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Preface

Human happiness as a research topic in social sciences has a long history and has
been in constant growth in the last four decades. Why another volume on happi-
ness then? I am strongly convinced that the answer this time is in the things, it is
in the various contributions offered in this volume where a number of scholars in
sociology and economics met together in a Conference in a Department of Torino
University, originated and inspired by the International Day of Happiness on
20 March 2012, promoted by the United Nations. The initiative was first to take
this date as a point of reference to develop an interdisciplinary discussion, consid-
ering various scientific points of view, within the large domain of social sciences
and paying attention to other scientific fields such as neuro-sciences.

And we have in fact a recall to happiness as an everlasting question, where
ancient wisdom could give some help in current times, even though differences
are to be taken into consideration when considering empirical data and results
from social research, as presented in the field survey on happiness, satisfaction and
well-being.

Another inspiring and suggestive outlook stems from the consideration of happiness
as a constructed reality, where current scientific paradigms are put in question by
a kind of renewed capacity of ancient traditions to propose social practices use-
ful to develop new tools of inquiry more adequate to human feelings and humana
conditio.

The volume aims at signing a conspicuous point of reference for a new aware-
ness of what and how social and economic research could contribute to ameliorate
the human condition, trying to supersede the separation too often present between
the researcher (the scientist!) and its object, the humans, considered in their singular,
different and self-constructing arts of living.

October 2013 Marina Nuciari
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Introduction

The astonishing increase in research on happiness and well-being since the 1970s
(Veenhoven, in this book) is a sign of scholars’ growing sensibility toward a goal
that is incessantly positioned at the centre of any sentient human being’s life.

There is a general agreement that in handling issues such as happiness and
well-being, sooner or later, one encounters the traditions of wisdom and their vari-
ous interpretations of the matter. Whatever the scholars’ point of view, this seems
to be an appointment that cannot be missed. The contemporary formulations of
these traditions and the discussion about their effectiveness is the captivating issue
of this book."' Being more specific, its aim is to answer one main question: are they
helpful in understanding well-being and its pursuit at an individual and societal
level?

Luckily, as we live in a doubt-driven, scientifically laden world, this question
implies a number of sub-questions, to make those traditions, their language and
methods, understandable for us and available to scientific inquiry. This is also why
all the contributors, more or less, deal with some methodological issues.

However, due to the same limits of the current dominant paradigm in science,
the debate shows the emergence of these traditions in an almost unexpected light,
achieving what 30 years ago was unthinkable or non-predictable: the legitimation
and diffusion of secular practices originally born in a religious background. In
other words, they are designed for the lay sentient being, whatever the medium
they wear in the interactional situation—marketed services (the Yoga centre
around the corner), state service provisions (a health promotion mindfulness-based
programme in the secondary school) and voluntary organized services (a non-
profit association offering an intensive meditation retreat for inmates).”

" This book is a re-elaboration of the presentations to the First VIS Conference “Economic and
Social Suffering: From Awareness to Human Flourishing” for the International Day of Happiness
held in Torino on 20 March 2013 at the Department of Economic and Social Sciences, Mathematics
and Statistics, University of Torino.

* It is worthy of note that in the past, some traditions regulated the economic relationship between
practitioner and contemplative teacher through the dana (gift)—a term (Pali and Sanskrit) indicating
generosity as intention and act; in Mahayana Buddhism it is one of the six paramitas, the precious
qualities cultivated in the pathway to enlightenment.
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