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Chapter 13
Positive Psychology and Hinduism

Kamlesh Singh, Mahima Raina, and Doug Oman

Hindus represent 15% of the global population, with 99% of Hindus concentrated 
in the Asia Pacific region, especially in India, Nepal, and Mauritius. The remaining 
1% of Hindus are scattered across Europe, Latin America, North America, the 
Middle East, and Africa. Hinduism is the third largest religion in the world, after 
Christianity and Islam (Oman & Paranjpe, 2020). It encompasses a very broad and 
diverse array of traditions, rituals, practices, beliefs, and philosophies that origi-
nated in South Asia. Hinduism regards the four Vedas as the fountainhead of its 
wisdom, but it also reveres several other important texts such as the Purāṇas, Laws 
of Manu, Bhagavad Gītā, Rāmāyaṇa, and Mahābhārata. Collectively, these texts 
inform, direct, and provide insights on morals, ethics, human functioning, well- 
being practices, and proper conduct. Specific practices, rituals, and beliefs vary 
across different states in India, but the overarching aim of these practices and rituals 
is more or less uniform.

Indian psychology, as derived mainly from classical Hindu thoughts and prac-
tices, has global relevance and significant implications for human functioning, suf-
fering, health, and well-being (Oman & Paranjpe, 2020). Mainstream psychology’s 
overall shift towards studying well-being has intensified interest in Hindu practices 
as well, as is evident in the growing body of research on Hindu practices such as 

Supplementary Information The online version contains supplementary material available at 
[https://doi.org/10.1007/978- 3- 031- 10274- 5_13].

K. Singh (*) 
Department of Humanities and Social Sciences, Indian Institute of Technology Delhi,  
New Delhi, India 

M. Raina 
Jindal School of Psychology and Counselling, O.P. Jindal Global University, Sonipat, India 

D. Oman 
School of Public Health, University of California, Berkeley, CA, USA
e-mail: dougoman@berkeley.edu

© The Author(s) 2023
E. B. Davis et al. (eds.), Handbook of Positive Psychology, Religion, and 
Spirituality, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-10274-5_13

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-031-10274-5_13&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-10274-5_13
mailto:dougoman@berkeley.edu
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-10274-5_13#DOI


196

meditation and yoga. This empirical scrutiny has corroborated the potential of 
Hindu thought and practice to both explain and enhance well-being.

Yet intersections between Hinduism and positive psychology still lack adequate 
visibility in academic discourse. Rao and Paranjpe (2016) have noted two contribut-
ing factors: (a) Indian psychology or Hindu sources emphasize theory and concepts, 
rather than the prototypical forms of evidence recognized by modern science; and 
(b) psychology, as practiced in academic and professional spaces in modern India, 
replicates and imitates the Western models that proliferated as Western-trained 
scholars began working in universities across India. The latter may be called main-
stream psychology, which is contrasted with an Indian psychology that is based on 
native ideas and practices that developed over millennia in the Indian subcontinent. 
In recent decades, psychology researchers in India have undertaken systematic 
scholarship to restore balance and recover access to insights transmitted by 
Hinduism and other Indian traditions, an effort often called the “Indian Psychology 
Movement” (Oman & Paranjpe, 2020, p.  178; see also Cornelissen, 2002). 
Contributors to this movement report that underlying different indigenous Indian or 
“Dharmic” traditions such as Hinduism, Buddhism, and Jainism, there is a “unify-
ing thread that runs across these different systems binding them together in signifi-
cant ways [and giving] Indian thought its identity,” thereby warranting “Indian 
psychology” as a broad term that encompasses psychologies embedded in multiple 
faith traditions (Rao & Paranjpe, 2016, p. 9).

The present chapter focuses on Hinduism, offering an overview of intersections 
between Hinduism and positive psychology. We first compare and contrast modes 
of inquiry used within Indian and mainstream psychology. Second, we explain two 
influential conceptualizations of flourishing that are derived from traditional Hindu 
thought. Third, we review empirical studies on selected Hindu concepts and prac-
tices, describing their relationship with various well-being indicators. After sketch-
ing dissemination efforts by a variety of nonacademic institutions in India and 
abroad, we conclude by discussing implications and suggestions for broadening 
scholarship on the intersections of Hinduism and positive psychology.

 Hindu View of the World and Human Nature

 Meaning of Well-Being: Hindu (Indian) Psychology vs. 
Mainstream Positive Psychology

Hindu spiritual thought has the aim of elevating human functioning, which reso-
nates with positive psychology’s aim of promoting human flourishing. Positive psy-
chology has been responsible for expanding the meaning of human well-being 
beyond the absence of illness to include physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual 
well-being. However, the meaning and experience of every psychological attribute 
of human existence is moderated by sociocultural factors. For example, in Western 
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culture and extant positive psychology scholarship, well-being is usually defined in 
terms of hedonia (pleasure) and eudaimonia (personal fulfilment; Ryan & Deci, 
2001). Under this broad umbrella of hedonia and eudaimonia, several models of 
well-being have been postulated, including psychological and social well-being 
(Ryff, 1989; Keyes, 1998, 2005), as well as the PERMA model of well-being that 
reflects an amalgamation of positive emotion, engagement, positive relationships, 
meaning, and accomplishment (Seligman, 2011). Overall, two noteworthy features 
of Western concepts of well-being are (a) an emphasis on the biopsychosocial view-
point of well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2001) and (b) a focus on the external conditions 
of well-being, such as interpersonal relationships and social engagement. In addi-
tion to these, the Hindu (Indian) conception of well-being directly emphasizes the 
influence of consciousness, viewed as transcendental in nature and often called sat- 
chit- ananda (defined in Hindu thought as the inner state of truthfulness, bliss, and 
consciousness; Srivastava & Misra, 2011). Hindu philosophers have avidly dis-
cussed the nature and conditions of happiness, satisfaction, and fulfilment, includ-
ing how to attain and sustain this state (Srivastava & Misra, 2011).

 In contrast to the mainstream psychological emphasis on identifying contingent 
well-being predictors such as relationships, traditional Hindu thought affirms that 
well-being is ultimately not contingent on any objective, tangible conditions 
(Salagame, 2013). Instead, experiential knowledge of the self is regarded as pivotal, 
with self-inquiry viewed as one important facilitator of self-knowledge. The Hindu 
view parallels some concepts of humanistic psychology, such as self-actualization 
and the fully functioning individual, that recognize the quest to achieve full human 
potential as an inherent individual motivation (D’Souza & Gurin, 2016). Consistent 
with these humanistic views, positive psychology also recognizes the importance of 
human existence as multilayered, and it recognizes the importance of emotions, 
relationships, meaning, and accomplishments in healthy and optimal human func-
tioning (Seligman, 2011; Singh & Raina, 2020). In Hindu thought, attaining the 
state of sat-chit-ananda results in harmony in life (a sense of balance, flexibility, 
and meaningful mutual relations) and peace of mind (affective well-being and an 
experience of serenity and calmness; Singh et al., 2016). In sum, whereas Hindu 
thought posits self-inquiry and self-management as precursors to well-being, 
Western thought, spurred by a materialist worldview, has considered meaningful 
relationships and positive external experiences as precursors to well-being 
(Salagame, 2013).

 The Meaning of Self in Hinduism vs. Mainstream 
Positive Psychology

Consistent with the Hindu emphasis on spiritual as opposed to material dimensions 
of human existence (Salagame, 2013), Hinduism also emphasizes a spiritual under-
standing of the self. The Western worldview uses notions such as self-concept and 
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self-identity to explain the meaning of the self, which generally is viewed as a 
social-cognitive construction (Oyserman et al., 2012). In contrast, the Hindu notion 
of self clearly distinguishes the materially experienced human body (deha) from the 
spiritual existence of human life (jiva). One clarifying example is Hindu rituals of 
death: Rituals for the dead body before cremation are distinguished from rituals for 
the spiritual self (jiva), which are performed to facilitate the soul’s journey 
(Salagame, 2013).

Similarly, although Hindu concepts of well-being center on holistic individual 
emancipation (which involves expansion or elevation of mind–body–consciousness 
as a whole), mainstream psychology has emphasized therapeutic adjustment as a 
practical goal and the creation of universally generalizable knowledge as its meth-
odological ideal (Rao & Paranjpe, 2016). Although positive psychology and Hindu 
thought converge regarding well-being and optimal human functioning, their uses 
of concepts diverge, with the former relying heavily on scientific, reductionistic 
methodologies. More broadly, Hindu concepts of human nature and the sources of 
well-being are rooted in Sanskrit and related Indic languages, and many terms are 
“‘Sanskrit [or other Indic language] non-translatables’ [that] cannot be translated by 
a corresponding English word without reducing their original purport” (Choudry, 
2017, p. 443; see also Choudry & Vinayachandra, 2015; Malhotra & Babaji, 2020). 
Bearing in mind such limitations, the next sections discuss some common Hindu 
models of well-being and how their constituent concepts are problematized and 
studied in Hinduism versus positive psychology.

 Hindu Models of Human Well-Being

Bhawuk (2011) presented models of human flourishing and happiness drawn from 
Hindu texts. Here we discuss some key concepts and their intersections with posi-
tive psychology.

 Anāsakti: The Root of Developing the Virtue of Temperance

Perhaps the most influential Hindu model of flourishing is presented in the Bhagavad 
Gītā, a sacred text dating in its present form from approximately the second century 
BCE. The Bhagavad Gītā stresses the attainment of sthitaprajña, which refers to 
being established in a state of wise equanimity or temperance. This state is attained 
when thoughts, emotions, and desires are managed effectively through niṣkāma 
karma or dispassionate action (Singh & Raina, 2015). Using this basic tenet of 
Bhagavad Gītā, Bhawuk (2011) explains how thoughts, cognition, and behavior are 
intricately woven and how their interactions can affect human well-being and flour-
ishing. He explains that when an embodied individual becomes attached to a goal, a 
strong desire to achieve the goal erupts. At this stage, the individual engages in 
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action to achieve the goal, which can result in a plethora of emotional outcomes. For 
example, if the individual is successful in achieving the goal, it can result in the 
person experiencing greed to achieve more, and failure can result in anger. These 
emotional reactions serve as reinforcers that influence future decisions. An indi-
vidual continues to be mired and burdened with emotions and thoughts, as desires 
are understood to be “fire that is never satiated” (Bhagavad Gītā, Verse 3.39). 
Desires have the capability to overpower an individual’s intellect and mind, and the 
fulfilment of one desire leads to the birth of another. Thus, according to the Bhagavad 
Gītā, the only way to lead a happy and purposeful life is by managing our desires. 
To achieve this, individuals must pursue all their worldly duties and desires dispas-
sionately (niṣkāma karma). This essentially means pursuing every task and desire 
wholeheartedly but without personal expectation or embroilment. It is the shedding 
of attachment to the results, and maintaining a state of non-attachment (anāsakti). 
This can be achieved through meditation and contemplation, as we critically exam-
ine and question our desires and how they affect us. As we wean ourselves from 
attachment to results, the vices of human nature (namely, greed, anger, lust, pride, 
and attachment/ego) vanish, and we become established in a steady state of temper-
ance. When we pursue our life dispassionately, we lead ourselves towards the habit-
ual experience of temperance. In terms of positive psychology, the concept of 
non-attachment (anāsakti) has some resonance with Peterson and Seligman’s (2004) 
model of character strengths and virtues—specifically the virtue of temperance, 
which encompasses the strengths of humility, forgiveness, and self-regulation (e.g., 
of emotional reactions to disappointments and insecurities).

 Yoga: The Path of Achieving Inner Balance

Western popular culture recognizes a set of practices called “yoga,” which are often 
presented as a psycho-physical therapy aiming to integrate the mind, body, and 
spirit. However, this Western yoga, which scholars have called “transnational anglo-
phone yoga,” is most often restricted only to āsanas or physical postures to gain 
body flexibility and strength (see Oman & Paranjpe, 2020, pp. 191–192; Raina & 
Singh, 2018). Although terms like jīvanmukti and kuṇḍalinī yoga are very popular 
in the West, the meanings of these terms have been lost in translation and are mostly 
restricted to body postures. Even with the often very limited modern understanding 
of yoga as involving primarily postures (āsanas), a plethora of research studies sup-
port the efficacy of yoga practice for human health and well-being (Ross et  al., 
2013; Ross & Thomas, 2010; Sengupta, 2012; Simard & Henry, 2009). However, 
the word yoga traditionally means a state of union achieved through various paths 
of unification. The Sanskrit word yoga is derived from the root “yuj,” which means 
to bind together. The union here refers to the union of an individual soul with the 
absolute, often translated as God (De Michelis, 2004).
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Due to our socialization, we are reinforced positively or negatively to respond to 
our environment in a conditioned manner. An individual responds to these desires in 
different ways, often leading to an experience of an ever-oscillating mind. The 
aṣṭāṅga yoga (literally, eight-limbed yoga), taught in the Patañjali Yogasūtras, 
emphasizes cultivating mental focus through concentrative meditation and other 
practices. This practice leads to freedom from many common manifestations of 
mental instability, which itself is understood to be a root cause of unhappiness.

Many people within and outside contemporary India have come to regard Indian 
wisdom traditions as a fountainhead of immense knowledge on the meaning of self 
and on understanding the antecedents of human well-being and flourishing. 
However, given its complex nature, Hinduism’s deeper concepts have sometimes 
been misunderstood as relevant only to mystics or sages who are committed to a 
spiritual path. Furthermore, mainstream Western psychology has long focused on 
pathology and has only recently begun to emphasize well-being (mostly since the 
emergence of positive psychology). For this reason, scientific understanding of 
many positive psychology constructs is still relatively nascent. Furthermore, per-
haps due in part to the methodological differences noted earlier, there has been 
minimal exploration and assimilation of Indian psychological constructs into main-
stream positive psychology until just recently.

 Self-Observation/Introspection: Different Methods Based 
on Different Philosophies

Because the idea of the holistic self is embedded in the ethos of Hindu (Indian) 
thought, Hinduism uses first-person approaches to self-observation/introspection as 
its main tools for studying human functioning. Whereas mainstream psychology 
understands and uses observation to systematically record manifested behavior, 
within Indian thought, observation includes both internal/experiential self- 
observations and external/manifested observations. According to tradition, the com-
plex theories of human cognition, flourishing, and well-being presented in classic 
Hindu texts were generated after careful self-observation of human processes on 
body–mind–consciousness levels (Cornelissen, 2011; Rao & Paranjpe, 2016). 
Within Hinduism, consistent with the aims of knowing the self, the internal observa-
tions of the human mind and consciousness play a centrally important role in the 
process of human unfolding towards flourishing. Fortunately, psychologists have 
begun considering cultural nuances in understanding and explaining human func-
tioning and have started to integrate the scientific methodologies and basic tenets of 
Hindu thought to advance understanding and enhancement of human flourishing 
(Salagame, 2013).
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 Using Scales to Assess Key Indian Constructs: Strengths 
and Weaknesses

To bridge the methodological disconnect between Hindu wisdom (Indian psychol-
ogy) and mainstream positive psychology, recent studies have focused on quantify-
ing a variety of key Indian constructs. The scales have enabled researchers to 
identify meaningful correlations between some of these Indian constructs and other 
well-being indicators, and more importantly, they have allowed researchers to 
explore the culturally situated meaning of happiness and well-being among Hindus. 
In the next paragraphs, we discuss select Hindu measures that have been developed 
and describe their scores’ correlations with existing positive psychology concepts.

In some studies, overall well-being has been operationalized as sat-cit-ānanda, 
which is traditionally understood as a natural state of every human being that 
involves inner happiness, bliss, and well-being—an emancipated state that every 
human strives to achieve (see Rao & Paranjpe, 2016; Singh et al., 2014b). In devel-
oping a 17-item Sat-Cit-Ānanda Scale, Singh et  al. (2014b) found evidence that 
sat-cit-ānanda is comprised of cit (or chit, consciousness), antaḥśakti (or antah-
shakti, inner strength), sat (truthfulness), and ānanda (bliss). These revealed factors 
indicated that cit or consciousness relates to taking responsibility for one’s thoughts, 
emotions, speech, feelings, and actions. Sat or truthfulness is seeing positivity and 
good qualities of others, having the sense of belongingness with one another, seeing 
goodness in nature, and loving (all) people. Ānanda or bliss refers to the state of 
mind when an individual ceases to be afflicted by reactivity to the thoughts, behav-
iors, and actions of others. Ananda is the ability to see events happening around us 
without getting swayed by them. Apart from the theoretically defined sat-cit-ānanda 
(the three expected factors), another supporting factor emerged in the statistical 
analysis—antaḥśakti, or inner strength, which was highly correlated with the other 
three factors. That factor encompassed items assessing energy, initiative, standing 
up for oneself, challenges in dealing with difficult people, and ways to achieve what 
you want to achieve. Sat-Chit-Ananda Scale scores have shown positive correla-
tions with satisfaction with life, subjective happiness and flourishing, peace of 
mind, harmony in life, and experiences of positive emotions, and they have shown 
inverse correlations with experiences of negative emotions (Singh et  al., 
2014b, 2018).

 Assessing a Pathway to Well-Being

A similar concept of well-being is offered in the Patañjali Yogasūtras’ presentation 
of aṣṭāṅga yoga (eight-limbed yoga) as a pathway to a state of ultimate well-being 
and bliss. Scores on the newly developed Ashtanga Yoga Hindi Scale have shown 
correlations between aṣṭāṅga yoga practices and higher flourishing, greater positive 
emotions, and lower negative emotions (Raina & Singh, 2018).
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Furthermore, concepts such as anāsakti (detachment) have been conceptualized 
as a stress-coping mechanism wherein dispassionate action is thought to be associ-
ated with well-being (Singh & Raina, 2015). Anāsakti refers to the ability to take 
motivated action without the expectation of rewards or punishment. It is character-
ized by faith in God, outcome vulnerability, empathy, persistence and fortitude, 
frustration tolerance, and emotional equipoise. Using the newly developed Anāsakti 
Scale, several researchers have found evidence that anāsakti is linked to the experi-
ence of lower stress–strain (Banth & Talwar, 2012; Jha, 2002; Pande & Naidu, 
1992) and higher well-being (e.g., flourishing and positive emotions; Singh & 
Raina, 2015).

Similarly, in Hindu thought, the absence of anāsakti and the presence of vikāras 
(affliction of mind) constrain one’s ability to experience a state of bliss. Paralleling 
positive psychology’s efforts to undo the ill effects of negative emotions, Hindu 
thought has identified five traditional vikāras or vices/internal enemies (Sharma & 
Singh, 2016): lust (kama: intense desire or obsessive need for sensual gratification), 
anger (krodha: strong feelings of annoyance, displeasure, or hostility), attachment 
(moha: obsessive attachment to objects or people), greed (lobha: intense desire for 
material possessions), and pride/ego (ahamkara: vanity or grandiosity). Many 
empirical studies have found correlations between vikāras and negative psychoso-
cial outcomes. For example, anger is positively related to depression, pride is asso-
ciated with narcissism, and gratitude is inversely related to greed (Peterson & 
Seligman, 2004; Sharma & Singh, 2016). Sharma and Singh (2016) reported that 
the vikāras were related to the concurrent experience of higher negative emotions 
and lower positive emotions.

 Hindu Practices for Enhancing Well-Being

In this section, while not losing sight of relevant concepts of health and well-being, 
we give primary attention to the practices for enhancing health that are recom-
mended in Hindu thought. Along the way, we draw parallels between several of 
these traditional practices and their modern-day manifestations, including “yoga,” 
mindfulness meditation, and others. We also briefly review empirical studies evalu-
ating the efficacy of modern variants of these practices.

 Mind–Body Unity

Hinduism encompasses multiple schools of thought that offer diverse perspectives 
and explanations of human functioning and flourishing. These perspectives are dis-
cussed as six systems of thought, often called philosophies or darśanas (views) in 
the Hindu tradition (Oman & Paranjpe, 2020). Both within and between schools of 
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thought, Hinduism has consistently applied itself to intellectual debates involving 
philosophical introspection (Salagame, 2013).

In the traditional Hindu view, bodily health and well-being are closely tied to 
advancement in spiritual pursuit. For example, a healthy, light body with glowing 
skin, a sonorous voice, and fragrant smell are viewed as signs of spiritual progress 
(Oman & Paranjpe, 2020). This holistic approach to health and well-being is the 
central tenet of Āyurveda, a 5,000- year-old, comprehensive, traditional stream of 
medicine native to India. Āyurveda simultaneously considers both physical and 
psychological roots of an illness, and it emphasizes the unique physio- psychological 
constitution of an individual. Because the locus is the unique constitution of an 
individual, Āyurveda’s approach differs from that of modern biomedical sciences, 
which focus on categories (Andreason, 2007). Āyurvedic treatments hinge on diet 
changes, herbs, aroma therapy, color therapy, yoga, meditation, and various detoxi-
fication techniques (e.g., nasal cleansing, enema, and mind–body rejuvenation tech-
niques like herbal massages and steam baths). Modern science is increasingly 
considering the mind–body connection (McEwen, 2017), especially when it comes 
to understanding and treating chronic pain (Leader & Corfield, 2008).

 Hindu Practices to Enhance Emotional, Mental, and Spiritual 
Well-Being

Hinduism enlists several paths of self-growth and mastery by recommending prac-
tices that enhance positive human virtues. For example, practicing radical love and 
devotion towards the divine is encouraged. The spiritual practices associated with 
these values are bhajans, kīrtans, satsang (the practice of singing in the praise of the 
divine), and mantra japa (“short spiritual formula for calling up what is best and 
deepest in ourselves,” Easwaran, 2008, p. 12).

Satsang, kīrtans, and bhajans are community practices (traditionally emerging 
from South Asia) that aim at personal and spiritual development but are practiced in 
a group setting. They are usually practiced as a group or community activity that 
also involves connecting with the community (through religious discourse) in the 
presence of an individual who has more advanced knowledge of these religious 
practices (e.g., a spiritual teacher or guru; Rybak et al., 2015). Group practice is 
understood not just as a means for spiritual emancipation but also as a way to foster 
healthier interpersonal relations, through strengthening social and family support 
(Singh et al., 2014a). Mantra japa (the practice of mantra repetition or chanting) has 
been understood as a psychological tool that enables an individual to overcome a 
stressful situation by calming and destressing the mind. When practiced regularly, it 
has the potential of fostering resilience, thereby contributing to overall improve-
ment in dealing with stress (Bormann et al., 2020; Oman & Bormann, 2021). Mantra 
japa can be practiced at various times throughout the day, in between activities of 
daily living (Bormann et al., 2020), or it can be combined with meditation. Evidence 
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indicates the practice fosters long-term psychological benefits such as the develop-
ment of resilience, healthy coping, and lower depressive symptoms (Wolf & Abell, 
2003), effective management of mental health conditions including post-traumatic 
stress disorder, and improvement in chronic illnesses such as AIDS and cancer 
(Oman et al., 2022). The practice also induces a deep relaxation state in the brain 
and body (Harne et al., 2019).

Hinduism also encourages self-inquiry, which involves learning about our true 
self and using the mind to study the very nature of the mind. Self-inquiry is also 
referred to as the intellectual path towards enlightenment. The practice is used to 
enhance the value of wisdom and knowledge by emphasizing the use of reasoning 
skills. These skills are used for critical self-introspection, involving studying one-
self and diligently developing and choosing healthy coping mechanisms.

The practices associated with this school of self-inquiry are svādhyāya and med-
itation. Svādhyāya means study of scriptures and self-reflection (Raina & Singh, 
2018). This self-reflection involves contemplation of one’s motives, behaviors, and 
circumstances. Indeed, scores on the newly developed Swadhyaya Scale have been 
linked to greater flourishing, higher positive emotions, and lower negative emotions 
(Singh & Sahni, 2016). In addition, preliminary evidence suggests that Spiritually 
Augmented Cognitive Restructuring—a psychotherapeutic intervention that incor-
porates the practice of svādhyāya—is effective in restructuring cancer patients’ 
negative core beliefs through the use of spiritual teaching and practices. More 
broadly, the integration of spirituality with traditional therapy can enhance religious 
individuals’ well-being (see Captari et al., Chap. 26, this volume), partly by aiding 
the process of overcoming self-limiting beliefs and assumptions and allowing for an 
expansion of self-awareness (Cloninger, 2006). In Hinduism, this self-reflection or 
expansion of self-awareness is the basic tenet and nature of self-inquiry and 
svādhyāya.

Self-inquiry is also aided by meditation, which is an exercise that relies on two 
main classes of methods: (a) focused-attention meditation upon a single object, 
sound, concept, breath, or experience and (b) open-monitoring meditation, involv-
ing nonintrusive, nonjudgemental monitoring of the content of experience from 
moment to moment. Both techniques have documented effects on the regulation of 
emotions and attention (Lutz et al., 2008; Oman & Bormann, 2021), partly via the 
creation of a cognitive-control state that impacts how an individual allocates atten-
tion over time. Perhaps due to the efficacy of meditation for regulating attention and 
emotion, its practice is commonly employed across all major branches of tradi-
tional yoga.

 Community-Level Spiritual Programs

From a health-promotion perspective, it is important to recognize that support for 
engaging in Hindu practices is widely available internationally and in India. Many 
social organizations headed by faith leaders strive to help people understand and 
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experience the benefits of traditional Hindu practices. Organizations such as the Art 
of Living, Heartfulness, Isha Foundation, and many others (see Appendix 13.S1) 
have a global presence and many followers, and they all strive toward a vision of 
enhancing people’s health and well-being. They offer various in-person and some-
times online programs on yoga and meditation, and they facilitate access to health 
and well-being practices, especially among optimally functioning populations. 
Recent research has supported the effectiveness of such practices for enhancing a 
variety of well-being indicators, including mental health (e.g., reduced burnout) and 
physical health (e.g., increased heart rate variability; Arya et  al., 2017, 2018; 
Rangasamy et  al., 2019; Waghorne, 2014). Other groups, such as Ramakrishna 
Mission, Vivekananda Mission, ISKCON  (International Society for Krishna 
Consciousness), and Sivananda yoga, are worldwide spiritual movements that prop-
agate Hindu philosophy and ideals and facilitate health and well-being practices in 
the community (e.g., Chaurey, 2000; Seppälä et al., 2020).

 Conclusion and Future Directions

In this chapter, we have examined various practices, rituals, belief systems, and 
paths of self-development prescribed in Hinduism. We have also summarized the 
theory and research on how all these are related to an individual’s physical–mental–
social well-being, work, and overall community. In many of these, we have tied 
them to current positive psychology. Many of the practices have drawn interest 
across diverse cultures. It is noteworthy and not always understood that the meaning 
and spiritual relevance of many Hindu concepts and practices have often been lost 
in translation. Even so, growing empirical evidence supports the benefits of these 
practices for human well-being and for other outcomes of interest to positive psy-
chology (e.g., virtues).

Hinduism and positive psychology intersect at several points and share the com-
mon goal of enhancing human well-being. Although positive psychologists or 
researchers in India are trained to seek this goal (especially through empirical 
research), faith leaders have been guided by accumulated traditional experience and 
wisdom based on what has been called “realization-derived knowledge” (Oman & 
Singh, 2018, p. 172; see also discussion of parā vidyā in Oman & Paranjpe, 2020). 
Appropriately merging these approaches could yield beneficial synergies that foster 
improved understanding and practice. Large disconnects persist regarding the 
administration and implementation of these approaches, but progress is occurring. 
Further integration of these approaches on the practical or even epistemic levels 
might enhance motivation to engage more confidently in practices deemed effective 
(Ford, 1992; Oman & Singh, 2018). Similarly, research can support ongoing social 
uptake of these practices, ensuring that communities within and outside India con-
tinue to receive benefit from these time-tested, health-enhancing practices.

On the other hand, positive psychology practitioners in India need to be aware of 
the deeper effects of religion and culture that seep organically into the psyche. 
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Instead of overemphasizing Western-based principles and implementing them as is 
with Indian locals, it would be more appropriate to make sustained efforts towards 
clinical integration—tailoring psychotherapy to a client’s religious/spiritual back-
ground and conducting research to explore the conditions under which spiritually 
integrated therapies can be more beneficial (e.g., Oman & Bormann, 2021). Referral 
networks between traditional and modern practitioners may also be useful (e.g., 
Shields et al., 2016). Practitioners should overcome any mental barriers, imbibed 
through the conditioning of an education disproportionately steeped in Western 
thinking, that may undermine their ability to approach the issues informed by an 
emic understanding.

We also encourage positive psychologists to conduct further research on tradi-
tional yet ongoing practices to better grasp their mental health effects and implica-
tions for conceptualizing and conducting group therapies. Methods inspired by such 
indigenous practices, if effective, may potentially be low cost, therapeutic, foster 
social relationships, encourage community participation, and be serviceable as a 
form of mental health support for many clients in need.

As we have discussed, Hinduism places much focus on the self and on finding 
one’s own unique identity and purpose. In addition, Hinduism offers many path-
ways to optimum human functioning and well-being; we have only discussed a few 
in this chapter. In the encounter between the very young field of positive psychology 
and the very old and deep tradition of Hinduism, we have identified many common-
alities and overlaps as well as important differences. Research to date has only 
explored a small fraction of the important questions worth exploring. Further 
knowledge could foster helpful collaboration between Hinduism (Indian psychol-
ogy) and positive psychology, for the public good. Together, positive psychology 
and Hindu traditional wisdom might foster a much-needed integration of empirical 
and experiential forms of learning, building on the best insights and strengths of 
each collaborative partner.

References

Andreason, N.  C. (2007). DSM and the death of phenomenology in America: An example of 
unintended consequences. Schizophrenia Bulletin, 33(1), 108–112. https://doi.org/10.1093/
schbul/sbl054

Arya, N. K., Singh, K., & Malik, A. (2017). Effect of Heartfulness Spiritual Practice based program 
on mental and physical health indicators. International Journal of Research in Management & 
Social Science, 5, 91–103. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ihj.2018.05.004

Arya, N. K., Singh, K., Malik, A., & Mehrotra, R. (2018). Effect of Heartfulness cleaning and 
meditation on heart rate variability. Indian Heart Journal, 70, 50–55. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
ihj.2018.05.004

Banth, S., & Talwar, C. (2012). Anasakti, the Hindu ideal, and its relationship to well-being 
and orientations to happiness. Journal of Religion and Health, 51(3), 934–946. https://doi.
org/10.1007/s10943- 010- 9402- 3

Bhawuk, D. (2011). Spirituality and Indian psychology. Springer. https://doi.
org/10.1007/978- 1- 4419- 8110- 3

K. Singh et al.

https://doi.org/10.1093/schbul/sbl054
https://doi.org/10.1093/schbul/sbl054
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ihj.2018.05.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ihj.2018.05.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ihj.2018.05.004
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10943-010-9402-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10943-010-9402-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4419-8110-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4419-8110-3


207

Bormann, J. E., Kane, J. J., & Oman, D. (2020). Mantram repetition: A portable practice for being 
mindful. Mindfulness, 11(8), 2031–2033. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12671- 020- 01440- 4

Chaurey, A. (2000). Ramakrishna Mission initiative impact study: Final report. USA. https://doi.
org/10.2172/758770

Choudry, A. (2017). K. Ramakrishna Rao and Anand C. Paranjpe, psychology in the Indian tradi-
tion. Psychological Studies, 62(4), 439–442. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12646- 017- 0424- 8

Choudry, A., & Vinayachandra, B. K. (2015). Understanding happiness: The concept of sukha 
as ‘excellent space’. Psychological Studies, 60(3), 356–367. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s12646- 015- 0319- 5

Cloninger, C. R. (2006). The science of well-being: An integrated approach to mental health and its 
disorders. World Psychiatry, 5(2), 71. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.wpsyc.2012.05.019

Cornelissen, M. (2002). Pondicherry manifesto of Indian psychology. Psychological Studies, 
47(1), 168–169. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12646- 014- 0248- 8

Cornelissen, M. (2011). Foundations of Indian psychology. Volume 2: Practical applications. 
Pearson Education India.

D’Souza, J., & Gurin, M. (2016). The universal significance of Maslow’s concept of self- 
actualization. Humanistic Psychologist, 44(2), 210–214. https://doi.org/10.1037/hum0000027

De Michelis, E. (2004). A history of modern yoga: Patañjali and Western esotericism. Continuum. 
https://doi.org/10.1525/nr.2006.9.3.141

Easwaran, E. (2008). The mantram handbook (5th ed.). Nilgiri Press.
Ford, M. E. (1992). Motivating humans. Sage. https://doi.org/10.4135/9781483325361
Harne, B. P., Bobade, Y., Dhekekar, R. S., & Hiwale, A. (2019). SVM classification of EEG sig-

nal to analyze the effect of OM mantra meditation on the brain. In 2019 IEEE 16th India 
Council International Conference (INDICON) (pp.  1–4). IEEE. https://doi.org/10.1109/
indicon47234.2019.9030339

Jha, M. K. (2002). Certain psychological correlates of asakti-anasakti. Unpublished doctoral dis-
sertation, TM Bhagalpur University.

Keyes, C. L. M. (1998). Social well-being. Social Psychology Quarterly, 61(2), 121–140. https://
doi.org/10.2307/2787065

Keyes, C. L. M. (2005). Mental illness and/or mental health? Investigating axioms of the complete 
state model of health. Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 73(3), 539–548. https://
doi.org/10.1037/0022- 006x.73.3.539

Leader, D., & Corfield, D. (2008). Why do people get ill? Exploring the mind–body connection. 
Penguin. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1752- 0118.2008.00079_1.x

Lutz, A., Slagter, H. A., Dunne, J. D., & Davidson, R. J. (2008). Attention regulation and moni-
toring in meditation. Trends in Cognitive Sciences, 12(4), 163–169. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
tics.2008.01.005

Malhotra, R., & Babaji, S. D. (2020). Sanskrit non-translatables: The importance of Sanskritizing 
English. Manjul Publishing House.

McEwen, B.  S. (2017). Integrative medicine: Breaking down silos of knowledge and practice 
an epigenetic approach. Metabolism: Clinical and Experimental, 69, 21–29. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.metabol.2017.01.018

Oman, D., & Bormann, J. E. (2021). Mindfulness through mantram and inspired passage medita-
tion: Toolkit for diversity. In S. K. Gupta (Ed.), Handbook of research on clinical applications 
of meditation and mindfulness-based interventions in mental health (pp. 214–236). IGI Global. 
https://doi.org/10.4018/978- 1- 7998- 8682- 2.ch014

Oman, D., & Paranjpe, A. C. (2020). Psychology of Hinduism from the inside out. In T. A. Sisemore 
& J. J. Knabb (Eds.), The psychology of world religions and spiritualities: An indigenous per-
spective (pp. 165–196). Templeton Press.

Oman, D., & Singh, N.  N. (2018). Combining Indian and Western spiritual psychology: 
Applications to health and social renewal. Psychological Studies, 63(2), 172–180. https://doi.
org/10.1007/s12646- 016- 0362- x

13 Positive Psychology and Hinduism

https://doi.org/10.1007/s12671-020-01440-4
https://doi.org/10.2172/758770
https://doi.org/10.2172/758770
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12646-017-0424-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12646-015-0319-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12646-015-0319-5
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.wpsyc.2012.05.019
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12646-014-0248-8
https://doi.org/10.1037/hum0000027
https://doi.org/10.1525/nr.2006.9.3.141
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781483325361
https://doi.org/10.1109/indicon47234.2019.9030339
https://doi.org/10.1109/indicon47234.2019.9030339
https://doi.org/10.2307/2787065
https://doi.org/10.2307/2787065
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-006x.73.3.539
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-006x.73.3.539
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1752-0118.2008.00079_1.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2008.01.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2008.01.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.metabol.2017.01.018
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.metabol.2017.01.018
https://doi.org/10.4018/978-1-7998-8682-2.ch014
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12646-016-0362-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12646-016-0362-x


208

Oman, D., Bormann, J. E., & Kane, J. J. (2022). Mantram repetition as a portable mindfulness 
practice: Applications during the COVID-19 pandemic. Mindfulness, 13(6), 1418–1429. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12671- 020- 01545- w

Oyserman, D., Elmer, K., & Smith, G. (2012). Self, self-concept, and identity. In 
M. R. Leary & J. P. Tangney (Eds.), Handbook of self and identity (pp. 69–104). https://doi.
org/10.1002/9780470998519.ch23

Pande, N., & Naidu, R. K. (1992). Anasakti and health: A study of non-attachment. Psychology 
and Developing Societies, 4(1), 89–104. https://doi.org/10.1177/097133369200400106

Peterson, C., & Seligman, M. E. (2004). Character strengths and virtues: A handbook and clas-
sification. Oxford University Press.

Raina, M., & Singh, K. (2018). The Ashtanga Yoga Hindi Scale: An assessment tool based on 
Eastern philosophy of yoga. Journal of Religion and Health, 57, 12–25. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s10943- 015- 0096- 4

Rangasamy, V., Susheela, A. T., Mueller, A., Chang, T. F. H., Sadhasivam, S., & Subramaniam, 
B. (2019). The effect of a one-time 15-minute guided meditation (Isha Kriya) on stress and 
mood disturbances among operating room professionals: A prospective interventional pilot 
study. F1000Research, 8(335), 1–12. https://doi.org/10.12688/f1000research.18446.1

Rao, K. R., & Paranjpe, A. C. (2016). Psychology in the Indian tradition. Springer. https://doi.
org/10.1007/978- 81- 322- 2440- 2

Ross, A., & Thomas, S. (2010). The health benefits of yoga and exercise: A review of compar-
ison studies. Journal of Alternative and Complementary Medicine, 16(1), 3–12. https://doi.
org/10.1089/acm.2009.0044

Ross, A., Friedmann, E., Bevans, M., & Thomas, S. (2013). National survey of yoga practitioners: 
mental and physical health benefits. Complementary Therapies in Medicine, 21(4), 313–323. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ctim.2013.04.001

Ryan, R. M., & Deci, E. L. (2001). On happiness and human potentials: A review of research on 
hedonic and eudaimonic well-being. Annual Review of Psychology, 52(1), 141–166. https://doi.
org/10.1146/annurev.psych.52.1.141

Rybak, C., Sathaye, D., & Deuskar, M. (2015). Group counseling and Satsang: Learning from 
Indian group practices. Journal for Specialists in Group Work, 40(2), 147–162. https://doi.
org/10.1080/01933922.2015.1017064

Ryff, C. D. (1989). Happiness is everything, or is it? Explorations on the meaning of psychologi-
cal well-being. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 57(6), 1069–1081. https://doi.
org/10.1037/0022- 3514.57.6.1069

Salagame, K. K. K. (2013). Perspectives on reality in Indian traditions and their implications for 
health and well-being. In A. Morandi & A. N. N. Nambi (Eds.), An integrated view of health 
and well-being: Bridging Indian and Western knowledge (pp.  39–57). Springer. https://doi.
org/10.1007/978- 94- 007- 6689- 1_3

Seligman, M. E. P. (2011). Flourish. Simon & Schuster.
Sengupta, P. (2012). Health impacts of yoga and pranayama: A state-of-the-art review. International 

Journal of Preventive Medicine, 3(7), 444–458.
Seppälä, E. M., Bradley, C., Moeller, J., Harouni, L., Nandamudi, D., & Brackett, M. A. (2020). 

Promoting mental health and psychological thriving in university students: A randomized con-
trolled trial of three well-being interventions. Frontiers in Psychiatry, 11, 1–14. https://doi.
org/10.3389/fpsyt.2020.00590

Sharma, S., & Singh, K. (2016). Development and validation of Vikaras Hindi scale. Mental 
Health, Religion & Culture, 19(5), 420–432. https://doi.org/10.1080/13674676.2016.1189891

Shields, L., Chauhan, A., Bakre, R., Hamlai, M., Lynch, D., & Bunders, J. (2016). How can 
mental health and faith-based practitioners work together? A case study of collabora-
tive mental health in Gujarat. India. Transcultural Psychiatry, 53(3), 368–391. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1363461516649835

Simard, A. A., & Henry, M. (2009). Impact of a short yoga intervention on medical students’ health: 
A pilot study. Medical Teacher, 31(10), 950–952. https://doi.org/10.3109/01421590902874063

K. Singh et al.

https://doi.org/10.1007/s12671-020-01545-w
https://doi.org/10.1002/9780470998519.ch23
https://doi.org/10.1002/9780470998519.ch23
https://doi.org/10.1177/097133369200400106
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10943-015-0096-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10943-015-0096-4
https://doi.org/10.12688/f1000research.18446.1
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-81-322-2440-2
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-81-322-2440-2
https://doi.org/10.1089/acm.2009.0044
https://doi.org/10.1089/acm.2009.0044
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ctim.2013.04.001
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.52.1.141
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.52.1.141
https://doi.org/10.1080/01933922.2015.1017064
https://doi.org/10.1080/01933922.2015.1017064
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.57.6.1069
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.57.6.1069
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-6689-1_3
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-6689-1_3
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyt.2020.00590
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyt.2020.00590
https://doi.org/10.1080/13674676.2016.1189891
https://doi.org/10.1177/1363461516649835
https://doi.org/10.1177/1363461516649835
https://doi.org/10.3109/01421590902874063


209

Singh, K., & Raina, M. (2015). Development and validation of a test on Anasakti (non- attach-
ment): An Indian model of well-being. Mental Health, Religion and Culture, 18, 715–725. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13674676.2015.1084612

Singh, K., & Raina, M. (2020). Demographic correlates and validation of PERMA and WEMWBS 
scales in Indian adolescents. Child Indicators Research, 13(4), 1175–1186. https://doi.
org/10.1007/s12187- 019- 09655- 1

Singh, K., & Sahni, P. (2016). Swadhaya Scale: An Indian perspective. International Journal of 
Indian Psychology, 4(1), 5–24.

Singh, K., Jain, A., & Singh, D. (2014a). Satsang: A culture specific effective practice for well- 
being. In Marujo & Neto (Eds.), Positive nations and communities (pp.  79–100). Springer. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978- 94- 007- 6869- 7_5

Singh, K., Khari, C., Amonkar, R. S., Arya, N. K., & Kumar, S. K. (2014b). Development and 
validation of a new scale: Sat-Chit-Ananda Scale. International Journal on Vedic Foundations 
of Management, 1(2), 102–122. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10943- 016- 0328- 2

Singh, K., Mitra, S., & Khanna, P. (2016). Psychometric properties of Hindi version of peace of 
mind, harmony in life and sat-chit-ananda scales. Indian Journal of Clinical Psychology, 43(1), 
58–64. https://doi.org/10.1007/978- 94- 007- 6869- 7_5

Singh, K., Khanna, P., Khosla, M., Rapelly, M., & Soni, A. (2018). Revalidation of the Sat- 
Chit- Ananda Scale. Journal of Religion and Health, 57, 1392–1401. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s10943- 016- 0328- 2

Srivastava, A. K., & Misra, G. (2011). Cultural perspectives on nature and experience of happiness. 
In A. K. Dalal & G. Misra (Eds.), New directions in health psychology (pp. 109–131). Sage. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/097133360201400208

Waghorne, J.  P. (2014). Engineering an artful practice: On Jaggi Vasudev’s Isha Yoga and 
Sri Sri Ravi Shankar’s Art of Living. In E.  Goldberg & M.  Singleton (Eds.), Gurus of 
modern Yoga (pp.  283–307). Oxford University Press. https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:
oso/9780199938704.003.0014

Wolf, D.  B., & Abell, N. (2003). Examining the effects of meditation techniques on psy-
chosocial functioning. Research on Social Work Practice, 13(1), 27–42. https://doi.
org/10.1177/104973102237471

Open Access  This chapter is licensed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 
International License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits use, sharing, 
adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate 
credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons license and 
indicate if changes were made.

The images or other third party material in this chapter are included in the chapter's Creative 
Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not 
included in the chapter's Creative Commons license and your intended use is not permitted by 
statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from 
the copyright holder.

13 Positive Psychology and Hinduism

https://doi.org/10.1080/13674676.2015.1084612
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12187-019-09655-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12187-019-09655-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-6869-7_5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10943-016-0328-2
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-6869-7_5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10943-016-0328-2
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10943-016-0328-2
https://doi.org/10.1177/097133360201400208
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199938704.003.0014
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199938704.003.0014
https://doi.org/10.1177/104973102237471
https://doi.org/10.1177/104973102237471
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Chapter 13: Positive Psychology and Hinduism
	Hindu View of the World and Human Nature
	Meaning of Well-Being: Hindu (Indian) Psychology vs. Mainstream Positive Psychology
	The Meaning of Self in Hinduism vs. Mainstream Positive Psychology

	Hindu Models of Human Well-Being
	Anāsakti: The Root of Developing the Virtue of Temperance
	Yoga: The Path of Achieving Inner Balance
	Self-Observation/Introspection: Different Methods Based on Different Philosophies
	Using Scales to Assess Key Indian Constructs: Strengths and Weaknesses

	Assessing a Pathway to Well-Being
	Hindu Practices for Enhancing Well-Being
	Mind–Body Unity
	Hindu Practices to Enhance Emotional, Mental, and Spiritual Well-Being
	Community-Level Spiritual Programs

	Conclusion and Future Directions
	References




