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INTRODUCTION
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Greetings of love and gratitude, dear seekers and friends.

With immense joy and appreciation, I address you on this day, a day dedicated to discovering the vast and lovely landscape of the inner world. Today, we take a moment to gaze within, listen, reflect, and reconnect with our true selves, even as the outside world occupies so much of our time.

The concept of happiness has captivated poets, philosophers, scientists, and seekers for thousands of years. However, each generation needs to discover happiness in its language, environment, and scientific tools. One poignant compilation of that rediscovery is The Many Facets of Happiness: A Shoolini Anthology. This book combines perspectives from the fields of management science and microbiology, civil engineering and spirituality, and liberal arts and pharmacy. It was created at Shoolini University in the Himalayan foothills, where entrepreneurship, artificial intelligence, Ayurveda, and ecology all coexist on campus.

The collection begins by exploring the history, brain chemistry, and mindfulness related to happiness, then looks at views from economics, psychology, and positive thinking; practices like yoga, coaching, and creativity; and finally, cultural insights that range from three-language expressions of joy to Holocaust stories. Before moving on to societal and global themes like AI-driven wellbeing metrics, digital activism, toxic work cultures, and education for happiness, we begin by examining place and space, including the Himalayas’ spiritual appeal, remote workspace design, and even the emotional architecture of bridges and roads. The reading tour ends with observations and anecdotes, serving as a reminder that storytelling is arguably the oldest kind of happiness technology.

The concept that connects these chapters is known as “Himalayan interdisciplinarity.” Each author searches for poetic and transformative nuance while maintaining empirical rigour. The authors reject the erroneous division between head and heart by mapping dopamine circuits, interpreting Viktor Frankl’s logotherapy, or using the dance of queer joy as radical resistance. They push readers to consider the intersection of practice and policy, the individual and the world, and tale and science.

This book also reflects the hidden ideology, which has its roots in ancient Indian wisdom and is supported by Shoolini University through research, teaching, and campus life. We want to demonstrate that happiness research, similar to Bhutan’s Gross National Happiness, is not just a niche topic but a connection that combines fresh ideas with careful thought, facts with ethics, and financial issues with moral values, alongside modern neuroscience, mobile app data, and literary analysis.

You will find stories to continue, tools to try, and things to ponder about, whether you read the chapters in order or go with your instincts. I hope this collection will act as a beacon to guide you as you investigate what it means to thrive in unpredictable times.

The road to dominate the inner world is about understanding, not control. It comprises developing an awareness of the mind and soul and learning how this knowledge can lead to compassionate action, meaningful connection, and conscious living. Let this day be one of curiosity, openness, and gradual change. May we listen intently, participate fully, and communicate honestly. And may we depart with wisdom—not merely information, but wisdom demonstrated in our actions and carried in our hearts.

We have transitioned from the expedition to love and joy.
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FOUNDATION, ORIGINS AND SCIENCE OF HAPPINESS

This section lays the groundwork for understanding happiness from multiple dimensions—historical, neurological, and experiential. It explores how happiness has evolved across time and cultures and introduces mindfulness as a universally accessible tool for inner well-being. Participants will learn what happiness is, how it works in the brain, and how to cultivate it through awareness.






CHAPTER 1
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HISTORY OF HAPPINESS: FROM THE AGE OF HUNTER-GATHERERS TO THE MODERN ERA

Abhishek Singhal, Associate Professor, FMS, Shoolini University, Solan, HP Vividha Gurung1, Assistant Professor, FMS, Shoolini University, Solan, HP

	
	
	
Abstract The history of human happiness spans across four significant eras: the Hunter-Gatherer Age, the Agricultural Age, the Axial Age, and the Human Expectation Age. The evolution of happiness goes from an abundant and equitable existence in early societies to the inequalities brought by the Agricultural Revolution. During the Hunter-Gather Age, humans enjoyed a lifestyle characterised by relative freedom, leisure, and a balanced diet, which contributed to a high quality of life and overall well-being. The transition to the Agricultural Age, however, brought about significant changes, including the accumulation of wealth, the rise of social hierarchies, and widespread inequality, which ultimately led to a decline in happiness for the majority of the population. The Axial Age marked a pivotal shift in the understanding of happiness, as spiritual and philosophical traditions began to redefine its meaning.During this era, great thinkers and religious leaders, such as Confucius, Buddha, and Aristotle, stressed the importance of virtues, moral conduct, and spiritual fulfilment as essential components of a happy life. Happiness was no longer associated solely with material prosperity or sensory pleasures but was instead linked to a higher purpose, self-discipline, and a connection with the divine. This period saw the emergence of major world religions and philosophies that profoundly influenced human perspectives on happiness and well-being. The Human Expectation Age, beginning with the Industrial Revolution, marked another significant transformation in the concept of happiness. The emphasis shifted towards materialism, individualism, and economic success, increasingly equating personal fulfilment with wealth and consumption. Philosophers like Jeremy Bentham promoted the idea of maximising pleasure and minimising pain as paths to happiness, which led to the rise of a hedonistic approach to well-being. This era also saw the emergence of the belief that happiness is a fundamental human right, which influenced political ideologies and social structures. By tracing these transitions, the chapter highlights how happiness is deeply influenced by social structures, cultural beliefs, and historical context, illustrating that the pursuit of happiness is a complex and evolving journey shaped by human development and societal change.


KEYWORDS



Happiness, Hunter-Gatherer Age, Agricultural Revolution, Axial Age, Industrial Revolution.

HISTORY OF HAPPINESS

How happy were our earliest human ancestors? The question, of course, accepts that there is no easy reply, but it is impressive how many world cultures seem prepared to give the very first human beings original happiness. Human culture essentially contains myths of a lost paradise or a disappearing golden age, and their clear accounts of complete prosperity and ease are remarkable. Such accounts at least provide signs of how human fortunes have changed over time, to say nothing about men’s and women’s tendency to imagine situations that are greater than themselves.

What can we say about the men and women who first created these myths? Archaeologists and anthropologists stress that early human life was remarkable; if not a paradise, then maybe an “original wealthy society,” to quote the famous formulation of anthropologist Marshall Sahlins (1972). In this view, the hunters who roamed the world during much of the Palaeolithic period enjoyed a range of comparative advantages over their later, mythical descendants, particularly before the advent of agriculture about 12,000 years ago. First, the hunters had access to an extensive, diverse, and healthy “paleo” diet that was high in fibre and protein but free of refined carbohydrates. Our ancestors were apparently relatively well nourished. Fossilised bones and dental remains have evidence, for example, that early foragers suffered less hunger or malnutrition than their farmer/farmer counterparts and were, as a whole, higher in stature (Harari, 2015). The average life expectancy for the first year after birth was surprisingly high—up to sixty years—but decreased due to high infant mortality, which compares favourably with the majority of human cultures before the industrial revolution. 

Furthermore, there was a lack of infectious diseases, which resulted from low-density populations and domesticated livestock. On the eve of the agricultural revolution, there were only five to eight million foragers living on the planet with enough space and resources to travel so that conflicts could be disseminated within and among bands simply by proceeding. An alternative to war was flight, and a tactic to combat excessive coercion was to leave the parties alone. As several scientists have argued, in the absence of accumulation of private property, early hunter-gatherers are likely to enjoy considerable independence and equality (Maryanski & Turner, 1992; Sanderson, 1995; Boehm, 2001; Veenhoven, 2005). In this way, their wealth was undoubtedly greater than that of the vast majority of men and women who were born in highly coercive societies after the Agricultural Revolution, which was followed by widespread slavery and injustice, and the norm was inequality (Scheidel, 2017). Finally, the luxury of time forged parties. Rough estimates indicate that hunter-gatherers’ typical workweek was much less than that of modern workers, calculated in the hours needed for food availability and vital tasks. This practice enabled ample possibilities for recreation, leisure, and social communication in circumstances that were conducive to extensive interpersonal interactions (Sahlins, 1972; Harari, 2015).

Naturally, the old myths should not be superseded by our myths, imagining hunter-gatherers’ past as a kind of sylvan idyll before the covetousness and fall of humanity. However, the Palaeolithic period was undoubtedly not a time of sustained prosperity. Even after Homo sapiens, aided by fire, tools, and cooperative social structures, rose to the top of the food chain over the past 100,000 years, life remained precarious. Our ancestors were still vulnerable to dangerous predators—including, at times, other Homo sapiens. Far from living in uninterrupted peace, evidence suggests that violence was a significant cause of death, as indicated by archaeological findings such as mass graves containing fractured skulls and severed limbs.

Although the streams, forests, and savannahs of the time were rich in natural resources, survival was never effortless. Life was particularly harsh during the long winters of the Ice Age, when food scarcity and environmental extremes posed constant challenges. For most Stone Age foraging communities, daily existence was a continual struggle to secure food, maintain safety, and endure the uncertainties of nature.

Nevertheless, you can see how later observers could have looked back elegantly in contrast with the developed societies after the Agricultural Revolution. Their relative independence and abundance have given way to communities with a much broader spectrum of equal opportunities, including the relentless threats of hunger, war, and disease, as well as the markedness of hierarchy, injustice, and oppression. The roads to these destinations were somewhat different, and they were still supported by two backing systems. “These pathways led to the transition towards new ways of life and new forms of social organisation; however, they erode the pretence of egalitarianism and replace it with lasting hierarchies and inequalities in income, wealth, and power” (Scheidel, 2017). During this period, farming played a significant role, albeit not the sole one, in facilitating the transmission of accumulation or excess to the next generation. Another was a centralised government (Scott, 2017). In return, inequalities persisted and gradually became hereditary. These developments led societies towards monarchy, slavery, and empire (Flannery & Marcus, 2012).

EVOLUTION OF HUMAN HAPPINESS

McMahon (2006), in his book, “Happiness—A History,” has divided the evolution of human happiness into four eras:


	The First Era, the Hunter-Gatherer Age, runs until 10000 BC. 

	The Second Era, the Agricultural Age, runs from 10000 BC to 1000 BC. 

	The Third Era, the Axial Age, runs from 1000 BC to the 18th century and 

	The last era was the “Human Expectation Age,” which started in the 18th century and continues to the present. 



The concept of happiness has evolved and changed dramatically in each of these four eras.

Hunter-Gatherer Age (till 10000 BC)

The majority of historians today agree that 12,000 years ago, our ancestors were well-fed and human life was very prosperous. Food was abundant and varied. The diet was rich in proteins and fibre but minimal in carbohydrates. Diseases were virtually non-existent because of the low population and livestock density. These factors boosted average life expectancy to very high levels. Hunter-gatherers were constantly moving from one point to another, and hence, there were no wars or famines. The average working hours were much less than today. Hence, leisure, recreation, and social interaction were abundant. All these elements created a happy and fulfilling life for our ancestors. Overall, the well-being of our ancestors was excellent (Diamond, 1998).

Agricultural Age (from 10000 BC to 1000 BC)

With the advent of the Agricultural Age, our hunter-gatherer ancestors’ high levels of well-being began to decline. The agricultural age replaced the hunter-gatherer age, and a new system emerged. Agriculture permitted humans to settle down. These settlements led to the accumulation of surplus land and wealth. The transmission of land and wealth to offspring led to the creation of hierarchies (Scheidel, 2017). The rise of hierarchies created inequalities in society and resulted in the creation of monarchies. The agricultural age gradually led to the development of societies based on empires. Empires needed to enslave people and fight wars for their continuance (Flannery & Marcus, 2012). Wars became necessary to defend the accumulation of wealth and power. Deterioration in the quality of life ensued. This deterioration is very evident in more traditional foods such as rice, grains, and corn. As per Jared Diamond, “the transformation from hunter-gatherer to agricultural societies was a major mistake by the human race in the history of mankind” (Diamond, 1998). Agriculture enabled humans to expand exponentially at the cost of the quality of individual lives (Harari, 2015). 

To be sure, this process did produce winners. Those who accumulated surplus wealth—most often generated through agriculture within emerging states—fared far better than their predecessors could ever have imagined. This early elite has been described as the “original one per cent” (Scheidel, 2017). However, for the vast majority of farmers and labourers who were newly attached to the land and crowded into settled communities, the barriers to their well-being were high.

Agriculture increased the overall food supply, particularly through carbohydrate-heavy staples such as rice, grains, maize, and potatoes, and these individuals supported significant population growth. At the same time, it resulted in a larger proportion of people owning less land and living in poverty. Work became repetitive and monotonous, and dependence on a narrow range of crops left populations highly vulnerable to crop failure and famine.

When combined with plagues and epidemics arising from the domestication of animals and dense human settlements, as well as increased conflict, violence, and social competition (Clark, 2007), this historical picture is far from idyllic. While it may be an exaggeration, Jared Diamond describes the transition to agriculture as “the worst mistake in the history of the human race,” and this claim has resonated widely. At the very least, it reminds us that history is not an inevitable march of progress. Some socalled “advances” may have moved humanity backward. In distancing ourselves from our hunter-gatherer past—the first major revolution in human history—we may also have departed from a way of life that supported fundamental aspects of human happiness.

And why were men and women shifted to agriculture? The first farmers could not predict the future of humanity. Some were pushed; others were tempted to arbitrate, to seek more security. However, the wider answer is that evolution is not concerned with individuals’ future but with species’ perpetuation. For all its drawbacks, Homo sapiens has exponentially increased with agriculture, despite the impairment of the quality of individual life (Harari, 2015). From an evolutionary perspective, the greater population was an accomplishment in itself.

It is true that evolutionary accounts also suggest that people must be satisfied enough to want to reproduce and continue. Darwin himself has set up a function for happiness, observing that the vigorous, healthy, and happy survive and multiply, and evolutionary psychologists have further developed this insight (Buss, 2000; Grinde, 2002; Hill, DelPriore, & Major, 2013). They say that if we still experience positive feelings of happiness, it will also be beneficial for our ancestors, who have granted us this favour. Positive feelings can be a carrot, a reward for the actions that contributed to our physical fitness, like social bonds, nutritious food and sex. Once again, negative outcomes, such as jealousy, anxiety, and fear, can act as a powerful force, ensuring that we never experience too much happiness for our own benefit. These stories show that people quickly adapt to their pleasures and then seek more. We’re not happy for a long time, but we are restless people. And it could be that our long evolution, under the conditions of the Stone Age, gave us a scheme of rewards and anxieties that was poorly adapted to modern conditions.

Suppose an account of early history acts as a source of speculation regarding our subsequent psychology; in that case, historians can also learn why the many societies that arose after the Agricultural Revolution imagined an Arcadian Golden Age of prosperity and ease compared to their experiences of uncertainty and time. Nearly every human language clearly associates the formerly known words for “happiness” with wealth or fortune (McMahon, 2006; Oishi, Graham, Kesebir, & Galinha, 2013). Imagining happiness as survival was challenging, especially as something controllable, given humanity’s constant upheavals and fate twists, from disease outbreaks to invading armies, starvation, and the wrath of the powerful. Instead, happiness was embodied in the possession of goods, packed with riches or forged in the crust of fate. The rich were better off than the poor, but they were not immune to the upheavals and losses that affected us all. The twin of fortune (fu) was misfortune (huo), as advised by the ancient Chinese sages. Some of the earliest Chinese texts, repeated over the centuries, reflect this. As the Daoist philosopher Lao Tsu pointed out around 500 BCE, “Misfortune (huo) lies near fortune (fu)” (Keping, 2001). This wisdom was echoed, but in a much darker tone, by the Greek historian Herodotus, who interpreted the life of Artabanus of Persia in the sixth century B.C. Everyone in the world aspires to live. Disorder happens, disease affects us, and in its briefness, life feels too long (Herodotus, 2003). This scenario reflects a worldview of suffering due to violence and uncertainty. It was a world dominated by forces beyond our control. And in such a world, happiness must be short and elusive. Otherwise, thinking of it would mean imagining a supreme, possibly superhuman achievement and viewing happiness in a world of change as something divine.

Axial Age (from 1000 BC to the 18th century)

In the wake of the Second World War, the German philosopher Karl Jaspers published his novel The Origin and Objective of History. The novel put forward a remarkable idea that humanity has a single origin and purpose. The book further promoted the idea that history in the world has a consistent significance, structure, and end. Few practitioners today can share that opinion. Yet scholars continue to draw on one of Jasper’s main themes, in particular world religions and the shape of what he called the “Axial” era, during which the historic axis was established (Taylor, 2012). 

The Axial Age ran roughly from 1000 BC to the 18th century. It saw the emergence of great religions and traditions throughout the world. This age saw the rise of Confucianism in China, Buddhism in India, great philosophers in Greece, and Hebrew prophets in Palestine. Later in this age, Christianity and Islam came into existence. The axial traditions redefined human happiness. Until this age, human desires were fundamental, like a long, healthy life, sensual pleasures, and freedom from diseases, calamities, etc. For axial traditions, happiness always included rising beyond worldly pleasures. True happiness now means moving toward God. Happiness required a connection with the Almighty. In almost all religions of the world, this idea is present. According to a Daoist philosopher of the 4th century BC, happiness does not depend on comfortable living, satisfactory food, wealth, or longevity but on devotion to God (Keping, 2001). Aristotle puts forward the idea of happiness as Eudaimonia. According to Eudaimonia, happiness is based on virtues. The axial understanding of happiness was primarily based on virtue, first referred to as ‘eudaimonia’ by Aristotle in the 4th century BC.

Specifically, Jaspers did not consider the question of happiness or human prosperity. However, the Axial Era influenced religious students, who now associate it with happiness. According to philosopher Charles Taylor, the Axial Revolution’s most important innovation was its revisionist position regarding the concept of beneficial human behaviour. ‘More or less radically’, argued Taylor, ‘all (the Axial religions) are challenging the understanding of the human prosperity that was acquired, seemingly inconsistently, beforehand’ (Taylor, 2012). In short, the axial religions have rethought and defined people’s happiness.

Naturally, each person approached the task in different ways. Yet the commonalities were striking. More precisely, the wisdom traditions explicitly challenged strictly worldly or mundane understandings of happiness as abundance, prosperity, pleasure, or power. At the beginning (and long after) of the Agricultural Revolution, views of freedom and wealth were not completely discarded, as they were probably representations of the weak and marginalised. Milk and sweetness were still evident on the horizon. Additionally, it is essential to note that the various Axial faiths, including Confucianism and Aristotelianism, held differing perspectives on the instrumental value of material wealth; some believed that achieving higher expectations for a positive life required a certain level of wealth, while others emphasised the inherently corrupt influence of happiness and wealth. In most cases, however, modest worldly wealth was at best considered a path to higher ends, never an end. Pursuing wealth solely for its own sake was viewed as giving in to temptation, as though merely acquiring wealth, power, or sensual fulfilment could satisfy one of the numerous dangerous temptations we encounter. Another thing required is a connection with the transcendent, with God or without God, with the good or the real. As Taylor claims, a typical human flora “going beyond” was necessary, but it was conceivable in a local way (long-term life, stability, freedom from sickness, starvation, natural disasters, etc.). In the context of axial practice, human happiness will always require something that transcends worldly pleasures.

The Daoist philosopher Zhuang Zi expressed the concept nicely in the 4th century BCE with the seemingly paradoxical statement that ‘Perfect happiness is without happiness’ (zhi le Wu le), which implies that true happiness doesn’t rely on things people often consider as valuable sources of (ordinary) happiness, including ease of life, satisfactory food, wealth and immortality (Keping, 2001). Indeed, ‘upside-down people’ were those whose desires were inverted and who solely devoted themselves to certain material goods and pleasures (Ivanhoe, 2013). The proper order and harmony of the world, which transcended the self, required devotion to the Dao, or the Road. Similarly, Master Kongzi, regarded as Confucius in the West, taught that living well goes beyond ordinary pleasures. Instead, it included learning how to be happy in the right way. Kongzi stressed the importance of good behaviour for other people and the significance of friends and family when celebrating activities, rituals, and rites that have carried us beyond our boundaries to the deeper systems and patterns of the world. He believed that true happiness lies in the harmony between the individual and the transcendent.

Axial conceptions of happiness were thus essentially ‘eudaimonic’ in denying ‘usual’ happiness as hedonic. (Naturally, the very word (eudaimonic) derives from the classic Greek Axial tradition, which Socrates and Plato used in direct disagreement with both positive fortune (eutychia) and sinful enjoyment (Nussbaum, 1986).) As its acolyte, Aristotle, described it, eudaimonia was “the highest good,” a characteristic of a life lived absolutely there. Eudaimonia was not a passing or ephemeral event but a result of discipline, dedication, and art. Eudaimonia questioned, in short, what the Greeks and Aristotle called ‘arête’ (virtue).

Regardless of the terminology used, Axial understanding of happiness included the insight that human development involved achieving excellence through the cultivation of special powers of character and mind. The founders – Buddha, Moses, Aristotle, and Confucius – shared a common experience. The way to live well is through discipline of the body and mind, which requires planning, preparation, and perseverance. We haven’t been born to live in the world with the highest quality. An ideal is the ability to develop, practise, and improve. Living is now a way of life and has never been easy.

In this process, the different traditions have taken various positions on the divine role. Was a revelation required for illumination? Was human perfection in our hands, or was the direct aid of the gods necessary? Or have we all been able to live peacefully in ourselves, as the Buddhists maintained? In both these and related questions, all Axial traditions affirmed the importance of the human factor in realising human perfection. In other words, it was not just by chance that happiness took place. It was a product of the people we were and wanted to be. It was a beneficial experience to determine how to live best and what kinds of values to create for a prosperous life.

Once again, the different wisdom traditions have provided various suggestions in this area. And while specific fundamental forces of character are highly praised in all cultures, it would be well beyond the scope of the current inquiry to mention them in detail (Peterson & Seligman, 2004; Haidt, 2006). However, it is advantageous to draw attention to a range of key virtues and discoveries celebrated by axial practices in more recent science literature with respect to human development. For example, almost all practices of wisdom claim the virtues of grace and mercy and encourage us to be grateful for our possessions and to treat with compassion those who have done us wrong. Likewise, nearly all traditions of wisdom foster the ideals of optimism and hope and advise us to try to see the world’s goodness, to live up to its promise, and to trust it, even when it becomes difficult (especially) to see. Moreover, almost all wisdom practices promote the importance of friendship, communion, and loving kindness as among the highest manifestations of the spirit, celebrating love, piety, and human understanding. And thus, almost every tradition encourages the understanding that magnanimity and love for others are not only beneficial for others but also for the individual himself. Finally, nearly all the traditions of wisdom work on the premise that there are powerful forces in the human mind (and flesh) which fight against the cultivation of self. This implies that a successful life will be a challenge. The solution? The process of self-control necessitates constant attention and preparation. The result of these requirements for a flourishing life is that many people will not meet this challenge. 

The Buddha, who claimed that all people could be happy, acknowledged that all life is pain, misery, and sorrow. Many people live ignorant, delusional, and lustful lives. They may alter their situation by finding illumination, but unfortunately, most do not. Other Axial traditions seem to be in agreement: the elite are necessarily those virtuosos who succeed in fostering genuine human prosperity. The happy ones are the few, according to Aristotle.

Although the significant post-Athenian beliefs of Christianity and Islam highlighted their differences regarding these concepts and stressed the importance of the afterlife, they fundamentally did not diverge from the core perspectives on human growth. Many could be called, but few would be chosen. True happiness has remained a remarkable accomplishment in this life or the next.

And so humanity continued plodding, playing wherever it could, recognising that happiness, on the one hand, was the exceptional right of the fortunate, the privileged, and the rich. On the other hand, the ordinary, the chosen, and the enlightened ones can attain happiness. This does not mean that people were less (or more) happy than their later descendants at that time. For his part, Chastellux thought of his time (the 18th century) as the happiest in the world’s history. There are many among us today who may be inclined to say the same about our day on the basis of other metrics (average life expectancy for one person) (Veenhoven, 2005). Then again, we know that adaptation to people is a strong force, and in the absence of direct comparisons, people from times past and economic fortunes are as satisfied as we are now (Clark, 2007). Historians should devote more attention to this issue.

But we can infer that their feelings were very different from ours, regardless of how men and women of the past felt day to day. In China, that was as true as it was in Africa or Europe. At least until the 18th century, men and women around the world lived in societies that regarded suffering and scarcity as the norm for charitable purposes. In societies such as these, happiness could manifest as a hope, a dream, an ambition, an achievement, or a chance event. But it was never an expectation, and it was rarely believed, especially for the most fortunate. With the dawning of the great revolution in ‘human expectations’ of the long 18th century, that would only begin to change, and with powerful consequences.

Human Expectation Age (From the 18th century AD till the present)


“That which in the beginning, through contact between the senses and their objects, is like nectar, and in the end like poison; that happiness is declared to be rajasic.”

- Bhagavad Gita (18:38)



The Industrial Revolution of the 18th century brought a significant change in society. Tremendous economic progress started happening in the Western world. Success and material pleasure started replacing the concept of God. In previous traditions, suffering and pain were regarded as a way to reach God. Now, a new rhetoric based on pleasure and happiness has been developed (McMahon, 2006). Pleasure became acceptable, and suffering became unacceptable. These ideas form the basis of the hedonistic approach to happiness. Jeremy Bentham, a great English philosopher, said that happiness should be greatest for the “greatest number.” He meant maximising pleasure and minimising pain (Burns, 2005). Gradually, economic success and growth began to link with happiness instead of virtue. A new phenomenon emerged that connected pleasure, comfort, and the consumption of luxuries to all segments of the population. The French included happiness in their constitution. The Jacobian constitution of 1973 declared, “The goals of society are common happiness. As per American founding father James Wilson (2007), “The happiness of society is the first law of every government.” The expansion of personal credit and the rise of individualism in societies are fuelled by personal fulfilment and non-delayed gratification.

The economic condition of the average human being in the world is strikingly weaker than it was in 1800 relative to the Stone Age (Clark, 2007). Life expectancy was not higher yet. Additionally, the average height of individuals was actually smaller. Despite extraordinary outliers, the economic history of the world has changed very little: the sumptuous cathedrals, the massive pyramids, the palaces, and the vast lands of wealth. However, the transition had already started, paving the way for the tremendous economic growth of the Industrial Revolution in Western Europe and its North American possessions, as well as the so-called “Great Divergence,” which refers to the unimaginable economic gap that began to open up between the western part of the world in the late 18th century and the rest of the globe (Pomeranz, 2000). 

Where was happiness in this creation? Some economic historians say it was important (McCloskey, 2016). For instance, they highlight a notable shift in Christian theological reflection during the late 17th and early 18th centuries. Religious leaders began to focus less on the afterlife and more on achieving happiness here on earth. Christians, who once stressed sin and the fires of hell, now emphasise God’s benevolence in our earthly journey. Didn’t God want us to be happy? In the middle of the century, Benjamin Franklin, a former Calvinist, expressed amazement that Christians could hold different beliefs. “It is surprising to me that men who call themselves Christians should say that a God of infinite perfection would make anything our duty that does not have a natural tendency to our happiness,” he observed (Franklin, 1960). An increasing number of his contemporaries were convinced that the Founder was not doing so on either side of the Atlantic. As the historian Roy Porter (2000) rightly pointed out, “How can I be saved?” The old problem eventually gave way to a new one.

These changes in theological reflection followed a new rhetoric and apologia for enjoyment put out by thinkers in line with the Enlightenment that eventually endorsed happiness on the planet (McMahon, 2006). Guided by the thinking of Isaac Newton and his example, they concluded that the world was not unforeseeable and unpredictable but ordered and predictable and governed by human-reasonable values. And if man can understand and know the natural world, it would certainly be possible to know and understand the human world, a world of its own making. Not only did they work to understand, but they also worked to improve the human condition materially. Isn’t it a sin to pursue greater comfort in life? But why should the pleasures of the universe and our bodies be taboo? Weren’t people made to look for enjoyment and escape pain? Pleasure was normal, and we should be naturally happy. In short, human beings should be satisfied and happy here in this world.

Jeremy Bentham (1996) argued that the criterion for evaluating the “greatest happiness of the greatest numbers” lies in maximising pleasure and minimising pain. Pleasure, in this framework, is considered positive, while pain is regarded as cruel; therefore, moral action should aim to promote the former and reduce the latter. In the eighteenth century, religious beliefs were still common and continued to influence moral reasoning. Ideas about happiness, suffering, and virtue were often based on spiritual rather than purely practical reasons (McMahon, 2006).

The apology for happiness from God thus undermined both the perennial view that saw bliss as the characteristic of fortune and the longstanding belief common to Christianity, as well as the traditions of wisdom that happiness was the product of higher goodness or grace (McMahon, 2004). ‘Shouldn’t anyone have a right to happiness, according to his whims?’ asked one of the French observers from the 18th century. The question, measured by historical standards, was extraordinary: the right to happiness?! Nevertheless, it was never an isolated statement. It showed a growing belief that justice required the happiness of all. It concluded that because humans were to be pleased, injustice, confusion, discrimination, or individual failure had to be explained, if not prevented. Governments should also strive to ensure that human beings are able to survive. James Wilson, the founding father of the USA, said, “The happiness of society is the first law of any government” (2007). The French Jacobin Constitution of 1793 made the assumption in its very first document: “The goal of society,” it proclaimed, “is common happiness.”

The document also served as a foundation for a new economy. A clear apology for worldly happiness and material progress led to economic growth. Apparent economic growth has led to the assumption that misery does not need to be an unshakeable rule of the universe, along with a new consumer culture that offers luxury goods, comforts, and pleasures to growing segments of the population. In the 18th century, as French economist and administrator Anne Robert Turgot said, men and women “buy and sell happiness” in the new commercial society in the form of different packages of pleasure. It seemed that capitalist societies completely lent themselves to the pursuit of happiness.

Whether individuals could anticipate happiness was a different matter. This point would naturally be intensely debated in the 19th and 20th centuries, with communist and Marxist critics of capitalism, among others, accusing it of failing to deliver happiness. However, the common conviction that happiness is, and should be, a human due was what united all parties. This belief was the recent outcome of the long revolution in ‘human expectations’ of the 18th century. Although the rapid economic growth that followed fuelled these expectations, which were imperfectly dispersed among countries and classes, they increased the desire for happiness even more broadly. As early as the middle of the 19th century, the Scottish critic Thomas Carlyle was able to draw your attention, saying, “When you go into a skin, every pitiful whip has his head filled with the idea that he is, he will be, or he should be happy under all human and divine laws” (Carlyle, 1965). However, he identified how this faith tended to overshadow other guiding principles of life and extend its reach to previously marginalised sections of the population. The philosopher Pascal Bruckner argued that two world wars and the countless tragic events of the 20th century were exacerbated by the growth of personal belief and an ascendant individualism since the 60s. 

Bruckner (2011) asserts that happiness is the only horizon in Western democracies today. Despite its other implications, globalisation has begun to reduce the economic distance created by the Great Divergence, extending the promise of happiness to hundreds of millions of people, particularly in Chinese, Indian, and emerging Asian economies. The fact that the United Nations, along with Gallup, the OECD, and other international organisations, now systematically collect happiness data across countries, reflecting the global expansion of happiness as a social and policy ideal, reinforces the assumption that it is both universally attainable and a legitimate goal of public action. However, from a historical perspective, the broader significance of this development—namely, how and why happiness has come to occupy such a central place in global discourse—remains insufficiently understood (McMahon, 2010).
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UNDERSTANDING THE NEUROCHEMISTRY OF HAPPINESS: A RESEARCHER’S PERSPECTIVE
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Abstract  Happiness is a complex, multidimensional construct that has been explored across philosophy, psychology, neuroscience, and spirituality, yet it remains context-dependent and deeply personal. This work presents an integrative overview of happiness by examining its emotional, psychological, social, biological, and philosophical dimensions, while highlighting its critical relevance in the academic and research environment. Drawing on established theories such as hedonic and eudaimonic well-being, Ryff’s model of psychological well-being, Seligman’s PERMA framework, and neurobiological mechanisms involving key brain regions and neurotransmitters, the paper underscores how happiness influences physical health, mental resilience, creativity, productivity, and longevity. Particular emphasis is placed on the challenges faced by PhD scholars, including stress, isolation, burnout, imposter syndrome, and career uncertainty, and how sustained well-being acts as a catalyst for motivation, cognitive flexibility, perseverance, and collaborative success. The discussion further integrates philosophical insights from Eastern and Western traditions, modern psychological theories, and spiritual practices such as mindfulness, gratitude, and yoga, illustrating their relevance to contemporary academic life. Finally, the paper presents Shoolini University institutional initiatives—ranging from wellness programs, clubs, mentorship, and extracurricular activities to structured financial support and performance-based scholarships—that collectively foster researcher happiness and well-being. The analysis demonstrates that cultivating happiness is not a peripheral concern but a foundational element for academic excellence, scientific innovation, and holistic human development.
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WHAT IS HAPPINESS?

What is happiness? Is it a state of well-being characterised by positive emotions such as joy, contentment, a feeling of pleasure, or a sense of fulfilment and purpose in life? Philosophers, psychologists, neuroscientists, and spiritual leaders have debated its definition for centuries, yet it remains elusive and multifaceted (Wilberforce, 2019). 

Despite being one of the most universally pursued states, happiness remains complex, varying across cultures, individuals, and disciplines. Philosophers have long debated its meaning—from Aristotle’s concept of eudaimonia (flourishing) (Stark, Vuust, & Kringelbach, 2018) to Bentham’s utilitarian pleasure principle. Meanwhile, psychologists and neuroscientists have explored happiness as a measurable psychological and biological phenomenon.

SIGNIFICANCE OF HAPPINESS (YANG, KNOBE, & DUNHAM, 2021)


	Improved Physical Health: Studies show that happier individuals tend to have stronger immune systems, lower blood pressure, and reduced risk of chronic illnesses.

	Enhanced Mental Well-being: Happiness acts as a buffer against anxiety, depression, and stress-related disorders.

	Boosts Productivity and Creativity: Positive emotions improve cognitive flexibility and innovation—essential for academic and professional success.

	Promotes Better Relationships: Happier people tend to form stronger social bonds, maintain healthier relationships, and contribute positively to their communities.

	Increases Resilience: Happiness enhances one’s ability to cope with setbacks and adapt to life’s challenges, especially in high-stress environments like academia.

	Influences Longevity: Research suggests a strong correlation between sustained happiness and longer life expectancy.

	Fosters Altruism and Cooperation: Happy individuals are more likely to engage in prosocial behaviours, benefiting society at large.

	Crucial for Researchers and Scholars: In a field marked by deadlines, isolation, and intellectual challenges, happiness plays a key role in sustaining motivation and well-being.



ASPECTS OF HAPPINESS

Happiness is a multidimensional construct that encompasses various forms of well-being. Scholars typically divide it into three core domains: emotional, psychological, and social well-being. Each contributes uniquely to a person’s subjective evaluation of life (Ryff, 2014).

Emotional well-being

Definition: Emotional well-being refers to the balance between positive and negative affect in daily life. It includes experiencing frequent positive emotions (e.g., joy, gratitude, serenity) and fewer negative ones (e.g., sadness, anger, anxiety).

Significance: Emotional well-being is often considered the core of subjective well-being. High emotional well-being is linked to better immune functioning, greater life satisfaction, and reduced risk of mental illness.

Evidence:


	According to Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin (1985), individuals with higher levels of positive affect report greater life satisfaction and improved health outcomes.

	Fredrickson’s Broaden-and-Build Theory posits that positive emotions expand cognitive and behavioural repertoires, helping individuals build lasting resources (Fredrickson, 2001).



Psychological well-being

Definition: Psychological well-being focuses on an individual’s internal experiences and self-evaluation. It includes personal growth, self-acceptance, autonomy, environmental mastery, life purpose, and positive relations with others.

Carol Ryff’s six-factor model is a widely used framework to measure psychological well-being. Unlike hedonic happiness, this model emphasises eudaimonic well-being—living in accordance with one’s true selves (Ryff, 2014).

Evidence:


	High psychological well-being correlates with lower levels of cortisol (stress hormone), better heart rate variability, and reduced inflammatory markers (Ryff, 2014).

	It also predicts resilience, academic success, and long-term mental health.



Social well-being

Definition: Social well-being refers to how individuals perceive their integration and contribution within their communities. It encompasses aspects such as social cohesion, actualisation, acceptance, and meaningful connections.

Model: Corey Keyes developed a model of social well-being that comprises five dimensions: social integration, social contribution, social coherence, social actualisation, and social acceptance (Keyes, 2002).

Significance: Social support is strongly linked to reduced mortality risk, increased happiness, and better stress coping mechanisms. Socially connected individuals are generally more resilient and live longer.

Evidence:


	A meta-analysis by Holt-Lunstad found that strong social relationships improve survival by 50%—a health impact comparable to quitting smoking (Holt-Lunstad, 2018).

	Lack of social well-being is associated with loneliness, which increases the risk of depression and cognitive decline.



WHY DOES HAPPINESS MATTER IN A RESEARCHER’S JOURNEY?

For PhD researchers and scholars, the pursuit of academic excellence is often accompanied by high levels of stress, pressure to perform, and uncertainty about the future. While happiness may seem like a secondary concern in such a demanding environment, research increasingly shows that happiness is essential to both productivity and mental well-being.

Mental Health and Burnout

Researchers face long hours, high workloads, tight deadlines, and pressure to publish, which can lead to chronic stress, burnout, and, in severe cases, anxiety or depression.

A relatively large proportion of young researchers fall under the cynical profile, suggesting they may be especially susceptible to experiencing cynicism as a component of burnout (Boone, Vander Elst, Vandenbroeck, & Godderis, 2022).

Cognitive Flexibility and Creativity


	Happiness enhances brain function, especially in areas associated with executive control and problem-solving, such as the prefrontal cortex (Abou Haykal, 2025).

	The Broaden-and-Build Theory (Fernandes, Vasconcelos-Raposo, & Teixeira, 2010) explains that positive emotions “broaden” attention and thinking, enabling individuals to generate new ideas, be more creative, and see alternative solutions—all vital in research work.



Resilience and Perseverance


	A positive mental state equips researchers to bounce back from rejection, failed experiments, or criticism—all common experiences in academia (Pieper, Lausen, Krockert, Klemp, & Baer, 2025). 

	Resilient researchers maintain motivation over long periods and are less likely to abandon their PhD pursuits.



Motivation and Intrinsic Drive


	Happy researchers often show greater intrinsic motivation—doing research because they find it meaningful, rather than for external rewards (Ryan & Deci, 2000).

	This internal drive fuels long-term engagement, which is essential for completing a PhD, which can take several years (Ryan & Deci, 2000).



Better Collaboration and Communication


	Emotional well-being also contributes to better teamwork, mentorship relationships, and networking, which are key parts of the academic environment (Lyubomirsky, King, & Diener, 2005).



NEUROCHEMISTRY/BIOLOGICAL ASPECT

Happiness is not just a feeling—it’s also a biological phenomenon, rooted in a dynamic orchestra of chemical messengers, neural circuits, and hormonal rhythms. At the heart of this system is the brain’s reward circuitry, a powerful network that lights up in moments of joy, love, accomplishment, and even anticipation.

Brain Mechanisms/Signalling Pathways

Happiness begins in the brain. It is not only a psychological experience but also a neurobiological process driven by specific brain regions and neurochemical interactions. These mechanisms involve complex neural circuits, primarily in the limbic system, prefrontal cortex, and reward pathways (Lyubomirsky et al., 2005).

Key Brain Areas Involved (Lyubomirsky et al., 2005):


	Prefrontal Cortex

	The left prefrontal cortex is more active during states of positive emotion and contentment. It is responsible for decision-making, planning, and emotional regulation.

	It helps interpret rewarding stimuli and contributes to long-term satisfaction.




	Amygdala

	Part of the limbic system, it processes emotional responses. While often linked to fear, it also evaluates positive stimuli, influencing emotional intensity and memory of happy events.

	Overactivity may be linked with anxiety or depression, while balanced function supports emotional well-being.




	Nucleus Accumbens

	A core component of the brain’s reward system, it responds to dopamine release during pleasurable experiences like eating, love, music, or achievement.

	It’s often called the “pleasure centre” of the brain.




	Hypothalamus

	Regulates homeostasis, including hunger, sleep, and stress. It also controls the release of oxytocin, a hormone associated with bonding, trust, and social connection.




	Hippocampus

	It is vital for memory formation and emotional learning. It helps store positive experiences, contributing to sustained feelings of well-being.

	A smaller hippocampal volume is often associated with chronic stress and depression.






Role of neurotransmitters (Kringelbach & Berridge, 2009)

Key neurotransmitters are


	Dopamine (Motivation and pleasure) (Kringelbach & Berridge, 2009)

	Serotonin (Emotional Stability) (Young, 2007)

	Oxytocin (Bonding and trust) (Love hormone)

	Endorphins (Pain relief and euphoria).



Dopamine is just the beginning. Serotonin, another key neurotransmitter, is essential for mood stabilisation, self-esteem, and emotional balance (Young, 2007). Many antidepressants work by increasing serotonin levels, reflecting their strong influence on emotional well-being. Oxytocin, often referred to as the “love hormone,” is released during bonding activities such as hugging, eye contact, and social cooperation. It enhances trust and empathy, facilitating emotional closeness (Kringelbach & Berridge, 2009).

Additionally, endorphins, the body’s natural opioids, are released during laughter, exercise, or music. They reduce pain perception and promote feelings of pleasure and calm. GABA (gamma-aminobutyric acid), an inhibitory neurotransmitter, contributes to lowering neural excitability and anxiety, playing a key role in relaxation and stress reduction (Kringelbach & Berridge, 2009).

Happiness: The research catalyst

Positive emotional states are not just pleasant—they enhance brain function. Happiness increases cognitive flexibility, improves attention, and fuels creativity, which are essential for scientific innovation and academic success. Studies have shown that individuals in a positive mood perform better on complex problem-solving tasks and are more resilient to failure (Fredrickson, 2001). Furthermore, happiness strengthens interpersonal relationships and collaboration, making it easier for researchers to work effectively in teams and persist through long, uncertain projects.

PSYCHOLOGICAL ASPECT

Psychology behind well-being/Happiness

Psychologists identify two primary types of happiness:


	Hedonic happiness―pleasure-based happiness—is based on seeking pleasure and avoiding pain. It focuses on short-term enjoyment, comfort, and gratification (Ryan & Deci, 2001).

	Eudaimonic happiness—meaning-based—arises from living a meaningful life aligned with one’s values, purpose, and personal growth. It reflects long-term fulfilment and self-realisation (Ryan & Deci, 2001).



PSYCHOLOGICAL THEORIES OF HAPPINESS

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs

Abraham Maslow, a humanistic psychologist, proposed that human motivation is based on a series of hierarchical needs. According to Maslow, individuals must satisfy lower-level needs before progressing to higher-level ones. The hierarchy is typically represented as a pyramid with five levels (Hale, Ricotta, Freed, Smith, & Huang, 2019):


	Physiological Needs: These are the most basic survival needs, such as food, water, air, and sleep. Without these, happiness or any higher emotional state is unattainable.

	Safety Needs: Once physiological needs are met, people seek security—personal safety, financial stability, health, and shelter.

	Love and Belongingness: Humans are inherently social. This level involves relationships, friendships, intimacy, and a sense of belonging within groups or communities.

	Esteem Needs: This section includes the desire for respect, recognition, achievement, and self-confidence. A sense of competence and value is key to self-esteem.

	Self-Actualisation: At the top of the hierarchy is the need to realise one’s potential, creativity, and personal growth. Maslow believed that this is where true happiness and fulfilment lie.



Maslow’s theory suggests that happiness is not simply about momentary pleasure but about progressively satisfying deeper needs, culminating in meaningful self-expression and purpose.

Seligman’s PERMA model

Martin Seligman, a leading figure in positive psychology, developed the PERMA model as a framework for understanding well-being. Rather than focusing on pathology or fixing problems, the PERMA model promotes building strengths and fostering happiness. PERMA is an acronym that stands for the following five elements (Kovich, Simpson, Foli, Hass, & Phillips, 2023):


	P – Positive Emotion: Experiencing joy, gratitude, serenity, and hope contributes to a sense of happiness and life satisfaction.

	E – Engagement: Being deeply involved in activities, often referred to as “flow,” where one loses track of time due to total immersion in a task.

	R – Relationships: Strong, supportive social connections are vital for emotional well-being and resilience.

	M – Meaning: Having a sense of purpose or belonging to something greater than oneself—such as family, community, or a cause— contributes significantly to happiness.

	A – Accomplishment: Pursuing and achieving goals provides individuals a sense of progress and mastery, which enhances self-worth and motivation.



Seligman’s model emphasises that happiness is multifaceted and does not depend on a single source. Each element of PERMA contributes independently to well-being and can be cultivated through intentional actions and practices (Kovich et al., 2023).

HUMAN PSYCHOLOGICAL PERCEPTION OF HAPPINESS

Perception of happiness is subjective. Some may derive it from achievements, while others find it in spiritual pursuits, relationships, or acts of service. Cultural norms, individual experiences, upbringing, and genetic factors influence the definition and experience of happiness. For example, collectivist cultures may value social harmony and group belonging, while individualistic cultures may emphasise personal success and autonomy (Macfarlane, Kincey, & Worthington, 2002). Thus, happiness is not a fixed state but a deeply personal and culturally influenced journey.

PHILOSOPHICAL WISDOM

Yoga

Yoga combines physical, mental, and spiritual practices aimed at self-realisation and inner peace. Research shows that regular practice of yoga increases serotonin (Lee, Moon, & Kim, 2014) and reduces cortisol, promoting well-being (Smyth, Rossi, & Wood, 2020).

EASTERN PHILOSOPHIES OF HAPPINESS (DANYLOVA ET AL., 2023)

Bhagavad Gita and Vedanta

Happiness, according to the Gita, comes from detachment, selfless action, and inner realisation (ananda). Vedantic philosophy emphasises the blissful nature of the self (Atman) and its union with Brahman as the ultimate happiness.

Buddhism

Buddhism teaches that desire leads to suffering. Through mindfulness, compassion, and ethical living, one can attain lasting happiness (nirvana). The Eightfold Path outlines steps for liberation from suffering.

Taoism

Taoism advocates harmony with nature and simplicity. Wu wei, or effortless action, encourages living in the flow of life, reducing resistance and enhancing joy.

WESTERN PHILOSOPHIES OF HAPPINESS

Aristotle’s Eudaimonia (Greece)

Aristotle believed true happiness (eudaimonia) comes from living a life of virtue, reason, and moral responsibility. He emphasised that happiness is achieved not by chasing pleasure but by fulfilling one’s unique potential through consistent ethical behaviour and self-discipline. This form of well-being is cultivated over a lifetime and involves deliberate effort and reflection. In modern terms, it aligns closely with personal development and meaningful living (Stark et al., 2018).

Stoicism (Rome)

Stoic philosophers like Epictetus, Seneca, and Marcus Aurelius taught that happiness stems from within, by mastering emotions and accepting what cannot be controlled. According to Stoicism, the only true good is virtue (such as wisdom, courage, and justice), and we should meet external events with rational detachment. This mindset fosters emotional resilience, inner peace, and self-control. Today, Stoic principles are often applied in cognitive-behavioural therapy (CBT) and stress management (Connery, Cavanna, & Coleman, 2023).

MODERN SPIRITUALITY PERSPECTIVES

Gratitude Practice

Practising gratitude—by journaling, expressing thanks, or reflecting on blessings—shifts attention from what’s lacking to what’s abundant. It enhances emotional regulation and fosters positive thinking, contributing to overall happiness. Studies show that people who regularly practise gratitude experience higher levels of optimism and stronger relationships. Even brief daily exercises can lead to significant long-term improvements in mental health (Cohen, Pignata, Bezak, Tie, & Childs, 2023).

Mindfulness and Meditation

Mindfulness involves focusing attention on the present moment with acceptance and non-judgement. Regular mindfulness meditation reduces stress, anxiety, and emotional reactivity by promoting calm awareness. Neuroscientific studies show increased grey matter in brain regions related to attention and emotional control. Practising mindfulness helps individuals break cycles of rumination and encourages a greater sense of calm and contentment (Cohen et al., 2023).

FACTOR INFLUENCING HAPPINESS

Happiness is shaped by a variety of internal and external factors, including psychological traits, financial security, biological makeup, social relationships, and environmental conditions.

Psychological

Psychological factors play a central role in determining how individuals perceive and experience happiness. Traits such as gratitude, optimism, emotional resilience, and mindfulness help individuals regulate their thoughts and emotions in challenging situations. Those who are psychologically resilient tend to recover more quickly from stress, maintain motivation, and experience greater life satisfaction. Conversely, negative thought patterns, like excessive self-criticism or rumination, can significantly lower one’s happiness, even in otherwise favourable environments.

Financial Stability

Financial stability also influences happiness, particularly by reducing daily stress related to basic needs and long-term security. Kahneman and Deaton (2010) found that happiness only goes up with income to a certain point; after that, emotional well-being stays the same (Kahneman & Deaton, 2010). This conclusion suggests that while money cannot buy lasting happiness, it does contribute to a baseline level of comfort, security, and freedom to pursue goals and experiences that foster well-being.

Biological

Biological factors are equally significant. Hormones and neurotransmitters—like serotonin, dopamine, and oxytocin—regulate mood, stress, and pleasure. Additionally, lifestyle factors such as physical activity, diet, and adequate sleep play crucial roles in maintaining hormonal balance and promoting emotional stability (Dfarhud, Malmir, & Khanahmadi, 2014).

Social

Social factors, including the quality and depth of relationships, have one of the strongest correlations with happiness. Humans are inherently social beings, and feeling supported, valued, and connected leads to better emotional outcomes. Close friendships, strong family bonds, and community involvement provide emotional security, reduce loneliness, and improve overall life satisfaction (Diener et al., 1985).

Environmental

Environmental factors such as living conditions, exposure to nature, noise levels, and access to clean air and green spaces also impact well-being. Individuals living in clean, safe, and aesthetically pleasing environments are more likely to report positive moods and lower stress levels. On the other hand, crowded, polluted, or noisy surroundings can increase anxiety and irritability, decreasing overall happiness.

CHALLENGES IN THE PHD JOURNEY

The journey of a PhD scholar is intellectually enriching but also emotionally taxing. The challenges encountered during this phase can significantly affect one’s happiness, mental health, and academic performance.

Funding and workload stress

In addition to emotional strain, funding constraints and workload stress are significant barriers. Many PhD candidates face irregular stipends and insufficient research grants and are required to take on additional teaching or administrative responsibilities. The resulting workload can compromise sleep, nutrition, and self-care, all of which are vital for emotional and physical health.

Pressure to publish

Another major challenge is the pressure to publish, often summed up by the phrase “publish or perish.” This academic culture prioritises output over processing and places researchers under constant pressure to meet publication standards. Rejection from journals or delays in peer review can be demoralising, lowering confidence and enthusiasm for research.

Uncertainty about the future

Uncertainty about the future also weighs heavily on doctoral students. Many scholars worry about career prospects post-PhD, especially with limited academic positions and competitive job markets. This ambiguity, coupled with delayed personal milestones, adds a psychological burden that intensifies over time.

Isolation and Loneliness 

One of the most common issues is isolation and loneliness. Unlike undergraduate or taught master’s programmes, PhD research is often an individual endeavour. Long hours spent in labs or libraries, limited social interaction, and a lack of community can create emotional detachment. Over time, this isolation may lead to feelings of invisibility and depression.

Imposter Syndrome

Lastly, imposter syndrome—the persistent feeling of being a fraud despite evident success—is prevalent among researchers. Many scholars internalise doubts about their competence and fear being “found out,” even when they consistently meet expectations. This syndrome can lead to chronic anxiety, low self-esteem, and reluctance to engage in new opportunities.

HOW SHOOLINI IS TRANSFORMING ITS RESEARCHERS’ HAPPINESS

Shoolini University. (n.d.). Clubs & societies. In Shoolini University. Retrieved 12 July, 2025, from https://shooliniuniversity.com/clubs-societies

Recognising these challenges, Shoolini University has taken several initiatives to promote well-being and happiness among its researchers.

Clubs

The university fosters a sense of community through various student-run clubs. These include cultural, environmental, technical, and wellness-orientated clubs that allow scholars to explore hobbies, engage in teamwork, and take breaks from academic pressure. Participation in such groups helps reduce isolation, promotes creativity, and cultivates interpersonal skills.

Drishyam Photography Clubs

It is a vibrant community for photography enthusiasts to explore the art of capturing memorable moments through the lens. The club is for students who want to learn photography, share knowledge, and showcase their creativity through regular workshops, photowalks, and competitions. Photography activates the dopaminergic reward pathway—associated with creativity and novelty—which helps reduce stress and enhances pleasure.

RaagRang Music Club

It promotes emotional connection through rhythm and melody. The club celebrates the beauty of melodies and rhythms while providing a nurturing space for budding musicians to flourish. Whether one is a seasoned instrumentalist, a vocalist, or simply passionate about music, RaagRang offers a variety of activities, including jam sessions, music workshops, and performances at campus events. The clubs credit their members with musical performances and nights at the university’s events. 

Musical engagement stimulates dopamine and oxytocin, improving mood and fostering social bonding.

Satrangi Strokes

It is a creative sanctuary for art enthusiasts. The talented club members often create murals and artwork on and around the campus. It includes religious festivals as well as university festivals. From painting and sketching to crafting and sculpting, Satrangi Strokes hosts interactive sessions, art exhibitions, and craft fairs to showcase the talents of its members. On Dussehra, they build effigies of Ravana and decorate the campus during popular events such as Moksh, Literature Fest, Halloween, and Prom Night at the university. It engages students in art and craft, proven to reduce cortisol levels and enhance serotonin release, helping to alleviate anxiety and promote mindfulness.

Young Communicators Club

It promotes meaningful conversations, debates, and diplomacy. The objective is to improve members’ public speaking, negotiation, and leadership skills through debates, Model United Nations (MUN) simulations, and panel discussions. Young Communicators Club nurtures confidence and public speaking, enhancing self-esteem and serotonin activity, both crucial to sustained happiness and emotional well-being.

Arcadia (Psychology Club)

It delves into the realm of human behaviour. The objective is to provide a platform for students interested in psychology to discuss, learn, and apply psychological principles in practical settings. Arcadia hosts interactive workshops, guest lectures, and awareness campaigns on mental health and well-being. They recently organised a session on the analysis of dreams or activities like art therapy, while also creating content that starts more conversations around mental health. It provides a safe platform for exploring mental health, reducing stigma, and discussing emotional resilience. Activities like dream analysis and art therapy foster introspection and emotional clarity.

Saksham Dance Club

It is a spirited community that celebrates the art of dance in all its forms. The club’s main objective is to provide a creative outlet for students passionate about dance, regardless of their skill level or background. With diverse dance styles, from classical and contemporary to hip-hop and folk, Saksham offers an inclusive space for members to express themselves through movement. The club organises regular choreography workshops and practice sessions. It encourages physical movement and expression through dance. Dance releases endorphins, our body’s natural painkillers, and supports group bonding via oxytocin release.

Shoolini For You

It is driven by the passion to make a positive impact on society. Caring for the marginalised and vulnerable, SFY members visit orphanages, hospital patients, and old-age homes, spreading warmth and compassion. These interactions create profound connections and enrich the lives of volunteers and beneficiaries, fostering a sense of empathy and shared humanity.
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Figures 1, 2 & 3: Environmental Actions for Emotional Well-being



Activities

Shoolini also organises activities, such as interdepartmental sports, music nights, treks, and cultural festivals. These events provide refreshing breaks from the monotony of research and give scholars opportunities to rejuvenate, socialise, and connect with their peers. Engaging in such extracurricular activities is known to reduce stress and boost mood through physical movement and social bonding.
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Figures 4, 5 & 6: Fueling Happiness through Sports and Physical Activity



PROGRAMMES

Yogananda Wellness Programme

Through the Yogananda Centre for Happiness, the university offers structured programmes in yoga, meditation, and emotional wellness. The centre provides a range of therapies, including massage, acupressure, naturopathy, and complementary wellness services. These sessions teach students techniques to manage stress, enhance concentration, and build resilience. Additionally, access to mental health counsellors and motivational lectures further supports emotional well-being.


[image: ]
Figure: Yoga Sessions for Inner Balance Ignite Programme



Ignite Programme

A dedicated research mentorship programme connects PhD scholars with global faculty, aiding in the development of research skills, confidence, and scientific identity through workshops, ideation bootcamps, and prototyping sessions.

Start-up Shoolini

This innovation and entrepreneurship platform allows researchers to turn ideas into impactful ventures. The platform provides financial grants, incubation, and mentorship, fostering purpose-driven satisfaction and motivation.

Workshops

Lastly, the university conducts regular workshops that focus on professional and personal development. These include sessions on time management, scientific writing, public speaking, mindfulness, leadership skills, yoga, breathing exercises, and personality development to maintain emotional well-being.

These programmes boost self-efficacy and confidence and help students gain clarity about their future, reducing anxiety and improving emotional health.

SCHOLARSHIPS OFFERED BY SHOOLINI UNIVERSITY TO SUPPORT RESEARCHERS

Shoolini University. (n.d.). Shoolini University’s PhD scholarship scheme. (In Shoolini University)

Shoolini University recognises that financial stability plays a crucial role in the overall well-being and academic success of its researchers. In alignment with its commitment to nurturing innovation and happiness among scholars, the university offers a diverse range of scholarships and performance-linked incentives that help reduce stress, promote focus, and encourage scientific excellence.

PhD Merit Scholarship

Candidates applying for PhD programmes are eligible for merit-based scholarships, which are evaluated using parameters like the following:


	Post-graduate academic performance

	Previous research experience or publications

	NIRF ranking of the applicant’s alma mater

	Performance in the entrance interview



Benefit: 25% to 100% tuition fee waiver, based on committee recommendation.

International PhD Merit Scholarship

To attract global talent and foster cross-cultural research, international PhD applicants are offered:


	75% tuition fee waiver

	Monthly scholarship of ₹25,000 This initiative helps ensure financial comfort, enhancing academic satisfaction and cross-border collaboration.



PhD Scholarships for NEP-Aligned 4-Year UG Degree Holders

In line with India’s New Education Policy, exceptional candidates who have completed a 4-year UG degree can directly enrol in a PhD programme, bypassing a master’s.

Benefit: Up to 100% tuition fee waiver, awarded based on merit and scholarship committee evaluation.

Junior Research Fellowship (JRF)

Top-tier researchers who have cleared the JRF exam and demonstrated past research excellence are eligible for a prestigious fellowship.

Benefits include:


	Full waiver of tuition fees for three years

	Monthly stipend of ₹31,000 for three years

	Minimum publication requirement: three papers per year (impact factor ≥ 2) beyond the PhD thesis



Publication-Based Incentives

To
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	Bonus for Exceeding Expectations:
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