

Foreword

This wonderful book by the authors of Ikigai, a worldwide bestseller about a Japanese concept that translates roughly to “the purpose of one’s life,” brings a similar approach to the Hindu way of life. It readably conveys some of the richness of Hindu culture and spirituality, as well as many Hindu practices like yoga, breathing, and meditation, to identify ten Indian rules for happiness that everyone can learn from and abide by.

But what does being a Hindu mean? My Hinduism is a lived faith; it is a Hinduism of experience and upbringing, a Hinduism of observation and conversation, not one anchored in deep religious study (though of course the two are not mutually exclusive). I grew up knowing few mantras, just some snatches of a couple of hymns, and practically no Sanskrit; my knowledge of Hindu sacred texts and philosophies came entirely from reading them in English translation. (When I went to a temple, I prayed in an odd combination of English, Sanskrit, and my “mother tongue,” Malayalam, instinctively convinced that an omniscient God would naturally be multilingual.)

The first challenge in describing Hinduism, of course, is definitional. The name Hindu itself denotes something less, and more, than a set of theological beliefs. In many languages, French and Persian among them, the word for Indian is Hindu. Originally, Hindu simply meant the people beyond the River Sindhu, or the Indus River. But the Indus is now in Islamic Pakistan; and to make matters worse, the word Hindu did not exist in any Indian language until its use by foreigners gave Indians a term for self-definition. Hindus, in other words, call themselves by a label that they didn’t invent in any of their own languages but adopted cheerfully when others began to refer to them by that word. (Of course, many Hindus prefer a different term altogether—Sanatana Dharma, or “eternal faith.”)

Hinduism is thus the name that foreigners first applied to what they saw as the indigenous religion of India. It embraces an eclectic range of doctrines and practices, from pantheism to agnosticism and from faith in reincarnation to belief in the caste system. But none of these constitute an obligatory credo for a Hindu: there is none. We have no compulsory dogmas.

This is why I am more comfortable with the tenets of Hinduism than I would be with those of the other faiths of which I know. I have long thought of myself as liberal, not merely in the political sense, or even in relation to principles of economics, but also as an attitude toward life. To accept people as one finds them, to allow them to be and become what they choose, and to encourage them to do whatever they like (so long as it does not harm others) is my natural instinct. It is also what Hinduism teaches. As the great preacher Swami Vivekananda put it when he addressed the World’s Parliament of Religions in Chicago in 1893, “We believe not only in universal toleration, but we accept all religions as true.” He spoke for a faith that prescribes not just tolerance but also acceptance. Tolerance is essentially a patronizing virtue: the tolerant person assumes he has the truth but magnanimously is willing to allow others the right to be wrong. But the Hindu, grounded in acceptance, sees truth in all beliefs: he accepts the other’s truth, demanding only that the other accept his truth. Vivekananda often quoted an ancient hymn, the “Shiva Mahimna Stotra,” which declares that just as multiple rivers, originating in different places, flow down different hills and valleys, some straight, some crooked, but all end up in the same sea, so also all forms of worship reach the same divine.

Raised as I was as a Hindu, I have never found rigid and censorious beliefs appealing to my temperament. In matters of religion, too, I found my liberal instincts reinforced by the faith in which I was brought up. Hinduism is, in many ways, predicated on the idea that the eternal wisdom of the ages and of divinity cannot be confined to a single sacred book; we have many, and we can delve into each to find our own truth (or truths). As a Hindu I can claim adherence to a religion without an established church or priestly papacy, a religion whose rituals and customs I am free to reject, a religion that does not oblige me to demonstrate my faith by any visible sign, by subsuming my identity in any collective, not even by a specific day or time or frequency of worship. (There is no Hindu pope, no Hindu Vatican, no Hindu catechism, not even a Hindu Sunday.) As a Hindu I follow a faith that offers to the worshipper a veritable smorgasbord of options of divinities to adore and to pray to, of rituals to observe (or not), of customs and practices to honor (or not), of fasts to keep (or not). I subscribe to a creed that is free of the restrictive dogmas of holy writ, one that refuses to be shackled to the limitations of a single volume of holy revelation.

Hinduism professes no false certitudes. Its capacity to express wonder at creation and simultaneously skepticism about the omniscience of the Creator is unique to it. Both are captured beautifully in a verse from the thirty-five-hundred-year-old Rig Veda, the “Nasadiya Sukta” (“Creation Hymn”), which memorably ends:


Who really knows? And who can say?

Whence did it all come? And how did creation happen?

The gods themselves are later than creation,

So who knows truly whence this great creation sprang?

Who knows whence this creation had its origin?

He, whether He fashioned it or whether He did not,

He, who surveys it all from the highest heaven,

He knows—or maybe even He does not know.

—Rig Veda 10.129



“Maybe even He does not know”! I love a faith that raises such a fundamental question about no less a supreme being than the Creator of the Universe himself. Maybe he does not know, indeed. Who are we mere mortals to claim a knowledge of which even he cannot be certain?

Hindu thought also makes a virtue out of the unknowability of God. There is a marvelous story in the Upanishads about a sage who is asked to define the nature of God; the wise man, normally loquacious, falls silent. He is pressed by his disciples for an answer, and he replies that his silence was his answer, for the Absolute is silence; the mystery of the divine reality cannot be reduced to words or speech. Neither thought nor words can suffice: “It is not understood by those who understand it,” says the Kena Upanishad, “it is understood by those who do not understand it.” The final words of the Upanishads are “neti, neti”—“not this, not this”—signifying the unspeakability of the Absolute. For many sages, their consciousness of the divine is untranslatable to others, for those who have not attained the same realization cannot grasp it through word or sign: it is “that of which nothing can be said.”

In the twenty-first century, Hinduism has many of the attributes of a universal religion—a religion that is personal and individualistic, that privileges the individual and does not subordinate one to a collective; a religion that grants and respects complete freedom to the believer to find his or her own answers to the true meaning of life; a religion that offers a wide range of choice in religious practice, even in regard to the nature and form of the formless God; a religion that places great emphasis on one’s mind, and values one’s capacity for reflection, intellectual inquiry, and self-study; a religion that distances itself from dogma and holy writ, that is minimally prescriptive and yet offers an abundance of options, spiritual and philosophical texts, and social and cultural practices to choose from. In a world where resistance to authority is growing, Hinduism imposes no authority; in a world of networked individuals, Hinduism proposes no institutional hierarchies; in a world of open-source information sharing, Hinduism accepts all paths as equally valid; in a world of rapid transformation and accelerating change, Hinduism is adaptable and flexible, which is why it has survived for millennia.

Above all, as a Hindu I belong to the only major religion in the world that does not claim to be the only true religion. I find it immensely congenial to be able to face my fellow human beings of other faiths without being burdened by the conviction that I am embarked upon a “true path” that they have missed. Hinduism asserts that all ways of belief are equally valid, and Hindus readily venerate the saints and the sacred objects of other faiths. I am proud that I can honor the sanctity of other faiths without feeling I am betraying my own.

It is very much in the same spirit that Héctor García and Francesc Miralles have approached this book. They have done a marvelous job of identifying principles, practices, and prescriptions for living from this extraordinary faith, its spiritual and doctrinal offshoots, and the culture it has sustained for five thousand years. I commend their book for delving so accessibly into the complex cultural and spiritual traditions of India, and distilling from them guides for living that should be valuable to everyone with an open mind and a willingness to learn from the wisdom of the ancients.

SHASHI THAROOR




The Geography of Happiness

This book drinks from a well of wisdom as ancient as human culture and contains the keys for giving shape as much to the present as to the future we all dream of.

When we decided to write it, our books had already been translated into more than sixty languages and had been number-one bestsellers all over the world. The most recent phase of the Ikigai phenomenon is in India, where our book has been the bestselling title two years in a row. This led us to travel to the Indian subcontinent, the cradle of spirituality, to speak, attend festivals, and give interviews.

In addition to telling us what our work had meant to them, kind readers we met on our travels often asked us why we didn’t write a book inspired by Indian wisdom.

Each time we spoke of the possibility, it seemed to us like an enormous, ambitious, and thrilling challenge. India is not just a country with a young, proactive, and forward-looking population, as well as the largest democracy on the planet. It is also the home of some of the oldest and greatest spiritual traditions that have shaped humanity. Better still, it has the potential to bring happiness to the whole world, if we return to these origins.

Visitors to India are surprised to encounter such cultural diversity in a single place: colorful Hindu temples, churches in Goa and Kerala, sublime mosques like the one in New Delhi and the Islamic mausoleum of the Taj Mahal. In its streets pulsing with life, they will find Jain mystics, Christian monks, elegant Sikhs wearing turbans, and the sadhus who roam the country making pilgrimages in preparation for death.

One gets the impression that the entire world, at least as far as spirituality goes, is here.

If we look back, we’ll see that Siddhartha Gautama, who would later become the Buddha, began his discoveries to the north of India. A millennium earlier, we find the Vedas, the four most ancient texts in Indian literature, which gave shape to Hinduism.

Many mindfulness practices popular in the West, like yoga and meditation, originate in India, in addition to concepts such as karma and ancestral healing practices such as Ayurveda.

India is the future of the world. The current CEOs of Microsoft and Google, among other multinationals, come from this culture full of brilliant mathematicians, programmers, and engineers. What is the secret to their success?

In these pages, we will find out.

It is hard not to be impressed by the fount of endless riches that is India. Our mission was to write a short, fresh, illuminating book that provides answers to today’s challenges in the wake of the pandemic’s ravages.

The questions that we ask ourselves today are ones that Indian mystics have been asking themselves for the past five thousand years:


	How can we leave suffering behind and start to lead a fulfilling existence?

	What ways do we have of awakening all the dormant creative energy inside us?

	Can we make the law of karma work in our favor in our daily lives?

	What are the best techniques for freeing ourselves from stress, anxiety, and fear?

	How can we care for body, mind, and spirit and be full of energy until the end of our lives?



To answer these questions and many others in a useful and practical way, we have turned to humanity’s best teachers in the art of happiness and personal fulfillment.

From thousand-year-old wise men to modern figures like Ramana Maharshi and Jiddu Krishnamurti, India offers a wealth of inspiration to help us break through when we are stuck, develop all our capacities, and become fully realized.

In the following pages, you will embark on a journey to discover the Indian way to happiness. Its infinite paths can change more than just our lives. They can also change the future.

As we will see throughout this book, tomorrow is a product of the rituals, attitudes, and actions we practice today.

Our purpose is to build the best possible future, starting now. For you and for the world you are creating.

HÉCTOR GARCÍA AND FRANCESC MIRALLES
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A CULTURE OF HAPPINESS

India: The Spiritual Well of Humanity
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Purushartha

Why do you think the Japanese concept of ikigai—your reason for being—is so popular in India?” is one of the questions we get asked the most from all over the world. Our intuition told us that there must be something in common between the Japanese way of life and the Indian way of life, so we’ve responded to the question by saying: “Indian culture is the wellspring from which many Japanese traditions emerged a long time ago. It seems that people in both Japan and India consider the purpose of our lives to be of utter importance.”

But in our quest to understand how to have a good life, and the role of one’s purpose in it, we pursued a more concrete answer.

After reading dozens of books on Indian culture and traveling around India talking with thousands of readers of our previous books, we encountered a key concept from Hinduism: purushartha.

It can be translated as “the objective of human beings” or as “the purpose or goal of a human being.”

Purushartha (पुरुषार्थ) is a Sanskrit word made up of two parts:


PURUSHA (पुरुष): “spirit” or “immaterial essence of a human”

ARTHA (अर्थ): “meaning,” “purpose,” “objective,” or “goal”



In order to live in accordance with purushartha and to have a fulfilling life, there are four areas—known as the four purusharthas—that we need to cultivate:


	Kama refers to the pleasures of the senses and the enjoyment of what is beautiful in life. It is also about desires, emotions, and love.

	• You can ask yourself: What do I love doing? What do I want?




	Dharma is a word that has many meanings. At a very general level it means “what makes the Universe exist,” “the right way of living,” or “the eternal nature of reality.” It includes the moral values, duties, rights, and virtues that each individual pursues in order for harmony to prevail in the world and in order to realize one’s true nature.

	• You can ask yourself: What does the world need from me? Why do I exist?




	Artha is what you need to do in order to sustain your life. It is about bringing prosperity to yourself, your family, and your community. In a modern sense it is about your job, your career, your financial security, and wealth in general.

	• You can ask yourself: What do I need to sustain my life? What can bring wealth to me and my loved ones?




	Moksha means self-realization, liberation, and freedom. In some schools of thought we reach a state of moksha when we are free from death and rebirth. In others it means simply being in a state in which you have the freedom to work on your self-realization. In modern terms it could be associated with the top of Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. Who are you in your most essential sense? Try to think how you would define yourself without mentioning your name, your job, things you identify with, your country …

	• You can ask yourself: Who am I? Who am I in the truest sense?






We arranged these four purusharthas in a Venn diagram, just like we did for ikigai, and noticed that purushartha and ikigai are very similar. What a pleasant surprise! The wisdom and tools to achieve a life of meaning and purpose have been available to the people of the Indian subcontinent for a very long time.
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Why am I alive? What should I do with my life? What is my purpose? The answers to these questions can be found in the timeless wisdom of the ancient texts, philosophers, and traditions of India.

We wanted to learn more from India and share what we learned with our readers. The lessons apply to all of us, whether you believe in the afterlife, in no god or one god or multiple gods, or in any particular religion.

There is one thing all of us, as humans, can agree on:

At this moment, while you are reading these words, you are a human being who is alive. And while alive, you should aim to have a purposeful life and bring purpose to your people, your family, your friends, your community, your country or region, and all the world.

You might already know what your purpose in life is, or you might not yet know. If you already know, this book provides a blueprint for living in accordance with your purushartha. If you don’t yet know, it will give you the tools to start the adventure of knowing yourself better and discovering your purpose.
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