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PRAISE FOR 
LOVE, LEARN, PLAY




If everyone spent more time to learn, to play, and perhaps especially to love, we would find more flourishing in our world. Akhil Gupta’s book provides an engaging account, and one that can be backed up with empirical research as well. Let us learn, play, and love!


—Tyler J. VanderWeele, PhD


John L. Loeb and Frances Lehman Loeb Professor of Epidemiology; Director of the Human Flourishing Program, Harvard University


This book includes many thought-provoking ideas that caused me considerable introspection. Fundamentally, it was an inspiring journey because it makes flourishing seem accessible to everyone.


—Hamilton E. James


Chairman, Costco; Former Executive Vice Chairman, The Blackstone Group


Akhil has a gift for revealing the profound within the seemingly obvious. With this book, he brings our attention to love, learn, and play, and shows us how these deeply ingrained aspects of our being can be cultivated for maximum flourishing.


—Adil Zainulbhai


Chairman, Capacity Building Commission of India (established by the PM of India in 2021); Former Director, McKinsey & Company


In a world often defined by distraction and disconnection, Akhil Gupta gives clarity on what truly matters. In Love, Learn, Play, he distills a lifetime of experience into a generous, wise offering for anyone ready to define success not by what we accumulate, but by how we live more fully and authentically.


—Jacqueline Novagratz


CEO, Acumen; Best-Selling Author of Blue Sweater


Sharing his personal journey to seek answers on how humans can flourish, Akhil offers a prescription for a happier life, supported by scientific research and the wisdom of others. This book provides a comprehensive survey and offers much wisdom and insights that have the potential to transform one’s life!


—Lee Hau Hian


Managing Director, Batu Kawan Berhad, Malaysia


Akhil has uniquely distilled cherished wisdom, cultivated across centuries and continents, into a compelling understanding of what is ultimate for us as we live. His beautiful words are deeply personal, professional, and profound. Readers can savor provocative thoughts on every page that make us reflect on what it truly means to be human—and fully alive.


—Howard Koh


Former United States Assistant Secretary for Health, US Department of Health and Human Services (HHS); Associate Dean of Public Health Practice and Director of the Division of Public Health Practice, Harvard T. H. Chan School of Public Health


Akhil Gupta’s Love, Learn, Play is a generous gift for us all, wisdom to live by. The cure for what ails us is simpler than we think: slow down, think with care and attention, give thanks, and then commit ourselves to a life of love for our neighbors near and far. Deep down, all is grace—happiness born in the gracious and humble love that overflows the narrow boundaries of our short time on earth. May this lovely book help many on the path to meaning and wholeness in our troubled age.


—Francis X. Clooney, SJ


Parkman Professor of Divinity, Harvard University


Love, Learn, Play is a timely and insightful guide to living a life of meaning and purpose. Drawing on data-driven research and global wisdom, Gupta presents a simple yet powerful framework for human flourishing. In a world marked by distraction and division, this book offers a refreshing vision grounded in self-awareness, compassion, and joy. Both practical and profound, it is a must read for anyone seeking to lead with purpose and live with intention.


—Tiffany Steinwert, Ph.D.


Dean for Religious and Spiritual Life, Stanford University
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To Krishna and Kusum, my dad and mom: Thank you for instilling in me the values that sustained me throughout my life and for guiding me and my siblings to focus on love, learning, and play. Your profound message to your children now echoes through the pages of this book, reaching the world.




 


INTRODUCTION


TO PURSUE OR NOT TO PURSUE HAPPINESS


Across cultures and centuries, happiness has loomed large in the human imagination as the ultimate desire tucked within our hearts. The pursuit of happiness has been the holy grail of humanity for time immemorial. History’s great sages have said that the quest for happiness is the driving force behind all our actions. “Happiness is the meaning and purpose of life, the whole aim and end of human existence,” Aristotle said. The Brihadaranyaka Upanishad1, a prominent Hindu scripture of sutras written in 700–600 BCE, offers this prayer: “May all be happy, may all be free from disease, may all perceive good and not suffer from sorrow.” Notice the emphasis on the happiness of all. Many centuries later, the pursuit of happiness was enshrined in the United States Declaration of Independence as an inalienable right of all citizens. Around the same time, utilitarian philosophy emphasized the “greatest happiness of the greatest number” as the guiding principle for morality and legislation.2 Nowadays, the fourteenth Dalai Lama states the pursuit of happiness as a simple precept: “The purpose of our lives is to be happy.”3


Although we often experience fleeting feelings of joy and pleasure, lasting happiness is elusive for so many of us. The world’s predominant state of unhappiness is certainly not due to a lack of either scholarly attention or popular interest. A long procession of philosophers, psychologists, prophets, religious leaders, spiritual gurus, scientists, poets, artists, and others have probed the topic and attempted to crack the code on how to live a happy life. The scientific study of happiness has been increasing at an exponential pace. A peer-reviewed and highly respected academic journal called the Journal of Happiness Studies has been in operation for over two decades now. Try searching the term happiness on Google. It will yield a staggering two billion search results! The self-improvement market is a $45 billion global industry and is projected to double by 2033.4


Why is humanity suffering from what has mushroomed into a happiness crisis that cuts across all socioeconomic groups? By many key measures of material progress, life on earth has gotten objectively better. Billions have been lifted out of poverty. We have made remarkable strides in science, technology, and medicine, doubling global life expectancy in the past century, even in the planet’s least developed regions. Our knowledge of the world around us has been increasing at an exponential pace. Today, more computing power is available on a smartphone than was required to land a man on the moon in 1969. Isaac Asimov had one explanation for why people are still unhappy when he said, “The saddest aspect of life right now is that science gathers knowledge faster than society gathers wisdom.”5


Yet, when the annual World Happiness Report asks people in more than one hundred countries to rate their own happiness with their lives on a scale of 0 to 10, the results keep getting worse.6 Several wealthy countries have dropped in their ranking but none more sharply than the United States, which dropped to its lowest ranking since that survey began—and that result was driven by the unhappiness of people under thirty in the country, as younger generations report the biggest declines in self-reported well-being and the greatest rises in depression.7 In the US, suicide rates have increased to the point of being twice as common as homicides and are now the second leading cause of death among those under thirty-five.8 “Compared with their grandparents,” says psychologist David Myers, “today’s young adults have grown up with much more affluence, slightly less happiness and in fact a much greater risk of depression and all kinds of social pathology.” He observes that more than one-third of teens are facing a true mental health issue.9


Broadly speaking, study after study points to the same diagnosis: Unhappiness is spreading in epidemic proportions across entire populations. This paradox of human happiness is what drew me onto a path that has resulted in this book. My life was a perfect example of this phenomenon. As a young man from a humble background, I approached my life and responsibilities with a sense of duty and wanting to succeed to provide for my family. I had a dream academic and professional career and reached my professional pinnacle when I joined as a partner in the most prestigious private equity firm in the world and served as founding chairman of Blackstone India. Previously, I had worked at two of India’s most iconic companies: Hindustan Unilever and Reliance Industries Limited. I had gone to Indian Institute of Technology (or IIT, the MIT equivalent in India) for my undergraduate degree and received an MBA from Stanford University. But all the things that came my way due to a successful professional career—success; fame; wealth; access to the rich, famous, and powerful; flying private; staying in presidential suites—had lost their charm with a nagging sense that something was missing, a feeling of lack. I wondered if life had something more to offer.


Novelist Aldous Huxley is widely attributed to have written, “There comes a time, when one asks even of Shakespeare, even of Beethoven, is this all?” While I cannot even dream of comparing myself to Beethoven, I have considered myself enormously lucky to have achieved so much, coming from a humble background and without having the ambition to achieve this kind of success. But then, something momentous occurred, which really shook up my approach to life.


A PERSONAL TURNING POINT


On November 26, 2008, I had reservations for dinner at half past eight in the evening at the posh Tiffin Restaurant at the famous Oberoi, a five-star seaside hotel in Mumbai. My plans were to celebrate with Rajiv Kaul, the newly appointed CEO of Blackstone’s latest investment deal, CMS Computers.


I’d been traveling for weeks and felt the guilt of not having exercised enough to justify sitting on airplanes and in meetings while also consuming too much food. But when I went to the gym and started working out, my knee began to hurt. After thirty minutes, I stopped, about an hour earlier than expected. I called Rajiv to suggest we meet earlier, perhaps for drinks at the hotel bar instead of dinner in the restaurant. After raising glasses at the bar to toast to our new venture, we walked by the restaurant and glimpsed the tables full of people. Five minutes later, all those people were murdered.


During the time of our dinner reservation, two gunmen, later identified as terrorists from Pakistan, burst into the restaurant and started shooting. Everyone dining or working there was killed as part of a coordinated series of terrorist attacks across the city that left 166 dead and hundreds more injured.10


I would have been sitting at one of those tables if not for my last-minute decision.


When I arrived home to have dinner with my parents instead, we watched the news of the terrorist attacks on television. The once-vibrant restaurant was now a tableau of carnage. Tables lay overturned, chairs scattered like fallen soldiers—I could not believe how I had just escaped certain death. It shook me to my core. The fragility of life became so clear. That was the moment I began to ask myself new questions that I had never actively considered before that extraordinary stroke of luck—or fate—spared my life. In that pivotal moment, my life went from being taken for granted to feeling like a gift not to be squandered.


What if I had just died? What mattered most to me in life? What did I need to do on a priority basis that I had been postponing? And for what purpose or end? What more could I be doing with this gift? What more did I have to offer in the time I had remaining?


MY QUEST FOR THE KEYS TO HAPPINESS


I have been driven by a sense of duty all my life, and my immediate responsibility remained to establish Blackstone in India. By my sixtieth birthday, on July 20, 2012, the company had become the most respected private equity firm in India. I felt I’d done my duty. I told my boss, Tony James (president of the company), that I wanted to leave Blackstone soon to pursue the “lack” in my life. He requested that I stay until the end of 2014, which I could not refuse, as Blackstone had been an amazingly good firm to work for, and both Tony and Steve Schwarzman (chairman and CEO) had been especially good to me.


Finally, in 2014, after six years of questioning what matters most in life, I stepped down from my leadership role at Blackstone to embark on a quest for answers. I’ve always had a passion for learning; in my twenties, when my friends were busy chasing girls, I was reading psychology and philosophy books. Not surprisingly, I was a nervous wreck when I started dating girls in America, and I remain single even today! I soon enrolled in Harvard University’s Advanced Leadership Initiative because it allowed me to audit classes all over the university. I took more than thirty courses from brilliant academics alongside undergraduates with curious minds, eventually taking all available courses on happiness and related topics at Harvard, MIT, and Yale.


When you audit these classes in your sixties, you can learn a lot more than the undergraduates who are more worried about grades, jobs, finances, and relationships. I had no such distractions. I devoured the works of ancient and modern philosophers, the findings of modern science and psychology, and the wisdom of thinkers and prophets from different cultures and traditions, past and present. I joined over a hundred seminars, tapping into Harvard’s power to convene the brightest minds.


Amid my reading and studying, I came across a particularly inspiring quote from The New York Times columnist David Brooks: “People on the road to inner light do not find their vocations by asking, what do I want from life? They ask, what is life asking of me?”11 I asked myself, “What do I have that can provide a unique contribution to humanity?” In the words of Frederick Buechner, “Your vocation in life is where your greatest joy meets the world’s greatest need.”12 My greatest joy throughout much of my life was my insatiable desire for learning. I now felt a desire to share these learnings with the world.


Gradually, the dots started to connect, and I developed valuable insights into some big questions that I had been asking but never had any time to pursue till I got to Harvard. I narrowed my options down to two fields where I thought I could contribute, given my life’s journey across diverse cultures and the education I had received: The first was human flourishing and happiness.


I asked myself, “Do I have anything to add beyond the current state of the happiness literature?” I bounced my original ideas off a few of my fellow classmates in my happiness class, most importantly, Sara Al Zubi, who was also a teaching fellow for 150 students in one of the most popular happiness classes, taught by Professor Susan Rinard at Harvard. The answer to whether I should write a book was a resounding “Yes!” Sara even said, “I wish I had your book now to share with the students.”


PUTTING THE PIECES TOGETHER


This book is the result of my interdisciplinary and cross-cultural exploration of the topic of happiness. I have synthesized insights from a wide range of cultural, intellectual, philosophical, religious, and spiritual traditions, as well as the academic disciplines of anthropology, sociology, sociobiology, neuroscience, psychology, medicine, psychiatry, folklore, and literary and artistic works.


Most of you do not have the time to go through such diverse literature on happiness and meaning. (I only received this exposure due to my almost four years at Harvard.) This book summarizes relevant insights from a wide range of wonderful researchers but is itself not an academic exercise. Accordingly, it may lack academic rigor in some ways, but I hope I will make that up by exposing you to a wide range of perspectives of some of the greatest thinkers on happiness-related subjects and, more importantly, my own lived experience and the experiences of those whose lives I know fairly well. Chapter twelve, on love, learn, and play and public life, written by guest writer Richard Parker of Harvard Kennedy School, provides a contrast in academic brilliance. The chapter is a treat you will enjoy. I present this book to you in the spirit of sharing my learnings. My grade will be the enhanced flourishing you may experience after reading it!


As I was preparing material for my writing, I grew frustrated at times, wondering whether I had truly new insights to offer. After all, many of the grandest thinkers who ever lived have already written volumes on these subjects. Every time I get excited about an idea that I thought was original, I would learn later that some famous person had already thought of it.


When I needed encouragement most, my friend and colleague at the Graduate School of Business, Stanford University, and then dean of Nanyang Business School in Singapore, Dr. Jitendra Singh, told me the words of the great economist Joseph Schumpeter: “The motherlode of all inventions is the recombination of existing ideas.”13 In that moment, I realized my calling: Since I have lived my life straddling a wide array of cultures and breaking down silos, my mission is to integrate knowledge, insights, and lived experiences across continents and centuries and to share these learnings with the masses to promote human flourishing.


FAITH AND HAPPINESS


The second thought I had was about the commonalities across world religions. To promote these ideas, I founded Universal Enlightenment & Flourishing, a foundation with the mission of enhancing religious literacy and human flourishing. Some of my favorite learnings came from taking twelve courses at Harvard Divinity School on the wisdom and traditions of all the world’s religions. I was afforded the opportunity to study Christianity, Islam, Judaism, Hinduism, Buddhism, Taoism, and other faiths, and I was especially struck to find that there are more commonalities than differences among religions. Our lack of awareness of such commonalities is why these religions have so long been at odds with one another. Throughout history, the differences have sparked wars and conflicts that have led to the violent deaths of millions because the followers of these religions did not know the underlying commonalities. Enhancing religious literacy will also contribute to human flourishing at the societal level.


I ended up writing a book, Bridges Across Humanity, in which I explore the intersections between religions and where they agree on basic teachings of love, kindness, compassion, gratitude, and other positive virtues that can make the world a better place. When I spoke to the Harvard Divinity School professors, they all provided encouragement and thought I could find fifteen to twenty commonalities. My book contains fifty-four commonalities, and thanks to large language models such as ChatGPT, Gemini, and Claude, our website—www.uef.org—now has 108 common themes across religions. Over seventy of these wisdom insights require no belief or faith in any religion. I asked myself why we are not aware of these commonalities. The answer—because we have been asking the wrong question: “Tell me about other religions,” with the subtext being, “Tell me how my religion is superior to the other religions.” I was studying all religions with a different lens, asking, “What are the similarities?” Human nature and our deep yearnings are the same, irrespective of our religious affiliation. All prophets preached moral behavior. So we must find similarities among religions, and I found 108 to my and everyone’s amazement. I believe religious illiteracy leads to an exclusivity mindset, which is a false narrative to societal flourishing and hence is an important piece of my mission to enhance human flourishing.


A LONG SEARCH FOR CLARITY


While I was at Harvard, I came across this famous quote from Harvard University’s former president, Derek Bok: “People … are essentially no happier today than they were 50 years ago, despite a doubling or quadrupling of average per capita income.”14 It was clear that we needed new ways to study the age-old “happiness paradox.” We have new tools to map the brain and understand the mind with the help of advancements in neuroscience, sending the field aflutter and setting off an avalanche of articles and books on happiness. There are dozens of TED Talks by experts exploring aspects of happiness, and the videos are being viewed by millions—including me—on YouTube.


Yet, I began to ponder whether happiness was really the holy grail of life. When we ask the question, “How should we live?” we’re tempted to immediately start thinking about happiness. But not everyone agrees that happiness is the end goal. Well-being, fulfillment, love, meaning, purpose, pleasure, joy, serenity, equanimity, contentment, virtue, and success are a few of the many ways to think about a well-lived life.


As Leo Rostin, a Polish-born American author, humorist, and social scientist, said, “I cannot believe that the purpose of life is to be happy. I think the purpose of life is to be useful, to be responsible, to be honorable, to be compassionate. It is, above all, to matter: to count, to stand for something, to have it make some difference that you lived at all.”15


Others, such as Stanford behavioral scientist Jennifer Aaker, believe that finding meaning and purpose is the goal in life, rather than happiness.16 Interestingly, the Nobel laureate Daniel Kahneman believes that humans are not even as interested in happiness as we believe: “Altogether, I don’t think that people maximize happiness in that sense … this doesn’t seem to be what people want to do. They actually want to maximize their satisfaction with themselves and with their lives. And that leads in completely different directions than the maximization of happiness.”17 And Sigmund Freud went even further, saying, “One is inclined to say that the intention that man should be ‘happy’ has no place in the plan of ‘creation.’”18


“A better goal of life is to be content,” argues Dr. Andrew Weil. “Contentment is an inner sense of satisfaction that is really not dependent on external factors.”19 Indian wisdom also emphasizes the value of contentment, as illustrated by one of the most famous couplets written by the influential poet Kabir Das centuries earlier, when wealth constituted owning cows, elephants, and horses:




गोधन, गजधन, बाजिधन और रतन धन खान। 
जब आवे संतोष धन सब धन धूरि समान॥


(WEALTH OF COWS, WEALTH OF ELEPHANTS, WEALTH OF HORSES, AND WEALTH OF JEWELS: WHEN CONTENTMENT COMES, ALL OTHER WEALTH IS LIKE DUST.)





Could it be, then, that happiness, as an end unto itself, is a false idol? When we dive more deeply into Eastern wisdom on happiness throughout this book, one thing will become clear: Traditionally, there is much less focus on pursuing happiness in the East, which, somewhat paradoxically, has appeared to foster greater levels of happiness. Maybe, then, we in the West are barking up the wrong tree. As David Robertson said, “Happiness is like a cat. If you try to coax it or call it, it will avoid you; it will never come. But if you pay no attention to it and go about your business, you’ll find it rubbing against your legs and jumping into your lap.”20


Maybe, instead of focusing on how to best pursue happiness, we should be asking ourselves simply how to live. As Viktor Frankl once said, “For success, like happiness, cannot be pursued; it must ensue, and it only does so as the unintended side-effect of one’s personal dedication to a cause greater than oneself or as the by-product of one’s surrender to a person other than oneself. Happiness must happen, and the same holds for success: you have to let it happen by not caring about it.”21


THE UNIFICATION OF EAST AND WEST


I noticed that the majority of the popular books and approaches to happiness encompass wisdom mostly from the Western world. “Oh, happiness! Our being’s end and aim!” Alexander Pope lamented in his 1733 text “Essay on Man”—“So near us, yet beyond us.”22


As the chief satirist of the Age of Enlightenment, Pope had surveyed the happiness and wisdom of the West and found something lacking. Even to this day, the Western canon of happiness literature tends to lean more toward external aims such as health, success, financial security, and fulfilling lifelong desires. The desire satisfaction theory of happiness posits that happiness is attained when one’s desires are fulfilled. According to this view, the satisfaction of desires, whether they are related to material possessions, relationships, achievements, or personal goals, contributes to a sense of well-being and happiness. Indeed, in Western societies, happiness is often defined by the degree to which an individual’s most important, individualistic desires are realized.


Buddhism, which originated in ancient India, argues that desires themselves are the source of suffering and dissatisfaction. It proposes that true happiness and liberation come from reducing our desires. The practice of meditation, mindfulness, and the cultivation of wisdom are essential in Buddhist teachings.23 The goal is to attain enlightenment, or nirvana, by realizing the true nature of reality and the self. According to Hinduism, desires are not the problem, but the attachment to desires is. By freeing oneself from attachment to desires, one can achieve a state of contentment and inner peace.


The wisdom of Eastern tradition emphasizes looking inward and is less individualistic. Rather than something to attain or the act of satisfying insatiable desires, happiness in Eastern thought is something we already have by our very nature. The parable “Mrig-Trishna” (translated as “the craving of the deer”) from Hindu texts such as the Upanishads and Bhagavad Purana beautifully captures this. A musk deer, known for carrying a prized fragrance sac near its navel, becomes captivated by its own unique scent. Unable to identify the source, it embarks on a frantic search through the forest, sniffing every nook and cranny. Ultimately, exhausted and frustrated, the deer falls to its death, still unaware that the sought-after aroma emanated from itself all along. Harvard psychologist Daniel Gilbert has the same message but comes from a different perspective when he says, “Our longings and our worries are both to some degree overblown, because we have within us the capacity to manufacture the very commodity [happiness] we are constantly chasing.”24


This parable serves as a powerful metaphor for seeking happiness or fulfillment outside ourselves. It illustrates the dangers of unchecked cravings and the importance of looking within. The deer represents our tendency to search for external things, possessions, or experiences. Just like the animal, we often neglect to look within, where true value and lasting contentment might reside.


Hinduism’s rich tradition includes Vedanta philosophy, yoga, and meditation to cultivate physical, mental, and spiritual well-being. Hindu philosophy posits that our true nature is one of Sat-Chit-Ananda–existence, consciousness, and bliss. According to the Hindu scripture the Taittiriya Upanishad, “From joy springs all creation. By joy it is sustained. Toward joy it proceeds. And to joy it returns.” Yet, we find ourselves immersed in a world rife with suffering. This apparent paradox has puzzled seekers for millennia. Can we reconcile this dissonance between our inherent nature and our lived experience?


Many spiritual traditions, including Hinduism, Buddhism, and Sufism, offer a common explanation: Our true nature is obscured by layers of ignorance or delusion. According to Hinduism, our inherent state of Sat-Chit-Ananda is hidden by Maya, which refers to the illusory nature of the perceived world. Maya creates a false sense of separation from Brahman (the ultimate reality) by focusing on fleeting physical and emotional experiences. We mistake our transient identities, desires, and fears for our essential selves. This misidentification leads to a constant pursuit of happiness through external objects and experiences. Our goal is to overcome this illusion and recognize our true self (Atman) as one with the ultimate reality.


The equivalent concept of Maya also exists among Western thinkers. Plato explored the idea of “forms” versus “appearances,” suggesting that the physical world we perceive is merely a shadow of a deeper, more fundamental reality. Kant distinguished between phenomena (the world as we perceive it) and noumena (the world as it is in itself). He argued that our understanding is limited to phenomena, which aligns with the idea that our perceptions are a simplified version of a more complex reality. The Nobel laureate Ilya Prigogine echoes this idea: “Whatever we call reality, it is revealed to us only through the active construction in which we participate.”25


The modern psychological equivalent of Maya is a combination of cognitive limitations and cognitive biases. Due to the cognitive limitations of our minds, we do not see reality as it is, and our minds, with their incessant thoughts and emotions, create a distorted perception of it. In addition, we develop several cognitive biases in the process of growing up, which distorts our perception of reality. We’ll cover this in more detail in chapter four.


This Eastern perspective stands in stark contrast to many Western conceptions of happiness, which often focus on external achievements, material possessions, or fleeting emotional states.


The quest for understanding happiness has, in our modern era, drawn the attention of neuroscientists and psychologists. From the pioneering work of Sigmund Freud to the rise of positive psychology, researchers have developed sophisticated theories and a wide array of methods for measuring and analyzing happiness, exploring its intricate relationship with mental health and overall well-being.


My belief that I could contribute to the human quest for happiness stemmed from the effort to forge a synthesis of Eastern and Western thought. As someone who was born and raised in India, Eastern traditions were what I had known best. Yet the bulk of my liberal arts studies and much of my adult life have taken place in the West. If I could create a synthesized approach between Eastern and Western notions of happiness, perhaps mine would be a valuable contribution to the field. As Sir John Templeton said on the wisdom of the East: “The greatest wisdom is often found in the most unlikely places. The East has much to teach us about the art of living, the pursuit of happiness, and the meaning of life.”26 Rudyard Kipling wrote a lyrical poem titled “The Ballad of East and West” that goes:




OH, EAST IS EAST, AND WEST IS WEST, AND NEVER THE TWAIN SHALL MEET, 
TILL EARTH AND SKY STAND PRESENTLY AT GOD’S GREAT JUDGMENT SEAT; 
BUT THERE IS NEITHER EAST NOR WEST, BORDER, NOR BREED, NOR BIRTH, 
WHEN TWO STRONG MEN STAND FACE TO FACE, THOUGH THEY COME FROM THE ENDS OF THE EARTH!27





OUR THREE DEEPEST LONGINGS IN LIFE


Yet, the more I learned about happiness, the more I began to question whether it was even correct to place it in the prime position as the “meaning and purpose of life,” as Aristotle said. Another insightful period came to me on the subject of happiness versus meaning when, during the COVID-19 pandemic, my mother developed a minor fracture in her knee. We were not allowed to bring any physiotherapists or nurses into the apartment building we were living in, so I became her nurse and physiotherapist for almost a month. Of course, I was not able to do any of the things that result in what we call pleasure or happiness, but I would not replace that time with her for anything else. It provided me with some of the most meaningful moments in my life, and I also realized that if you have more meaningful activities in your life, the desire for ordinary pleasures will become less.


At first, the thought that happiness should not be our highest aim truly shocked me. But the more I pondered this notion, the more it began to ring true. There is a much-discussed thought experiment devised in the 1970s, which philosopher Robert Nozick called the experience machine. He described it as:




SUPPOSE THERE WERE AN EXPERIENCE MACHINE THAT WOULD GIVE YOU ANY EXPERIENCE THAT YOU DESIRED. SUPER-DUPER NEUROPSYCHOLOGISTS COULD STIMULATE YOUR BRAIN SO THAT YOU WOULD THINK AND FEEL YOU WERE WRITING A GREAT NOVEL, MAKING A FRIEND, OR READING AN INTERESTING BOOK. ALL THE TIME YOU WOULD BE FLOATING IN A TANK, WITH ELECTRODES ATTACHED TO YOUR BRAIN. SHOULD YOU PLUG INTO THIS MACHINE FOR LIFE, PREPROGRAMMING YOUR LIFE’S EXPERIENCES? OR WOULD YOU LIVE IN CURRENT REALITY WITH ALL ITS PAIN?28





While this machine might sound alluring at first, most people reject the idea when they find out how it would involve floating endlessly in a tank of water and only feeling those experiences. So, most people choose reality over unlimited pleasure.


Would you want an existence like the experience machine? Would you want your kids plugged into such a machine? There may be exceptions, such as those who are in constant physical pain or are in prison, but surveys have shown that about 95 percent of people wouldn’t want a constant feeling of happiness, especially since they know it’s not real.29 This reluctance to use the machine suggests that people recognize that true happiness isn’t just about a constant stream of positive feelings; it’s also about deeper aspects of flourishing.


BEYOND THE PURSUIT OF HAPPINESS


Counterintuitive though it may sound, I concluded that happiness, often conflated with pleasure, should not be our life’s quest. Happiness must arise as a byproduct of living a meaningful life. Both ancient philosophers and modern researchers have found that happiness is neither all pleasure nor all meaning. In practice, pleasure and meaning are complementary and contribute significantly to happiness. A meaningful life isn’t always easy or joyful. It involves a range of emotions, including sadness, frustration, and even anger. Accepting these emotions as part of the human experience can lead to deeper meaning and, paradoxically, greater happiness in the long run. My own arrived-at stance is much simpler but, I believe, more powerful. Well-being—or “flourishing,” as I prefer to call it—stems from what I call the three (and only three) deepest longings of life: loving, learning, and playing. When we engage with these three yearnings, we automatically arrive at the right balance between happiness and meaning.


Just as I was pondering over issues of happiness, meaning, well-being, and flourishing, I had a fortuitous visit with my nephew’s family and a welcome break from my studies. I’ve never married nor had children of my own but have always thought of my nephews and nieces as my own kids. My nephew’s daughter, Aashi, a cheerful nine-month-old, was wary of me at first but soon warmed up to me and, to my delight, wouldn’t leave my side. All she wanted to do was play, explore her still-new world, soak up the new experiences and information around her like a sponge, and then just lie on my lap with loving looks in her eyes. Like all children her age, she exuded Sat, Chit, and Ananda—simple bliss—which she effortlessly gave and received.


Unlike me and every other socialized adult, Aashi had no concept of happiness as a goal and therefore had no reason to chase it. Innocently and innately, she already existed in a state that I will posit in this book is higher than happiness—what I describe as the state of flourishing. And she flourished by doing these three simple things: loving, learning, and playing. I had the epiphany of the love, learn, and play (LLP) framework after my time with Aashi.


Spending time with Aashi brought me back to my own happiest days, when I was a child growing up with my parents, four siblings, grandmother, and aunt, all living together under one roof on a hundred-dollar-a-month budget in Old Delhi. We were a close-knit family who loved and cared for each other. We played together, read together, and had an insatiable curiosity for learning. We took full advantage of a public library just outside our home in Old Delhi. That was my most frequented place till I went to college.


At its core, this book is about unearthing those essential longings for love, learning, and play that we all have within us—longings that, when activated, can help us achieve a state of flourishing. The premise of this book is that you can find your own unique way to flourish in how you actualize the LLP mindset in your life, given your endowments and circumstances.


Therefore, I approach this body of wisdom with utmost humility. My favorite parable that teaches the lesson of humility is the one about the blind men and the elephant. According to the story, nine blind men were asked to describe an elephant after each touched a different part of the animal’s body. The first blind man touched the elephant’s leg and said, “It feels like a tree trunk.” The others described the elephant as a rope, a snake, a fan, a wall, a spear, a boulder, a pipe, or a plow, depending on the part they touched.


This story illustrates that our perceptions of reality are limited by our experiences and that we can gain a more complete understanding of the world around us only by being open to the perspectives of others. Just as if all nine blind men shared their partial perspectives with one another, they would all have a much better understanding of the elephant. Based on scholarly understanding of Jainism, the Jain principle of Anekantavada (many-sidedness) offers similar wisdom for interfaith understanding. According to Jain philosophy, every view is partial and incomplete and truth can be approached from multiple perspectives. This is my hope, too, that the understanding I have reached due to my interdisciplinary and intercultural studies will add a more comprehensive perspective on happiness.


When it comes to fully understanding a problem as grand and complex as happiness, it is only by pooling perspectives from centuries and continents, by standing on the shoulders of giants who have studied these subjects, that the full picture and nature of happiness come into focus and the path to flourishing becomes clear.


Flourishing, as I will define and expand on in the pages ahead, is universally attainable for people across the spectrums of age, culture, level of education, and income. The formula for flourishing is so simple, in fact, that young children master it effortlessly. And in that state of flourishing, our desires for happiness and meaning are naturally fulfilled. When we flourish in this way, it then radiates outward as we bring joy not only to ourselves but to those around us, with our circle of impact continuing to grow.


To me, the complete picture of flourishing is the perfect concept for a fulfilling, rewarding, satisfying, empowered life. Yet each one of you will manifest these three interconnected forces of love, learning, and play differently from anyone else. The benefits can be applied to your personal relationships and your professional self, to parenting at home, or to leadership at work. But whatever your roles, be aware that your aim is to become your authentic self, which wants to love, learn, and play. As Joseph Campbell said, “The privilege of a lifetime is being who you are.”30 Let your heart be the compass and your passion the wind in your sails.


Together, we shall pursue these three deep longings so that happiness can follow, even as happiness itself remains a conundrum. We may never have the answer to the paradox of human happiness. Not only has the answer changed, but so has the question. One of the lessons from the large language models of AI is that the answer we get depends on our prompt. But have we been asking the right questions? The right one to ask yourself now is, “How do I flourish, given my circumstances, my endowments, and my uniqueness?”


MODERN TECHNOLOGY SETTLES IN


The fallback position—that although I may not be entirely happy, I believe my kids will be—is not necessarily available anymore due to seemingly intractable problems such as climate change, political polarization, growing digital and economic divides, and war and genocide. That’s why the stakes are so much higher now. And it’s why I only have one request for you while you read this book. It involves something that goes back to 2008, to something even more consequential than the terrorist attacks in Mumbai, as that was the year that smartphones with social media apps began to reach the masses.


Over the next several years after 2008, most of us opted into this new realm. Yet study after study in more recent years has singled out social media, specifically the way it is currently being consumed, as harmful to well-being, especially among the young.31 Clearly, the projection of the socialized self into abstract online spaces, in the pursuit of likes and clicks and online connections, has backfired on our authentic selves to the point that our true nature gets lost. It’s like the tale of the talking fish, with one fish in the ocean turning to their friend from school and asking, “How do you like the water today?” Whereupon, the other fish replies, “What’s water?”


Younger generations, the ones who grew up with social media, might not realize that the water in which they are swimming is full of false narratives. We can fall victim to these false narratives because our lives have become so compulsive under the onslaught of advertising and social media. While you read this book, please turn your social media off. And then dive in, to swim in the waters of your authentic self, so that you can love, learn, and play—all in your own way.
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CHAPTER ONE


WHY HAPPINESS ELUDES US




“PERFECTION OF MEANS AND CONFUSION OF GOALS SEEM—IN MY OPINION—TO CHARACTERIZE OUR AGE.”


—ALBERT EINSTEIN





In 2007, Stephen Schwarzman (whom I’ll refer to as Steve), CEO of the Blackstone Group—one of the most prestigious investment firms in the world—came to visit India for the first time. Being chairman of Blackstone India at the time, I went to the Mumbai airport to welcome Steve and personally escort him to our office. As we drove through one of the city’s poorest neighborhoods, Steve fell silent as he took in the scenes of street life that flashed past, at one point asking if we might slow down to watch a group of children playing ball in the street.


When we arrived at the office, he remained lost in thought as we made our way to the meeting room where he addressed the Mumbai team. He said, “Before I tell you what’s happening at Blackstone globally, let me share one experience with you that has affected me this morning. As we drove through the airport, I saw poor children in the slums playing, laughing, and exuding pure joy. Their clothes were torn and smudged, as if they haven’t had a bath for a month, but they were happy with an amazing purity in their smiles. In sharp contrast, right before coming to India, I had taken a walk through the New York office to meet and greet employees. I saw that my twenty-four-year-old colleagues, who are earning a substantial income, often had expressions that weren’t particularly joyful.” Although Steve is hardly the first to note the low correlation between material wealth and happiness, as a quintessentially wealthy and highly successful executive once referred to as the “King of Capital,” his words carried considerable weight in my mind.


OEBPS/html/docimages/imgpart1.jpg
PART I

THE FLOURISHING
MINDSET







OEBPS/html/docimages/imgtitle.jpg
AKHIL GUPTA

OOOOOOOOOOOOOO

AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA

Forbes | sooks





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover_ader.jpg
A SIMPLE FORMULA FOR A HAPPIER,
MORE MEANINGFUL LIFE

Forbes | sooks







OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





