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Abstract 

The pursuit of happiness and wellbeing is a unifying 

goal of humankind and is the cornerstone of building 

human peace at the world level.  Different people seek 

happiness through different practices. Modern studies 

have revealed many factors contributing to happiness. 

These factors span a huge spectrum including genetic 

make-up, socioeconomic factors and many others.  

Mounting scientific evidences indicates the 

importance of religiosity and spirituality as key factors 

contributing to attaining inner peace and 

happiness.  Modern research has shown that the 

concept of inner peace and happiness is compatible 

with Islamic theory. Furthermore, Islamic rituals 

manifest themselves within a natural path that leads to 

the attainment and maintenance of happiness and is an 

integral component to the formula of human well-

being. This paper will delve into the nature of the 

human being at the very molecular level in light of 

cutting-edge science to illustrate the above facts and 

will provide a convincing case for faith. 

 

Keywords: Happiness, Wellbeing, Neurobiology 

Religiosity, Spirituality 

 

Introduction 

This paper will briefly discuss happiness objectively in light of 

modern socioeconomics and scientific data regarding to its 

association with religiosity. Specifically, it will highlight the 

neurobiological basis of the happiness-religiosity connection on one 

hand, and the interactions with the socioeconomic factors on the 

other hand. It is probably more fitting to title it as an honor to the 

blessed legacy of Imam al-Ghazali and his book كيمياء السعادة, Kimiya' 
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al-Sa`adah1, Chemistry of  Happiness, which he wrote in Persian 

and mirrored his famous book Iḥya' `Ulum al-Din. While Imam al-

Ghazali spoke about the chemistry in the sense of being a mix of 

elements, which would lead to eternal bliss and happiness, mentally, 

spiritually and physically, this paper will address the Chemistry of 

Happiness in its socioeconomic and scientific sense. 

Feeling good and living good is the essence of happiness, as 

we will conclude later in this paper. As such, the pursuit of life is a 

unifying goal of human beings throughout the ages. The discussion 

of happiness is evident in Greek philosophy. Aristotle's definition 

of happiness, as shown below, is one of the most salient ones until 

the present time. Different faiths preach happiness. People have 

different concepts of happiness and continue to see it through 

different paths whether in spiritual transcendence or indulgence in 

materialism.  For some, happiness is the illusion of living in a state 

of constant elation and pleasure, which leads to the state of 

hedonism and addiction.  On the other hand, others find happiness 

in living in a state of extreme asceticism. On a happy note, the 

United Nations has launched a worldwide research on happiness 

since 2012. Reports on the topic are published regularly. An 

International Day of Happiness is declared. More importantly, 

happiness is increasingly considered as the proper measure of social 

progress and the goal of public policy.2 

 

What Defines Happiness  
Happiness is a complex multi-faceted concept which is hard to 

define. Objective study and research of the concept does require 

measurable tenants of happiness. The definition is ever evolving in 

light of modern research and particularly in the field of positive 

psychology, which is "the scientific study of positive human 

functioning and flourishing on multiple levels that include the 

biological, personal, relational, institutional, cultural and global 

                                                      
1 Abu Hamid al-Ghazali, Kimiya’ al-Sa`adah, Transl. Muhammad Asim Bilal 

(Lahore: Kazi Publication, 2001).  
2 John F. Helliwell, Richard Layard, and Jeffrey D. Sachs, World Happiness 

Report, Chapter 1, 3, accessed June, 15, 2017, http://worldhappiness.report. 
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dimensions of life"3. As such, we will present variant contemporary 

definitions of happiness before we present the Islamic perspective.   

Since Aristotle, happiness has been thought of as consisting 

of at least two aspects: hedonia (pleasure) and eudemonia (a life 

well lived).4 In contemporary psychology, these aspects are usually 

referred to as pleasure and meaning.5  The relationship of hedonia 

to eudemonia is similar to the Sufi concept of hal (condition) to 

maqam (station) as the first is transient and the latter is permanent.  

Positive psychologists have recently proposed to add a third 

distinct component of engagement related to feelings of 

commitment and participation in life’s subjective experience, the 

relation of hedonic components (pleasure or positive affect) to 

eudemonic/human flourishing  components (cognitive appraisals of 

meaning and life satisfaction), and the relation of each of these 

components to underlying brain systems. While there is clearly a 

sharp conceptual distinction between pleasure versus engagement-

meaning components, hedonic and eudemonic aspects empirically 

cohere together in happy people.6  In a more detailed measurable 

way, Seligman proposed three aspects of a happy life:7 

1. Pleasant Life: or the "life of enjoyment", which is the 

experience of positive feelings and emotions that are 

part of normal and healthy living (e.g., relationships, 

hobbies, interests, entertainment, etc.).  

2. Good Life: the experience when there is a positive 

match between a person's strength and their current 

task. 

3. Meaningful Life: the experience of having a positive 

sense of well-being by belonging, meaning and a 

purpose from being part of and contributing back to 

something larger and more permanent than one’s self 

(e.g., nature, social groups, organizations, movements, 

                                                      
3 ME Seligman, M Csikszentmihalyi, “Positive Psychology: An introduction,” 

American Psychologist (2000): 55 (1) 5–14.  
4 ME Seligman, et al., “Positive Psychology Progress: Empirical Validation of 

Interventions,” American Psychologist (2005): 60(5):410–21.  
5 Morten L. Kringelbach and Kent C. Berridge, “The Neuroscience of Happiness 

and Pleasure,” Soc. Res. (2010): 77(2): 659–678. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Martin Seligman, Authentic Happiness: Using the New Positive Psychology to 

Realize Your Potential for Lasting Fulfillment (New York: Free Press, 2002). 
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traditions, belief systems).  This aspect is summarized 

by the acronym PERMA: Positive Emotion (including 

the common notion of happiness), Engagement or 

Flow, Positive Relationships, Meaning and Purpose, 

Accomplishment.  

Seligman's theories have helped the research on happiness but still 

had their own problems. As Schneider pointed to a body of research 

showing high positivity correlates with positive illusion, which 

effectively distorts reality.8 

In her book, The How of Happiness, Sonja Lyubomirsky 

summarizes research and concludes happiness as, “the experience 

of joy, contentment or positive well-being combined with a sense 

that one’s life is good, meaningful and worthwhile.”9 Dr. W. Doyle 

Gentry summarizes the research on the elements of happiness as "a 

feeling of safety, a sense of satiation, a sense of perspective, 

quietude."10 The Organization for Economic Co-operation and 

Development (OECD) developed guidelines on measuring 

subjective well-being, cognitive evaluations of one’s life, positive 

emotions (joy, pride), and negative ones (pain, anger, worry).11 

In summary, the basic concept of happiness involves two 

aspects: feeling good and living a good life.  Each aspect includes 

many other facets.  Feeling good is to have positive emotions and 

to avoid the negative ones. Living a good life is to have a 

meaningful life with positive engagements to reach a meaningful 

goal or purpose.  

 

Keys to Happiness 

Many diseases or traits may be acquired and manifest in a certain 

individual by the interaction of the genetic make-up and 

environmental factors.  Let us take a simplified example to clarify 

this concept. Let's assume the case of a person who already has 

                                                      
8 K. Schneider, “Toward a Humanistic Positive Psychology. Why can’t we just get 

along? Existential Analysis,” Journal of the Society for Existential Analysis, 22 

(1): 32–38.  
9 Sonja Lyubomirsky, The How of Happiness: A Practical Guide to Getting the 

Life You Want (t.tp, Piatkus Books, 2000).  
10 W Doyle Gentry, Happiness for Dummies (Hoboken, NJ: For Dummies, 2008). 
11 John Helliwell, Richard Layard and Jeffrey Sachs, “World Happiness Report 

2016”, accessed June, 15, 2017, http://worldhappiness.report.   

http://worldhappiness.report./


Basem Hamid, “Chemistry of Happiness”, Jurnal Qalbu  (Sept  2017): 40-62 

 

 44  

familial genetic inclination for diabetes mellitus type 2.  When that 

individual now has certain environmental factors such as a 

sedentary lifestyle and unhealthy diet, diabetes would develop and 

manifest in that person. The same concept applies to happiness as 

proven by decades of research.  

Happiness as an emotion is formed as a general interaction 

between internal (endogenic) and external (exogenic) factors.12   

Every individual has a unique genetic make-up. However, what 

determines the well-being of the person is the interaction of those 

genes with the environmental factors encountered by that particular 

person he/she encounters. Together, genes and environment 

determine the main features of a person’s life – both those that are 

very “personal” and those that are more clearly “external” and these 

features in turn determine a person’s well-being.13  Figure 1 

illustrates this concept. The Happiness Report (2017) 14 identified 

some of these “external” factors and the key determinants of 

happiness as: 

• income 

• work 

• community and governance 

• values and religion 

Among the more “personal” features of key determinants include: 

• mental health 

• physical health 

• family experience 

• education 

• gender and age 

The report astutely concludes that a person’s happiness at a point in 

time is determined by their whole life course. The current external 

features of a person's life are important but so are the personal 

features that have developed over the previous course of his or her 

life.  

                                                      
12 Dariush D Farhud, Maryam Malmir, Mohammad Khanahmadi, Happiness & 

Health: The Biological Factors- Systematic Review Article, Iranian J Publ 

Health (2014): 43, 11, 1468-1477. 
13 Richard Layard, Andrew Clark and Claudia Senik, World Happiness Report, 

Chapter 3.  
14 Ibid. 
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Of note, the reports has shown above all that happiness depends on 

a huge range of influences, many of which can be influenced by 

government policy.15 It also shows: 

Fig.1: Factors of Happiness

  
Source: World Happiness Report 201716 

 

One of the interesting observations the Happiness Report 

points in relation to the increase of the Gross National Product 

(GNP)17 is that the United States was not associated with significant 

increase of happiness.  It also points that the United States, which 

has the strongest GNP in the world is not the happiest country in the 

world; not even amongst the top of the happiest countries.  When 

people can afford the necessities of life, an increase of income 

(GNP) does not make people happier. The 100 wealthiest states. 

This lends evidence to previous observations that extra wealth 

above needs does not necessarily increase happiness and that people 

with more income are not significantly happier than the rest of the 

                                                      
15 John Helliwell, Richard Layard and Jeffrey Sachs, World Happiness Report 

2016, 80. 
16 Richard Layard, Andrew Clark and Claudia Senik, World Happiness Report 

2016, Chapter 3.  
17 GNP is an estimate of total value of all the final products and services produced 

in a given period by the means of production owned by a country's residents and 

is an indication of the economic power of a country and its citizens.  
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population. Money can buy you happiness to a certain point. What 

matters more is the positive experience encountered in life.18  

The case for the role of values and religion in happiness is 

very strong based on the available data and is addressed soon. 

Nevertheless, some have argued that in healthy nations (where basic 

needs are being met, when people feel safe walking home alone at 

night, etc.) there was no advantage to being religious; as both 

religious and non-religious people reported feeling respected and 

socially supported, and as a result both have reported being happy.19 

But in unhealthy nations, religion offered an advantage in terms of 

an uptick in well-being.20 This datum must be evaluated in the grand 

scheme of things as happiness is evaluated along with other 

socioeconomic phenomenon and not as a single variant.  For 

example, the Happiness Report21 shows some of the European 

countries being in the top ten countries of the world. Those 

countries also are in competition with other countries for the highest 

rate of crime as shown in multiple reports.22 The dichotomy 

between the two results indicate the need for more comprehensive 

measures of happiness. 

Lastly, we present some of the intriguing data on the 

connection of happiness to religiosity. Rizvi and Hossain23 

conducted a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) on the issue of the 

relationship between religious belief and happiness.  The results 

were consistent and it supported the relationship in all the studies 

                                                      
18 Andrew Blackman, “Can Money Buy You Happiness?,” The Wall Street Journal 

(2014). 
19 Diener, E., Tay, L., & Myers, D. G., “The religion paradox: If religion makes 

people happy, why are so many dropping out?,” Journal of Personality and 

Social Psychology (2011):101, 1278-1290. 
20 Todd B. Kashdan, Does Being Religious Make Us Happy?, accessed June 30, 

2017, https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/curious/201510/does-being-

religious-make-us-happy. 
21 Harrendorf, M. Heiskanen, S. Malby, “European Institute for Crime 

Prevention and Control, Affiliated with the United Nations,” 

International Statistics on Crime and Justice Report 2010 accessed 

June, 30, 2017, www.unodc.org. 
22 The Eighth United Nations Survey on Crime Trends and the Operations of 

Criminal Justice Systems, accessed June 30, 2017, www.unodc.org. 
23 Mohd Ahsan Kabir Rizvi and Mohammad Zakir Hossain, “Relationship between 

Religious Belief and Happiness: A Systematic Literature Review,” J Relig 

Health (2016).  Accessed June, 30, 2017. doi.10.1007/s10943-016-0332-6. 

http://www.unodc.org/
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reviewed except in some related to Christianity, as shown in table 

1. In particular, studies of Muslims showed a very positive 

correlation. The work of Abdel-Khalek showed that religiosity had 

a compelling and positive relationship with happiness, mental and 

physical health but a negative relationship with anxiety and 

depression.24 

 

Table 1: Studies of Happiness per Religion 

 

Religion Total 

frequency 

Significance 

 

Positive No 

relation 

 

Christianity 35 23 12 

Islam 31 31 0 

Judaism 4 4 0 

Hinduism 3 3 0 

Buddhism 2 2 0 

        

Source: Rizvi and Hossain 

 

Recapitulation of the Concept of Happiness 

Thus far, we have concluded that the concept of happiness in light 

of modern research rests on the following elements: 

 the state of well-being or eudemonia 

 the positive feeling of pleasure 

 the positive experience such as hobbies, relationships, etc.  

 the sense of perspective and goal  

 the sense of having proper engagements  

 the sense of contentment  

 the sense of safety 

 the sense of satiation 

 the sense of quietude 

 the absence of negative emotions 

                                                      
24 AM Abdel-Khalek, “Religiosity, Happiness, Health, and Psychopathology in a 

Probability Sample of Muslim Adolescents,” Mental Health, Religion and 

Culture (2007):10(6), 571–583. 
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 the genetic make-up of the person 

 the personal factors 

 other external factors such as income, work, values and 

religion 

 and other factors 

Islamic Perspective on Happiness 

This section of the paper will present some of the texts from the 

Qur’an and the ḥadith (oral traditions) of the prophet Muhammad, 

peace be upon him, and extract some of the facts related to 

happiness.  The Arabic text will be cited first followed by the 

English translation since the Arabic text remains the only accurate 

reflection of the meanings of both the Qur’an and the ḥadith. 

Qur’anic Verses: 

ۡشهُوٞد  لَِك يَۡوٞم مَّ
ۡجُموٞع لَّهُ ٱلنَّاُس َوَذَٰ لَِك يَۡوٞم مَّ

ُرهُۥٓ إَِّلَّ  ١٠٣َذَٰ َوَما نَُؤخِّ

ۡعُدوٖد  ََسِعيٞد وَ  يَۡوَم يَۡأتِ ََّل تََكلَُّم نَۡفٌس إَِّلَّ بِإِۡذنِِهۦۚ فَِمۡنهُۡم َشقِي ٞ  ١٠٤ِِلََجٖل مَّ

١٠٥  

Hud 11:103-105 

"That is a Day for which the people will be 

collected, and that is a Day [which will be] 

witnessed. (103) And We do not delay it except 

for a limited term. (104) The Day it comes no soul 

will speak except by His permission. And among 

them will be the wretched and the happy". 

 

 َولََداُر ٱِۡلِٓخَرِة َخۡيٞرۚ َولَنِۡعَم َداُر 
ۚ
ۡنيَا َحَسنَٞة ِذِه ٱلدُّ لِّلَِّذيَن أَۡحَسنُوْا فِي هََٰ

  ٣٠ٱۡلُمتَّقِيَن 

Al-Nahl 16:30 

"For those who do good in this world is good; and 

the home of the Hereafter is better. And how 

excellent is the home of the righteous.” 

 

ۡنيَا َحَسنَٗة َوفِي ٱِۡلِٓخَرِة َحَسنَٗة َوقِنَا  َوِمۡنهُم مَّن يَقُوُل َربَّنَآ َءاتِنَا فِي ٱلدُّ

  ٢٠١َعَذاَب ٱلنَّاِر 

Al-Baqarah 2:201 

"And among them is he who says, "Our Lord, give 

us in this world [that which is] good and in the 

Hereafter [that which is] good and protect us from 

the punishment of the Fire." 
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ٗۖ
ٗة طَيِّبَٗة ن َذَكٍر أَۡو أُنثَىَٰ َوهَُو ُمۡؤِمٞن فَلَنُۡحيِيَنَّهُۥ َحيَوَٰ لِٗحا مِّ َمۡن َعِمَل َصَٰ

  ٩٧أَۡجَرهُم بِأَۡحَسِن َما َكانُوْا يَۡعَملُوَن َولَنَۡجِزيَنَّهُۡم 

Al-Nahl 16:97 

"Whoever does righteousness, whether male or 

female, while he is a believer - We will surely 

cause him to live a good life, and We will surely 

give them their reward [in the Hereafter] 

according to the best of what they used to do.”  

 

َوَمۡن أَۡعَرَض َعن ِذۡكِري  ١٢٣فََمِن ٱتَّبََع هَُداَي فَََل يَِضلُّ َوََّل يَۡشقَىَٰ 

َمِة أَۡعَمىَٰ    ١٢٤فَإِنَّ لَهُۥ َمِعيَشٗة َضنٗكا َونَۡحُشُرهُۥ يَۡوَم ٱۡلقِيََٰ

Taha 20:123-124 

"And whoever turns away from My remembrance 

- indeed, he will have a wretched life, and We will 

gather him on the Day of Resurrection blind." 

 

ِ تَۡطَمئِنُّ ٱۡلقُلُوُب  ِِۗ أَََّل بِِذۡكِر ٱّللَّ ٱلَِّذيَن َءاَمنُوْا َوتَۡطَمئِنُّ قُلُوبُهُم بِِذۡكِر ٱّللَّ

٢٨  

Al-Ra'd 13:28 

"Those who believe and whose hearts find comfort 

in the remembrance of God - surely in the 

remembrance of God hearts can find comfort 

[peace, tranquility]" 

 

The above texts include the following points: 

 Verse #1 cites the only Qur’anic text that explicitly uses the 

word َسعيد (sa'id) (happy). This verse certainly gives 

happiness a different perspective that emphasizes the 

eternal concept of happiness.  

 The Qur’an uses a more encompassing concept than 

happiness.  Some of the words the Qur’an uses are ḥasanah 

(#2-3) and ṭayibah (#4). Simplistically, both words may be 

translated as "good". But there is truly much more to the 

meaning of each.  The both include the meaning of well-

being, prosperity, purity, ease, beauty, tranquility, quietude, 

peace and all aspects of goodness.   

 A good (happy) life is not a matter of the hereafter but also 

involves this world. 
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 It is a religious goal to attain a good life in both this world 

and the hereafter.  

 Following the divine guidance is the path to attain a good 

life. 

 And again, the Qur’an emphasizes the importance of the 

eternal life being superior to the temporary worldly life.  

 The Qur’an does recognize a life of misery and 

wretchedness (#5).  

 The Qur’an emphasizes on the role of the remembrance of 

Allah (in all that encompasses) in realizing the inner peace 

of the heart, which is one of the natural neurobiological 

means to achieving happiness as will be presented later.  

The Blessed Ḥadiths  

"من أصبح منكم آمناً في َسربه، معافى في جسده، عنده قوت يومه، 

 25فكأنما حيزت له الدنيا بأَسرها"

"Whosoever begins the day safe and secure in his 

family, well in his health; and possessing provision 

for his day, it's as though he possessed the whole 

world". 

 The comprehensive analysis of this great ḥadith is beyond 

the scope of this paper.  No analysis can do it its justice.  

But few points are to be highlighted here. In brief, this 

ḥadith identifies the practical necessities of the well-being 

of humanity as safety and security, good health (physical 

and mental) and adequate provision and satiation. As such 

it addresses the fundamental socioeconomic factors 

influencing the well-being and indirectly, the pertinent 

policies that lead to them. It encourages contentment, 

gratitude and giving and negates the need of rivalry and 

greed. 

 26ولكن الغني غني النفس""ليس الغنى عن كثرة المال 

“Richness is not the abundance of (worldly) goods 

but richness is the richness of the soul (heart, self)”.  

                                                      
25 At-Tirmidhi, Book 1, Hadith 511, accessed June 15, 2017, 

https://sunnah.com/riyadussaliheen/1/511. 
26 Ṣaḥiḥ Muslim # 1051: Book 12, Hadith 157, accessed June, 15, 2017, 

https://sunnah.com/muslim/12/157. 
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 This ḥadith again emphasizes the importance of self-

contentment and not focusing on material gains as ways to 

satisfaction. 

أربعة من السعادة: المرأة الصالحة والمسكن الواَسع والجار الصالح "

والمركب الهنئ، وأربعة من الشقاء: المرأة السوء والجار السوء 

 27 ."والمسكن الضيق والمركب السوء

"Four [things are indicative] of happiness: a good 

woman, a spacious house, a good neighbor, and a 

good vehicle. And four [things are indicative] of 

misery: a bad woman, bad neighbor, a tight house 

and a bad vehicle". 

 This ḥadith uses the explicit word of "happiness". It 

acknowledges the realistic and practical concept of it in the 

material and daily sense. It addresses the socioeconomic 

requirements of happiness and specifically the stability of 

marriage. It also hints to the "pleasures" of this world that 

are necessary for sustaining the well-being of life in 

general.  

: يه الروح ويؤمر بأربع كلمات"... ثم يرَسل هللا إليه الملك، فينفخ ف

 28بكتب رزقه وعمله وأجله وشقي أو َسعيد..."

"Allah sends His angel to it [the fetus] so it blows 

[breathes] the ruḥ (spirit) into it, and it [the angel] 

is commanded to take note of four decrees:  its rizq 

(provision), deeds, life span, and weather it is happy 

or wretched". 

 This a very well-known ḥadith that talks about the creation 

of the human being in its early fetal stages and the 

associated divine decrees. Needless to say, this ḥadith is 

one of the most complex ḥadiths and is very sophisticated 

to analyze. However, its brilliance lies in its complexity and 

ambiguity, as more meanings may be unveiled in light of 

scientific facts. Of note, the ḥadith uses the explicit and 

literal word of "happy" and its opposite shaqy. While 

traditionally the concept of happiness decreed in this ḥadith 

                                                      
27 Ṣaḥiḥ Ibn Ḥibban: 4033, accessed June, 15, 2017, 

http://library.islamweb.net/hadith/hadithServices.php?type=1&cid=1824&sid=

3232.  
28  Ṣaḥiḥ Muslim: 2643, accessed June, 15, 2017, https://sunnah.com/muslim/46/1. 

http://library.islamweb.net/hadith/hadithServices.php?type=1&cid=1824&sid=3232
http://library.islamweb.net/hadith/hadithServices.php?type=1&cid=1824&sid=3232
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is understood as the foreknowledge of Allah, this paper 

proposes another meaning.  It proposes the genetic and 

structural make-up of the human being in its early stages of 

formation that would lead for the preponderance for the 

state of happiness and behaviors that determine the way a 

person lives.  This is compatible with scientific facts and 

holds no contradiction to any religious textual evidence.   

القيامة فيصبغ في النار  "يؤتى بأنعم أهل الدنيا من أهل النار يوم

صبغة، ثم يقال: يا ابن آدم هل رأيت خيراً قط؟ هل مر بك نعيم قط؟ 

فيقول: َّل وهللا يا رب. ويؤتى بأشد الناس بؤَسا في الدنيا من أهل 

الجنة فيصبغ صبغة في الجنة، فيقال له: يا ابن آدم هل رأيت بؤَسا 

مر بي بؤس قط قط؟ هل مر بك شدة قط؟ فيقول: َّل وهللا يا رب، ما 

 29وَّل رأيت شدة قط."

"A person who had led the most luxurious life in 

this world, who is of the people of Hell on the Day 

of Resurrection will be brought up and dipped in the 

Fire and then will be asked: 'O son of Adam! Did 

you ever experience any prosperity? Did you 

happen to get any luxury?' He will reply: 'By Allah, 

no, my Rubb.' And then one of the people of Jannah 

who had experienced extreme misery in the life of 

this world will be dipped in Jannah and the he will 

be asked: 'O son of Adam! Did you ever experience 

any misery? Did you ever encounter difficulty?' He 

will say: "By Allah, no my Rubb, I neither 

experienced misery nor passed through hardship". 

 

 This ḥadith again presents the big picture.  It indicates the 

relativity of time and conditions.  This life is insignificant 

compared to the eternal life. Furthermore, any state 

encountered in this life becomes insignificant when viewed 

in the light of the ultimate state of the eternal life. It gives a 

bigger goal to everyone, hope to the miserable and 

discipline to the prosperous. It might serve as the antidote 

of the positive illusion that Schneider pointed out in his 

                                                      
29 Ṣaḥiḥ Muslim: 2807, accessed June, 15, 2017, 

http://library.islamweb.net/newlibrary/display_book.php?idfrom=8125&idto=8

126&bk_no=53&ID=1307 
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critique to the concept of the psychology as discussed 

earlier.  

Summary 

Islam focuses on the eternal happiness but also acknowledges the 

happiness in this life as a religious goal that should be sought. It 

clearly identifies the different factors leading to the state of 

wellbeing and happiness including the genetic make-up, the 

socioeconomic factors and other contemporary factors identified by 

research.  The Islamic concept of happiness and well-being is very 

compatible with the modern one.    

 

Neurobiology of Happiness 

All human emotions are functions that are produced in the brain.  

Any state in the mind, including pleasure or happiness, are produced 

by the synergistic functions of certain brain sites.  Communication 

between different nerve cells (neurons) are mediated by certain 

neurochemical messengers called neurotransmitters.   When 

neurons are stimulated, electrical signals ensue. The concert of 

electrochemical stimulation of neurons and different brain 

structures produces the feeling experienced. Therefore, the study of 

a state of mind involves the brain structures, neurotransmitters and 

the electrical activity.  To simplify this concept let us take this 

example.  Let us assume, referring to happiness, as turning on a 

certain light color in certain rooms. That light color is the 

production of mixing different colors. For that to happen we need 

to turn on different switches (neurotransmitters). That would lead to 

electrical activity in certain wires (neurons and connections).  Then, 

the desired light color is produced in certain rooms (brain sites). 

Figure 2 demonstrates key elements of brain happiness.  
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Fig. 2:  Key Brain Elements of Happiness 

 

 
Source: AusMed.com 

 

Neuroanatomy of Happiness 

The discussion of neuroanatomical sites of pleasure and happiness 

is not an easy task. The paper will limit it to the very basic facts 

needed to illustrate the concept of relevance to the topic. We will 

jump to the conclusion that is being attempted to reach, that some 

of the brain sites (rooms) activated in the pleasure effects overlap 

with some of the sites (rooms) activated in religious or spiritual 

activities.   For example, evidence suggests that brain sites involved 

in many life pleasures are found deep in the brain (nucleus 

accumbens, ventral pallidum, brainstem) and other candidates are 

in the cortex (orbitofrontal, cingulate, medial prefrontal and insular 

cortices) and many others.30 On the other hand, studies of areas 

activated in meditation point to prefrontal activation, frontal lobe, 

dorsomedial frontal cortex,  cingulate gyrus. 31 There is a clear 

                                                      
30 Morten L. Kringelbach and Kent C. Berridge, “The Neuroscience of Happiness 

and Pleasure,” Soc Res (2010): 77(2): 659–678. 
31 Mohandas E., “Neurobiology of Spirituality,” Medicine, Mental Health, Science, 

Religion, and Well-being," A.R. Singh and S.A. Singh eds., MSM, (2008): 6, Jan 

- Dec 2008, 63-80. 
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overlap between the sites of "religiosity" or "spirituality" and 

regular pleasure centers.  When light is turned on in some of these 

rooms, overlapping experiences result. This explains the 

pleasurable effects of meditation.  This concept may be extrapolated 

to many other rituals.   

Dr. Andrew Newburg conducted a marvelous research on 

meditation and its effect on the brain, as shown in figure 3.32 After 

a period of habituation on the mantra, which is identical to the 

concept of wird وِرد , he studied the changes of the brain by a special 

imaging technique called functional imaging. The striking finding 

was an increase of activity of the frontal lobe, an overlapping site 

of pleasure. Furthermore, Dr. Brick Johnstone’s work has shown 

that the experience of spirituality and selflessness results in 

decreased activity in the right parietal lobe, which is the brain site 

focused on the "self", and activation on the left parietal lobe, which 

is proposed to play a role in spiritual transcendence.33 Such 

"spiritual" effects are attained with regular rhythmic meditation or 

prayer practices. The rituals from prayers of Qur’an recitation and 

other forms of dhikr ذكر readily fit in this category. The same thing 

applies to the various acts of selflessness like giving and self-denial, 

and hence produces the positive effect on their emotions and states 

of mind.  

  

  

                                                      
32 Andrew Newburg, Principles of Neurotheology (t.tp: Routledge, 2010). 
33 Brick Johnstone, “Selflessness as a Foundation of Spiritual Transcendence: 

Perspectives From the Neurosciences and Religious Studies,” International 

Journal for the Psychology of Religion (2015):11.  
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Fig. 3: Effect of Meditation on the Brain 

 
Source: NPR.org 

 

Clearly, the study of emotions including spirituality is a 

work in progress. Much more needs to be researched and added to 

the field before conclusions are made on the precise site of each 

emotion and experience. However, in light of current data, one can 

speculate that the state of spirituality and religiosity are reached 

through certain stimulants that result in the activation and 

deactivation of certain spots in the brain.  The state of transcendence 

share some of the happiness sites and results in a unique happiness 

that may not be reached by sensory pleasures.  

 

Neurochemistry of Happiness 

What was sided in the section of "neuroanatomy of happiness" 

applies here as well. We can conceptualize that pleasure and 

spirituality share some of the common paths and result from the 

production of some common neurotransmitters. Figure 2 shows 

some of the major neurotransmitters and their sites of action in the 

brain.  

The following section will highlight some of the key 

neurotransmitters and their roles.    

 

Chemical of happiness 
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Many neurotransmitters are involved in the process of 

manufacturing happiness. Beyond neurotransmitters, many 

hormones contribute directly or indirectly to the process as well. 

This section will only focus on the major neurotransmitters.34   

1. Dopamine is responsible for reward-driven behavior and 

pleasure seeking. It's related to the anticipation rather than 

creating the happiness itself. Achievement begets 

achievements due to the memory created in the brain by 

dopamine. Many addictive drugs such as cocaine and 

methamphetamine act directly on the dopamine system. 

Dopamine levels increase naturally by setting goals and 

achieving them.  

2. Serotonin: Serotonin has many roles in our body.  It mainly 

takes the credit for having a "good mood". It mediates the 

sense of self-esteem and creates a sense of belonging and 

healthy social dominance. Many of the popular depression 

and anxiety medications work on boosting serotonin in the 

nervous system, such as Prozac. Serotonin increases due to 

many factors including physical activities and certain 

foods.  Of note, the talbinah التلبينة (barley-based recipe) 

known in the ḥadith has proven to cause serotonin-boosting 

effects and positive impact on mood as the ḥadith clearly 

states.35    

3. Endorphin: The name endorphin translates into “self-

produced morphine."  Endorphins resemble opiates in their 

chemical structure and have pain-killing properties. 

Endorphins are produced by the pituitary gland and the 

hypothalamus during strenuous physical exertion, sexual 

intercourse and orgasm. Physical activity does involve 

prayers, pilgrimage and exercise.  Islam also recommends 

healthy marital relation.  

4. Oxytocin: Oxytocin is a hormone directly linked to human 

bonding and increasing trust and loyalty.  Physical contact 

is essential in creating bonds by virtues of inducing 

                                                      
34 Christopher Bergland, “The Neurochemicals of Happiness” Accessed on June, 

30, 2017, www.psychologytoday.com.  
35 MM Badrasawi et al, “Effect of Talbinah Food Consumption on Depressive 

Symptoms among Elderly Individuals in Long Term Care Facilities, 

Randomized Clinical Trial,” Clin Interv Aging (2013): 8:279-85. 

http://www.psychologytoday.com/
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oxytocin (and possibly its cousin vasopressin in men). This 

is how babies bond with mothers by nursing.  This also 

explains how skin-to-skin contact, affection, lovemaking 

and intimacy are key to feeling happy. Again, it is obvious 

how these activities have their place in religion. 

5. Endocannabinoids: Endocannabinoids are self-produced 

cannabis36. Physical activity produces endocannabinoids. 

Some evidence suggests that endocannabinoids are major 

players in "runner's high". This paper speculate that 

endocannabinoids and endorphins might be chief 

contributors to "ritual' high" encountered in some of the 

worshipping rituals involving physical activity.    

6. GABA: GABA creates a sense of calmness and produces a 

relaxation response. It increases by meditation and yoga. 

The popular benzodiazepines (such as Valium and Xanax) 

work on boosting the GABA effect. Along with the flood 

of other neurotransmitters, GABA may explain the state of 

trance worshippers have, such as U'rawah bin Az-zubair  

 as he got his leg amputated37.  GABA and عروة بن الزبير

endocannabinoids have amnesic and anxiolytic effects. 

Endocannabinoids and endorphins would have analgesic 

effects. Noteworthy, his minimum daily wird was of a 

quarter of the Qur’an recitation along with other rituals.  

 

Studies of spiritual practices and meditation in particular 

have shown increase of dopamine, serotonin and GABA.  Other 

chemicals are also affected. To summarize, the neurochemical 

changes that result out of meditative practices involve all the major 

neurotransmitter systems. The neurotransmitter changes contribute 

to the amelioration of anxiety and depressive symptomatology and 

in part explain the psychotogenic property of meditation.38 

In conclusion, the state of "feeling good" is a factor of the 

right balance of the different neurotransmitters. Using the previous 

                                                      
36 Naturally known as Marijuana or Hashish derivative. 
37 Ath-Ahabi, “Siyar A'alam An-Nubala'a, Risala House” (2001): 4,430, accessed 

on July, 2, 2017. 

http://library.islamweb.net/newlibrary/display_book.php?ID=618&bk_no=60&fl

ag=1.   
38 Mohandas E., Neurobiology of Spirituality, 63-80.  

http://library.islamweb.net/newlibrary/display_book.php?ID=618&bk_no=60&flag=1
http://library.islamweb.net/newlibrary/display_book.php?ID=618&bk_no=60&flag=1
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analogy, the desired light color is a product of turning off different 

switches. The variant rituals may lead to the activation of different 

neurotransmitters in different sites, i.e. turning on the different 

lights in different rooms and producing the right color for the 

individual.  

 

Conclusion 

The Islamic concept of happiness is compatible with the 

contemporary scientific ones. It is multidimensional. It addresses 

the wellbeing of the human being. It recognizes its need for different 

types of healthy pleasures. It puts everything in a bigger 

perspective, which is the ultimate eternal happiness in the hereafter. 

Many of the factors taking part in happiness as addressed by modern 

research have equivalents in Islam. Current studies have 

consistently shown a positive correlation between religiosity and 

happiness in Muslims, which have scientific merits to explain them 

based on the neurobiology of happiness. More research remains 

necessary with more focus on particular rituals, especially in the 

fields of neuroscience. Religion and spirituality should be 

encouraged as a natural path for happiness and wellbeing.   
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