal achievement, relationships, respect, satisfaction with

life, mental state and I say again I have shared with you.

They are a wide spectrum that we are looking at but if we focus and examples have been given

here you can look at it. But the focus is that they could be either other centric or self-centric

happiness in the context of others or in the context of the self. They could be in terms of short

term or long term you are talking about happiness which is for a few hours few days few months

or we are talking about happiness over a long period of time.

Hedonistic okay where the focus is on the self and it could be peak, a peak experience means that

it is highly intense or it could be a non-pick which is the intensity is low. For example, if we are

looking at ourselves, we are biological organisms and we have a certain amount of fixed amount

of energy available to us at a particular period of time. It is like a battery, so let us imagine that

we want to put on the light at full force it is going to last for 6 hours.

But we decide that no we will have the light in with just maybe one Watt and then we will be

informed that we can continue in this state for maybe 40 hours, 50 hours. So, obviously because

the; energy is something which is limited. If there is an intense excitement, intensity it peaks and

then it declines it cannot last for a long period of time because the energy is depleted. However,

there are other kinds of my mental states like tranquillity, calmness, repose where you are able to

continue in this particular state for a longer period of time.

So, these categories come in within that particular context. So, it is either driven by the self or

the by the other I mean your happiness is something with which you have control over you are

dealing with it or its driven guided created by somebody else. It could be either sort or it could be

long, it could be driven derived from physical conditions, material conditions or from mental

conditions.

For example, eating an ice cream gives you a sense of happiness, you see that it is physically

originating kind of a mechanism that you see over here. On the other hand, if I say that if I close



my eyes and think about a beautiful landscape then I feel happy or if I meditate, I feel happy,

then you see that your dependence on a I mean external stimulus or a physical material condition

to make you happy something which no longer exists or it is minimized.

Similarly, it could be physical or it could be mental you derive happiness from playing a game

you derive happiness from let us say watching a movie at a very basic level but maybe you can

go to other extremes as well. So, it could be strongly linked to the five senses or it could be

linked to certain things which are inferred by the five senses but they are within your mind. For

instance, a state of repose a sense that everything is fine with me I am happy and eating an ice

cream and happy.

In the second one sense is involved tongue is involved, in the first one mental appraisal of my

condition right now is involved, it could be dependent on pleasure it could be dependent on

meaning I am doing something which is hard work but at the end of it maybe I am able to grow a

tree. So, I am no longer focused on the hard work that I am putting in, I am focused on the result

the outcome of it.

And that gives me a sense of happiness or I am again going back to having good food and this

pleasure gives me happiness. So, it would be pleasure driven, it could be meaning driven. We

have already discussed peak versus non-peak high intensity as opposed to continuing and low

intensity and happiness within and happiness outside could be interpreted in two different ways.

We are happy based on our internal conditions; we are happy based on what happens outside of

us.

Or we are conditioned to be happy without reference to others okay irrespective of what is

happening outside and we are happy because there are happy things that are happening to us.

There are people who suffer a lot physically we know of a speech deeply spiritually oriented

people who in spite of those physical external conditions are able to still be happy. So, that

would be an example of that.
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If you are looking at the Indian tradition and I do not mean just Hindu tradition but the early

Indian tradition. You have languages like prakriti, you have like Pali, you have Sanskrit you have

some of the earlier languages and you have those three distinctively emergent spiritual traditions

of the Vedic tradition and the Upanishad tradition the different philosophies related to that, you

have Jainism and Buddhism you have Charvak.

But Charvak which we will talk about in the next couple of classes is something which is still not

very distinctively to be seen. And then you find that there are many terms which are used in all

these contexts like Anand, sukh, shanti they are used in as you can see and you find that they

again connote a wide range of experiences and we have quickly created the context for them like

peak or non-peak short term long term external or secular.

Because they get linked to another unique aspect which we did not touch upon earlier which is a

spiritual orientation or a non-spiritual material as opposed to a spiritual orientation. And you find

that when you are looking at even the same term in different contexts it has been used differently

slightly differently. So, with the historical unfolding of events and different cultures associated

with that these changes have also taken place.
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So, there are a set of other words that are also identified here in this context. And what you see

over here is that these are five or six different things which come into focus when we are looking

at the Indian concept of happiness or the early Indian concepts of happiness. After that we have

the Muslim or the Parsi or the Sikh concept of happiness, we are not touching upon that here but

here.

You find pursuit of a sense of equilibrium less emphasis on peak experience focus on long-term

happiness. Absence of the element of luck we will talk about defining happiness in the world

context and will say that luck plays a significant role and a holistic approach to mind and body

these are some of the quintessential points that emerge from these early definitions. And compare

them with the definitions by our students where a lot of peak experiences, lot of self-centric

experiences also are included.

Now what is this element or component of luck that I am talking about? Luck is an external

component you have no control over it and in the early periods etymologically happiness was

associated with luck. What exactly did it mean? You see that imagine a time when you imagine

the early phase of civilization when there are a lot of diseases any moment there might be an

attack on your country any moment, you might die.



So, your very survival your good health all these things are not dependent on you they depend on

external factors. So, good luck, good fortune these become the key components in defining

happiness in that phase so that is something that we need to keep in mind. But as we have

become more secure more civilized with less anxiety about external agents today the thrust or the

focus very often is on the self that we are in control of our sense of happiness.

But even then, you find that across the countries in different countries and cultures the emphasis

on different aspects of happiness is driven by the culture, the context, the philosophy, the

ideology of those people. So, the definitions that we see over here are probably driven not only

by the culture, the environment but also the philosophies the spiritual traditions and the

ideologies within which these people evolved.

(Refer Slide Time: 21:10)

So, very quickly I would like to sum up what we have discovered so far that we can have

something long term or short-term intense or less intense originating in the body and the sense of

happiness in the body, originating in the body sense of happiness in the mind, originating in the

mind and sense of happiness in mind let us say meditation. You can also have an approach to

saying that the sum of my entire life makes me happy that is one approach to happiness.

Or you can say that at this moment I am happy or there are various point instances when I am

happy. And then you can have hierarchy, then you can have smaller happiness which you give up



for greater happiness, let us say that if you do not eat one ice cream and you can keep your

hunger in control then in the afternoon you will get two ice creams. If you do not you give up

your game time right now and study hard then you will get into a good educational institute.

So, you are creating a hierarchy of happiness that okay those kinds of happiness are less

important and there are other kinds of happiness which are more important. And then of course

different kinds of happiness that we talk about and the key features we have already talked about

are duration, intensity, sum total hierarchy types locations. And we realize that there is the when

we are talking about meaningfulness the thought process in the context of happiness becomes

more significant.

Because the cognitive component becomes you are kind of making an assessment of your life

that becomes the cognitive component becomes relevant. On the other hand, the other way of

understanding happiness is how you experience it the emotion aspect of it of course

meaningfulness at the end of the day is a combination of certain cognitive components and the

derived pleasure out of that happiness cannot exist without an emotive aspect to it .

Then of course there are cultural definitions and there are different perspectives that we can think

of.
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What I am going to do right now and I will continue in my next session is that most universal

concepts are not really universal. So, even if you are talking about happiness across the world to

my mind a clear-cut one set fit all kind of a definition does not really work and that is what I

have been trying to do so far. The search for happiness probably is universal because it is derived

from the pleasure plain principle that any organism has avoiding pain and moving in the

direction of pleasure.

But like some of the fundamental questions that we ask God, meaning of life, beauty, happiness

is also one such concept with variable answers. And they are created through cultural experience

culture experience and the different kinds of perspectives including our individual perspectives

the glasses the coloured glasses that we wear.

(Refer Slide Time: 24:23)

I will quickly take you through the fact that there are different definitions that exist across the

countries I will not go into the details of it. But you have so many different terms this is

something I will touch upon in greater detail in my next session when I talk about culture,

language and happiness to a certain extent. But you find that whole range of words whole range

of definitions exist.
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And I am just touching upon them and you can get the details of it in the references that I have

shared with you.

(Refer Slide Time: 24:58)

Now what is significant is that if you are looking at these categorizations you find that different

or even if you can find different groups clusters of countries clusters of cultures may be often

related which have similar approaches dominant approaches to happiness like for some countries

the focus is on enjoyment of desirable goods, pleasure in life, fortune or good luck is something

which is at the backdrop.



Because you know that the material the experiential and the short term very often plays a

significant role for such cultures. This could come from the anxiety that maybe life is short and

there is nothing beyond this life let me enjoy it that could be the philosophy which drives this

kind of definition of happiness. There are other countries among them India and some of the

other neighbours as well Bhutan and other places Tibet and other places.

Where happiness is associated more strongly at least culturally with bliss contented life

collectivism dominates focusing on something which leads to equilibrium and it is a pursuit of a

long term happiness. Imagine an ideology imagine a frame of life where people think in terms of

rebirth where they feel that there is a lot more to beyond this life then you are not in a hurry to

enjoy yourself you say that I have got five more rebirths to go.

So, if I cannot enjoy something in this life, I can enjoy it in the next life. So, if imagine that kind

of a mindset where you see that you are no longer very strongly motivated by peak experiences

you could focus primarily on outside agents of happiness or you could focus on a concept of

opportunities in life, success, flourishing. But the at the end of the day the environment the

habitat the culture attitude to life history and memory the relationship between all these things

kind of decide how you are defining happiness.
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The formal definitions of happiness at the end I must say if you are going searching in a

dictionary and then again, please take note of it, right now we are talking about the English word

happiness. This entire discussion is about the concept of happiness and that is why we talked

about it from a transcultural, trans linguistic perspective across languages across cultures to

identify the different patterns.

But if you are looking at the English word happiness state of well-being and contentment

pleasurable or satisfying experience, good fortune which was the earlier meaning which later on

has changed. The synonyms like beatitude, blessedness, bliss, blissfulness, felicity, gladness

fuzziness, there are all kinds of synonyms associated with that.

(Refer Slide Time: 27:58)

But if you are looking at more formal scientific definitions which have been given by eminent,

let us say scientists, philosophers, thinkers then you find what I experience here and now if it is a

positive experience, is happiness. A very very radically different approach by Venhooven; when

he says overall appreciation of one's life as a whole. So, in the first case you are talking about

moment to moment assessment of your and then adding up all the aggregates.

That is Daniel Kahneman’s approach to it or you can take an approach where you are closing

your eyes and saying that. Okay if I am taking the sum total of my entire life, would I like to

leave it exactly in the same way or would I like to make slight changes, moderate changes,



radical changes. The experience of joy contentment positive well-being combined with the sense

that one's life is good meaningful and worthwhile.

Sonja Lyubomirsky approach definition to happiness combination mostly a holistic assessment,

reassessment, reiterative assessment of our life.

(Refer Slide Time: 29:11)

There are other key dimensions that we need to touch upon the fact that there is always an

affective and emotional aspect to happiness that is the most important thing but then there is a

mental the cognitive aspect to us. It is essentially the emotion is essentially positive, if it is low

intensity then you have something like contentment if you are high intensity, joy, thrill,

excitement intense long or short duration.

And there are some key related concepts which Professor Mandal and I would be talking of as

we go ahead, I will just touch upon them. Life satisfaction is like saying that okay am I satisfied,

am I happy with my life. Subjective well-being as opposed to objective; well-being is where you

are not talking about your material well what condition economic condition but you are talking

about how you are mentally feeling about yourself.

We will discuss it in a little greater detail as we go ahead. Eudemonia Greek concept introduced

by Aristotle meaningfulness, good life. Flourishing is where you feel that like a plant evolving



you are slowly evolving growing. And if you are evolving and growing developing in a smooth

way that gives us a sense of happiness and then of course well-being we talked about the fact that

this is something which is a little tricky we used interchangeably and we will discuss it a little

later.
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So, in conclusion how is happiness defined is something, we have looked at some of the key

features, the realization that happiness is not something which can be universally generalizable

has cultural and linguistic components that go into defining it, articulating it and reflecting

different attitudes and we have touched up on other related concepts. I have a feeling that with

this basic background as we move further into the concept of happiness.

And different things related to that making sense of it would not be very difficult. Remember

again there would be a survey where you will be also asked the same question will share the

pattern that emerges with all of you. And it would be really exciting to find that together we are

also again the all the members here able to define happiness in our own way. So, we look

forward to the next session next week, thank you.


