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Beyond GDP: Why happiness ninges on human connection

From Bhutan’s early emphasis on Gross National
Happiness to Finland’s continued reign as the
world’s happiest nation, the evidence is clear:
Sustainable development must prioritise human
relationships and emotional well-being as much
as economic growth This year’s World Happiness
Report (WHR), published by the Well-being
Research Centre, Oxford, in partnership with
Gallup and the UN Sustainable Development
Solutions Network, focused on the importance of
‘caring and sharing’ and underlined that ‘happi-
ness isn’t just about wealth or economic growth,
but, rooted in trust, kindness, and social connec-
tion’. The report highlighted that for stronger
communities and economies, the world ‘must
invest in human relationships’.As the world delib-
erated on a holistic approach to development, in
the 70s, Bhutan proposed the term ‘gross national
happiness (GNH)’, taking into account people’s
happiness alongside economic growth.In 20086,
Gallup organised global research to gauge the
‘quality of people's lives, their emotional state,
attitudes, behaviours, and other aspects of behav-
ioural economics’, on a three-year average of life
experiences on a 0-10 Cantril Self-Anchoring
Striving Scale or the Cantril Ladder.About 3.4 per
cent of people assessed their lives as a 10 — the
best possible life and only 1.6 per cent considered
their lives a zero — the worst possible life. In
2021, the number of people living their best lives
more than doubled (to 7.4 per cent), while the
number of people living their worst lives more
than quadrupled (to 7.6 per cent).The 20 per cent
of those who rated their lives as the best had an

Delnt’s

A recent remark attributed to Delhi Mayor
Raja Igbal Singh — suggesting that citi-
zens would soon be “liberated” from cows
and dogs — deserves serious scrutiny.
They are manifestations of the same eter-
nal soul as humansA reported comment by
Delhi’s mayor, Raja Igbal Singh, on the
issue of cows and dogs, deserves attention.
According to an English translation of his
comment in Hindi, he said that the prob-
lem would be discussed at the first meeting
(presumably of the Municipal Corporation
of Delhi) and the people of Delhi would
very soon be “liberated” from these
things.While much would depend on the
nature of the steps that would be contem-
plated, one needs to point out here that the
use of the word mukti (liberation) was
unfortunate. It tends to suggest that their
presence among humans was undesirable,
when, particularly the cow, is revered by
an overwhelming majority of Indians as
holy, being a manifestation of Divinity.
She is referred to as “Gau Mata” or
“Mother Cow” in popular Hindu religious
discourse. The Rig-Veda refers to cows as
devis.Further, it says that everyone should
ensure that cows are free from misery and
kept healthy. It also says, “May the cows
be [for our] affluence.” Beseeching Indra
for the grant of cattle, it says that cows are
Indra. The Sama Veda describes the cow as
“being like our mother.” The Yajur Veda
compares the dawn and twilight to “two
great and generous mother cows.”In the
Aranya Parva of the Mahabharata,
Dharma, in the form of a yaksha, speaks to
the Pandava brothers in the voice of a
crane in the lake at Dwaityavana. Rishi
Chyavana said in the Anushasana Parva of
the same epic, that cows received the wor-
ship of all the worlds and were regarded as
the source of nectar. They were the stairs
to heaven and goddesses competent to give
everything and grant every wish. Nothing
else in the world was as high or
superior.According to the Padma Purana,
cows are homes of the Goddess of wealth.

average life rating of 8.9, and the 20 per cent of
those who rated their lives as the worst had an
average life rating of 1.2 and the gap in the life
ratings was 7.7 points, the highest in the history of
Gallup's global tracking — indicating a rise in
unhappiness.The 20 per cent of those reporting a
great life had experienced work satisfaction, good
physical health, little financial stress, had loved
ones to turn to for help, and lived in great commu-
nities.In 2022, Gallup’s book Blind Spot, based
on about five million surveys in 170 countries,
showed a rise in the Negative Experience Index
by 10 points since 2007 and concluded that social
well-being inequality has affected average life
evaluations more than income inequality.In the
new millennium — as emerging technologies
seriously affect people’s thinking, lifestyle,
socialising and work culture — evidence from
113 countries and territories (2000-2019)
revealed that loneliness has turned into a wide-
spread problem. In 2023, an analytical study by
Gallup and Meta in more than 140 countries,
titled ‘The Global State of Social Connections,’
disclosed that ‘almost 1 in 4 people feel lonely
across the world’.The highest rates of loneliness
were found among the young adult population,
with almost 27 per cent of them feeling ‘fairly
lonely or very lonely’. While loneliness affects
both men and women equally, at around 24 per
cent, in more than 79 countries, there were higher
rates of self-reported loneliness among women.A
study conducted in 2021 in 37 countries found
that ‘school loneliness among adolescents had
globally increased significantly between 2012 and

2018, particularly among girls’.Globally, social
isolation and loneliness are increasingly recog-
nised as a priority public health concern across all
age groups (WHO). Researchers studying the link
between loneliness and health find that both
objective solitude, like living alone and subjective
loneliness like frequent self-reported feelings of
loneliness are correlated with higher morbidity
and higher mortality. Several studies also consis-
tently demonstrate a strong correlation between
social connections and various positive outcomes
— such as improved mental and physical health,
increased life expectancy, and greater life satis-
faction.The feeling of being connected to others
helps combat loneliness, reduces stress and anxi-
ety, and fosters a sense of belonging — all of
which contribute to a happier and more fulfilling
life, researchers maintained. In India, health
experts warned about the emerging ‘dementia epi-
demic’ and other mental health disorders.India,
which traditionally has a strong social support
system, however, a study (LASI 2017-18)
divulged that 20.5 per cent of adults (45 years and
above) experienced moderate loneliness, while
13.3 per cent reported severe loneliness. A 2013
study attributed various socio-economic factors
like high poverty rate, unplanned urbanisation,
rapid industrialisation, and breakdown of tradi-
tional family structures, etc, as the contributing
factors. Investments in social connection are crit-
ical to creating productive, resilient, and stable
economies (WHO).Happiness researchers estab-
lished that “happy people are, indeed, productive
people, and that the brains of happy individuals

function optimally with enhanced cognitive abili-
ties — which translate directly into higher pro-
ductivity levels’, and that workers, when happy,
are 13 per cent more productive (Oxford
University's Said Business School). While ‘soci-
eties with high social capital outperform those
with low social capital in terms of subjective
well-being (SWB) and economic development’
(Sachs, 2015).Though there is some evidence that
income and growth improve happiness over time
(Sachs et al., 2012), there is also evidence that
elements of happiness can improve economic
growth. It is the anti-stress lifestyle of the Finns
that led to a culture of innovation (Emma Seppala,
Yale University) and the importance of work —
life balance, which made the Finns happy and
productive (Johanna Jékald, Finland Promotion
Services).No wonder Finland continues to hold
the top slot in happiness ranking for the eighth
year in a row. Over the years, the findings of the
WHRs made the world realise that the feelings of
happiness differ across societies for identifiable
reasons — while happiness scientists espoused
that limiting factors could be addressed through
suitable policy interventions.It is high time that
world leaders think beyond GDP, reorient their
economic thinking towards sustainability, and
ensure good governance through efficient and
equitable provision of public goods, social safety
nets, community engagement, and social connec-
tions for a happier world.To build a truly prosper-
ous world, nations must look beyond economic
metrics and prioritise social well-being. Investing
in human connection, mental health, and inclusive

stray cows and dogs

They are untouched by sins. There exists a
fine relationship between men and cows. A
home without a cow is like one without
dear ones. Cows, which enjoy an exalted
position in the Hindu worldview need to
be treated with respect, to be cherished and
cared for and not considered “things” from
whose presence people in Delhi have to be
liberated.Stray dogs are covered by the
values shaped by the Upanishads and the
Vedas, the Ramayana, Mahabharata and
the Puranas. Swami Vivekananda, one of
the greatest religious leaders ever, summed
up the essence of these values eloquently
when he said in the course of his seminal
speech on Vedantism in Jafna, Sri Lanka,
in January, 1897, “In every man and in
every animal, however weak or wicked,
great or small, resides the same
omnipresent, omniscient soul. The differ-
ence is not in the soul, but in the manifes-
tation. Between me and the smallest ani-
mal, the difference is only in manifesta-
tion, but as a principle he is the same as |
am, he is my brother, he has the same soul
as | have. This is the greatest principle that
India has preached. The talk of the broth-
erhood of man becomes in India the broth-
erhood of universal life, of animals, and of
all life down to the little ants-all these are
our bodies. Even as our scripture says,
‘Thus the sage, knowing that the same
Lord inhabits all bodies, will worship
everybody as such.” That is why in India
there have been such merciful ideas about
the poor, about animals, about everybody,
and everything else.” The central message
here is that there is no difference between
humans and animals; in whom “resides the
same omnipresent, omniscient soul.” Also,
the “talk of the brotherhood of man
becomes in India the brotherhood of uni-
versal life, of animals, and of all life down
to little ants.” Stray dogs, are animals and,
iIf Swami Vivekananda’s words are not to
be dismissed summarily, are our brothers
and have to be treated as such. They too
are not “things” from whose presence we

came to punishment, the dog suggested
that the sanyasin be made the king of
Kalinjar.As this caused general surprise,
the dog explained that he was the king
of Kalinjar in his previous birth and,
under a curse by Shiva, everyone who
became Kalinjar’s king, was reborn as a
|dog. The incident underscored two
important points. First, Rama, an incar-
nation or Vishnu, held that the dog,
Jobviously a stray living in the streets,

and stray dogs have to be treated on the
same footing is underlined by an incident
narrated in the Uttarakanda (Concluding
Book) of Krittibas Ojha’s Bengali render-
ing of Mabharishi Valmiki’s Saptakanda
Ramayana (Ramayan in Seven Kandas or
Books), commonly known as Krittibas
Ramayana. According to the account, one
day, as Rama was holding court in
Ayodhya and Lakshmana was guarding the
entrance, a white dog, tired and hungry
after a long journey, lame in one leg and
with a thick clot of blood on his head,
arrived weeping. He touched Lakshmana’s
feet. On being asked about the reason of
his coming, he said he would relate his sor-
row to Rama if the latter permitted him to
do so. Rama asked for the dog to be
brought to his presence. Singing Rama’s
praise with folded hands and weeping, he
said that a sanyasin had hit him for no fault
of his, and pleaded that the court asked the
sanyasin what was his fault. Rama had the
sanyasin brought to his presence. How
could, he asked, a Sanyasin be so cruel to
an animal? The sanyasin stated that after
reciting prayers on the banks of the Ganga
for the whole day, he was going to the city
to beg for alms.His whole body burning
with hunger, he found the dog sleeping on
the road occupying the whole of it. On his
refusing to move, sanyasin got angry and
hit him with a stick. On Rama asking the
courtiers for their views, they said that the
sanyasin was guilty as he could easily have
walked on one side of the road. When it

have to be liberated. The viéw that humans

was entitled to justice not just against any
human being but a sanyasin. In fact, going
further, he made the sanyasi the king of
Kalinjar at the dog’s behest. Second,
according to Rama whose reign is held in
the Hindu tradition as the best form of
government there could ever be, being
cruel to an animal was tantamount to aban-
doning one’s dharma. He had asked the
sanyasin when the latter came, “Why have
you abandoned your dharma and are cruel
to animals?”It follows that the obligation
of moral conduct that human beings have
towards one another, also extends to ani-
mals. This is most sharply underlined by
an account in the Mahaprasthanika Parva
of the Mahabharata. According to it, a
small brown dog appeared from nowhere
and began following the five Pandava
brothers and Draupadi in their last jour-
ney.To dwell on the account, which is
widely known, briefly, he was the last one
to remain with Yudhishthira while
Draupadi and the four Pandava brothers
fell dead on the way. Yudhishthira refused
to join Indra, who had come in his flying
chariot to take him to heaven in his mortal
form, without the dog.As Indra argued,
Yudhishthira said that all his punya would
vanish if he abandoned the dog, who was
dependent on him. It would be a crime
worse than killing a brahmin. Finally, any
plan of action relating to stray dogs has to
be in accordance with the Animal Birth
Control Rules, 2023, enacted by the
Ministry of Fisheries, Animal Husbandry
and Dairying on March 10, 2023.



For India, the transition to biofuels aligns
with its twin goals of energy security and
environmental responsibility Earth’s cli-
mate is changing at a faster pace than ever
before. Rising temperatures, shifts in pre-
cipitation patterns, melting glaciers, rising
sea levels and higher frequency of extreme
weather events are a few indicators of the
gloom that stairs us in the face. A lot of this
has been due to human activity, especially
burning of fossil fuel which has led to
release of greenhouse gases which trap the
heat. This is heating up the planet and ruin-
ing our own chances of survival in the long
term.In this scenario the push for clean,
renewable and locally sourced energy has
become more urgent than ever. Biofuels
have emerged as a vital alternative to fossil
fuels — offering a sustainable, lower-emis-
sion pathway to power our industries and
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vehicles. For a growing and energy-hungry
nation like India, the relevance of biofuels
goes far beyond environmental benefits.
They promise energy independence, eco-
nomic opportunities in rural areas and a
more resilient future.Biofuels, which are
derived from organic material such as agri-
cultural waste, non-edible oilseeds and even
algae, emit far fewer greenhouse gases than
traditional petroleum-based fuels.
Transitioning to them not only supports
India’s climate goals under the Paris
Agreement but also reduces its overwhelm-
ing dependence on imported crude oil,
which currently covers more than 80 per
cent of its oil needs. The advantages also
extend to the agricultural sector, where
farmers can find new income streams by
selling crop residues and organic waste,
which are often burned or discarded.India

25 SUNDAY JANUARY 2026

has taken notable steps to tap into this
potential. The National Policy on Biofuels,
first launched in 2018 and updated in 2022,
has set ambitious targets. India has reached
a milestone in its journey toward energy
independence and environmental sustain-
ability. The nation has achieved 20 per cent
ethanol blending in petrol by March 2025.
In less than a decade, ethanol blending has
jumped from 1.5 per cent in 2014 to over 12
per cent in 2024 — a dramatic improve-
ment.In 2023, India further cemented its
leadership role by launching the Global
Biofuels Alliance during the G20 Summit,
aiming to foster international collaboration
on research, production and standards for
biofuels. Alongside these national and inter-
national efforts, schemes like SATAT
(Sustainable Alternative Towards
Affordable Transportation) have encour-
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B|ofuels and Inaia’s Green Enerqy Future

aged the establishment of thousands of
compressed biogas plants, turning organic
waste into clean energy.However, chal-
lenges remain. Feedstock availability is
inconsistent and often seasonal, making
logistics and supply chain management dif-
ficult. Second-generation biofuels, which
use crop residues and waste rather than sug-
arcane or corn, are still more expensive to
produce. There are also technological hur-
dles in processing certain kinds of biomass
efficiently. Without sufficient investment in
research and infrastructure, scaling up pro-
duction remains a complex task. Despite
these obstacles, the direction is clear.
India’s growing emphasis on biofuels is
more than a green initiative — it is a strate-
gic move to secure its energy future,
strengthen rural economies and assert glob-
al leadership in sustainable development.

Indian Muslim: A Call for Reform and Renewal

The way forward lies in embracing con-
stitutional values not just legally, but

culturally — by advancing women’s

rights, and prioritising education rooted
in both Islamic principles and demo-
cratic ethos The Constitution is the
elixir of democracy. It is a covenant that
all citizens of a country have agreed to

adhere to. It is a guarantee of equality in iy

tects the weak and holds the mlghty

accountable. Even though riddled with ! “ -

umpteen roadblocks and deliberate )

attempts to muzzle its spirit, it has kept |
its flame afire. Muslims of India have
dutifully followed the Constitution, yet
their reverence or preference, to be hon-
est, has been for religious texts that
remain popular as per the sectarian ori-
entation of a Muslim section.
Seemingly, Muslims publicly embraced
the Constitution only during the
Citizenship Amendment Act (CAA)
agitation some years ago when they
feared probable loss of citizenship of
millions among them. It is a sad com-
mentary on a community whose top
leadership was at the vanguard of shap-
ing the Constitution that was so
painstakingly promulgated by sieving
through the best of canons from across
the globe.Maulana Azad, Sir Syed
Muhammad Saadullah, and Tajamul
Hussain all members of the
Constituent Assembly — significantly
contributed to India’s Constitution.
These dignitaries were well-versed in
details of religious injunctions and saw
in the Indian Constitution nothing that
would forbid compliance with Islam
concurrently with the law of the land.
Muslims are oblivious to the fact that it
was due to the participation of these
stalwarts in the Constituent Assembly
that some milestone provisions became
part of the Constitution. Examples
include:

Ensuring equality before the
(Article 14)

Prohibiting discrimination based on
religion, race, caste, sex, or place of
birth (Article 15)
Guaranteeing freedom of
(Articles 25-28)

These are guarantees for the protection
of cultural, educational, and linguistic
rights of Muslims and others. However,

law

religion

......

Muslim compatriots.These
two theological thoughts
have been prevalent despite
@l their trouble potential in the
Indian milieu. In recent
years, such clerics have
slowly disappeared and their
views too have been thrown
linto obscurity — but their
residue may sprout here and
there. This is the danger.In

such a backdrop, embracing
~|the Constitution tightly, pro-
! |moting secularism, and initi-
% |ating intra-community

tﬁe following 75 years ?aw Muslims
clinging to regressive clerics, as they
had been doing during the Colonial and
Mughal periods. Such clerics almost
had hegemonic control over the general
Muslim masses. As a result, societal
reforms have been either sparse or
obstinately decremental. Calls for mod-
ernisation and reform have been repeat-
edly resisted. A mere meandering
through a Muslim locality would
uncloak the reality that a larger section
of the population is in the grip of tradi-
tional and hackneyed texts, which are
propagated by demagogic religious fig-
ures. These figures —self-acclaimed
authorities on Islam within both Sunni
and Shia streams — can be seen on
community fora, television studios, and
most prominently on social
media.Sometimes even such figures
from Pakistan are followed as much in
India as indigenous maulvis. One of the
most problematic outcomes of such tra-
ditional following is that Muslims begin
to adopt certain theocratic ideologies
that are often propounded by the afore-
mentioned theologians. For years, a
portion of Muslims followed the hard-
line doctrine of Jamaat-e-Islami, which
had declared modern democracy as
“anathema” to Islamic principles of
governance.Some of its organisational
contours still resonate with separatist
tendencies. Similarly, a section of
Indian Muslims have followed clerics
groomed in Wahhabi moorings. Such
clerics have openly called for the estab-
lishment of a Khilafat (Caliphate) in
India and the world at large. Some have
even persuaded their followers to
embark on “conversion” of their non-

reforms will be the best possible reme-
dy to correct the ills of the past and
enter the  21st-century  future.
Strengthening secularism would not
only enhance Muslims® own social
standing but also contribute to India’s
unity and progress. In order to align
themselves with the Constitution,
Muslims must begin reforming their
personal or traditional laws in light of
— and in the spirit of — laid-down
canons. The community must champion
reforms ensuring equal status for
women. There must be much greater
emphasis on women’s education,
including higher education, and it must
be ensured that they find a voice in soci-
ety. Such measures are not alien to
Islamic principles but resonate strongly
with the Quranic emphasis on justice,
equality, and human dignity. These
principles, in fact, converge with the
values enshrined in India’s
Constitution, especially the Directive
Principles that stress fraternity and
equality. Reform should not be seen as
a betrayal of Islam but as its true fulfil-
ment. The Quran repeatedly emphasises
welfare, progress, and societal well-
being. Therefore, there must be greater
debate among all sections of Muslims
in an effort to think in the context of the
times we live in and accept the need to
adapt to modern society.However, these
reforms must be community-driven, not
forced by governmental fiat, as has
been the present effort. Any effort to
force reform and changes in laws will
be met with resistance and is likely to
fail.Muslims are very personal about
their personal laws, and hence their sen-
sitivity must be kept in mind while

updating their software in the
Constitutional mould. Once Muslims
are able to successfully ingrain consti-
tutionalism in their outlook and reshape
their Shariah-oriented religiosity in its
light, they can claim various safeguards
that the Constitution offers citizens of
India — especially those groups that are
minorities and are thus marginalised in
myriad ways.Muslims must demand
constitutional guarantees for the securi-
ty of life, protection of property, and a
fair, level playing field. Strength
through merit, not political crutches,
should be the guiding philosophy.
Muslims may take a cue from the
national life of Parsis in India. They are
also a minority, albeit a minuscule one.
They have amalgamated into India as
sugar dissolves in milk — making it
sweet and healthy. Parsis figure among
the top-notch constitutionalists in
India.The Indian judicial landscape is
dominated by them. Their legal acumen
and scholarship have made them almost
saintly figures in their domain. It is sel-
dom heard that Parsis nurture any pho-
bia while living in India. It is not rec-
ommended that Muslims should turn
into experts on the Constitution
overnight, but they must make it a
vision for their collective life that the
Constitution becomes their leading
light. The discussions in their societies
must revolve around issues that directly
involve some constitutional angle. It
will foment in them a knowledge-ori-
ented attitude. They will slowly turn
wary of religious clichés that are chas-
ing them in the form of ideologies or
merely in the form of wily clerics. Their
leaders and opinion-makers must
understand that they are an indivisible
part of the Indian nation. In keeping
with the inclusive spirit of the
Constitution, Muslim leaders must now
integrate — and even assimilate — into
the Indian mainstream. Muslims in gen-
eral must accept pluralism, fairness, and
justice as the basis for living together in
dignity and security.The Indian
Constitution naturally inculcates such
values among its followers. If Muslim
folks follow this lead more forcefully,
and almost with a missionary zeal, it
will be the right direction for the com-
munity at the right time in history.
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