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There is increasing evidence that the global process of continuous 
technological and economic change, which we call ‘development’, is 
bringing in its wake a range of undesirable environmental and social 
consequences (Worldwatch Institute 2003). Our responses to those 
consequences, and our attempts to remedy them, are focused primarily 
on making appropriate operational adjustments to our technological, 
economic and social systems. For instance, alternative energy sources 
are developed in order to avoid the effects of fossil fuel use; 
conservation measures attempt to ensure that our material resources 
last longer; and social welfare schemes are introduced in order to 
mitigate the effects of economic deprivation. 

There is much to be done in this respect, and it is important that 
we act, but the problem is vast, and there is no evidence that we are 
having any significant effect on the continued decline of both global 
ecological systems and human social equity and welfare. It is perhaps 
ironic that these destructive processes accelerate despite the fact that 
we live in an age when many people have never felt so materially and 
economically secure. 

I suggest in this paper, firstly, that a major reason for continued 
environmental decline is that, in concentrating our attention upon the 
physical manifestations of the development process and making 
adjustments to our structural, technological, and institutional systems, 
we are failing to recognise that the modern development process 
engenders fundamental cultural and psychological changes to our 
belief and value systems, and that these make any effective alteration 
to our behaviour towards the physical world increasingly difficult. 
These beliefs have been variously labelled as the culture of 
materialism or consumerism. It is a culture characterised by 
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individualism, competition, and an implicit faith in the ability of 
material wealth to provide for personal fulfilment. The psychologist/ 
philosopher Eric Fromm (1976) described such beliefs as being 
nothing less than a religion in that they provide the overriding 
direction and ultimate sense of purpose for many people’s lives. The 
unsatisfactory nature of this modern materialist ‘sense of purpose’, 
even as a personal philosophy, is revealed in its close association with 
phenomena such as crime, stress-related disease, and the high and 
increasing number of people that receive psychological treatment 
during their lives in ‘developed’ societies. 

Secondly, if a new ethic is needed in order to replace these 
modern consumerist beliefs, and thus to create the basis for a more 
environmentally and socially benign form of development, then it is 
significant that western psychology is increasingly reflecting many of 
the principles of the Buddhist beliefs traditional to Ladakh. Notably, 
as Western psychology develops, it is tending to confirm Buddhist 
beliefs in the nature of—and the techniques for—achieving, true 
human mental and emotional balance, fulfilment and happiness. 
Furthermore, these insights can help us to reinterpret sustainable 
development so that it may become a proper and valuable tool for 
future development planning, both in Ladakh and elsewhere. 

Sustainable Development 
Sustainable development is generally defined in the terms used by the 
World Commission on Environment and Development as: 
“Development which meets the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 
needs” (WCED 1987:43). Admirable though these sentiments are, the 
definition does nothing to suggest to us what such a society would 
look like, nor how it could be attained. The scope for interpretation is 
therefore vast, and this helps to explain the popularity of the 
definition, but as a guide to planning it is too imprecise a term to be of 
any great value. 

The problem in the definition lies essentially with the one word 
‘needs’. What, we might ask ourselves, are our present needs? Are 
they the same as our wants and desires? Should we, for instance, 
provide for the modern ‘need’ for food from every part of the world 
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and at any season? On the other hand, should we only be concerned 
with food that provides for our essential nutritional needs? There is no 
easy answer, but given that there is so little agreement about the 
nature of our present needs, how can we begin to provide for future 
needs? For instance, the most basic requirements of future generations 
may be reasonably predictable, but we cannot know what their 
technological resources will be, and therefore cannot even assess their 
resource needs.  

The Psychology of ‘Needs’ 
The provision of human needs beyond the most basic is often 
dismissed as being too subjective a consideration with which to 
concern ourselves. However, since the 1950s humanistic psychology 
has proposed that human needs are not only objective but can also be 
prioritised. In his “Hierarchy of Needs” Abraham Maslow stratified 
needs from the most basic (physiological, food, water etc.) up to the 
highest—what he termed “self actualisation” (self development, 
personal fulfilment, and higher personal goals). 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Fig 1. ‘The Hierarchy of Needs’. From: Abraham Maslow (1943), A 
Theory of Human Motivation. 
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Within this interpretation of needs, it seems that the consumerist 
society is unable to contribute much beyond providing for our basic 
physiological welfare. Research consistently shows that personal 
happiness is unrelated to personal wealth, or even, perhaps more 
surprisingly, to physical disability (Niemi et al.:1989; Brickman et al.: 
1978). As David Myers (1997) says in a recent study of wealth in 
America, “Happiness seems less a matter of getting what we want 
than of wanting what we have.” Interestingly, in the context of this 
paper, the Dalai Lama (1998:18) closely paraphrases this sentiment. 

The facts seem to point to there being a level of basic 
physiological need beyond which there is no link between wealth and 
happiness. Despite this, industrial societies across the world act as if, 
because a little wealth is good, more wealth must always be better. 
Thus, we constantly prioritise the increase of our national economy, 
and in doing so we increase our demands upon the planet. And it 
seems that all this effort, at least in terms of increasing human 
happiness, is to no particular benefit. 

Where then should we search for personal happiness? After the 
development of his hierarchy of needs, Maslow identified what he 
called “peak experiences” which were experienced by some self-
actualising people. These people characteristically experienced a sense 
of selflessness and transcendence invoking feelings of “zest in living, 
of happiness or euphoria, of serenity, of joy, of calmness…” (Maslow 
1968:157). The hierarchy identifies and prioritises the conditions that 
make us healthy, thus it objectifies human values for living, and 
thereby points to a basis for human ethics.  

Maslow’s basic model has been the subject of extensive debate 
since its inception but the concept of an objectively observable 
hierarchy of human needs, providing for human welfare and happiness 
has since remained a central aspect of modern psychology and the 
basis of subsequent developments in psychology. In identifying the 
way that higher levels of self actualisation were associated with such 
transcendental feelings as an expanded self and an identity with one’s 
wider environment, Maslow helped develop some of the basic ideas of 
‘transpersonal’ psychology. In this he saw the peak experiences as 
mirroring the ideals urged by religions “e.g. the transcendence of self, 
the fusion of the true, the good and the beautiful, contribution to 
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others, wisdom, honesty and naturalness”. Furthermore, he saw that 
one of the consequences of such a formulation of human needs would 
redefine the role of culture as “the fostering of universal self-
actualisation” (Maslow 1968:158-9). The importance of attaining an 
expanded sense of self finds support today in what has been termed 
‘ecopsychology’ (Roszak, 1992), and ‘deep ecology’ (Naess, 1973) 
which both emphasise the importance of developing a deep personal 
connection with the natural world, not only for environmental welfare 
but also for personal fulfilment, or happiness. 

Western and Buddhist Psychologies 
Buddhism suggests that modern consumerist lifestyles promote the 
‘three poisons’ of attachment, aversion, and illusion. So there is no 
hope for true personal happiness in following such a lifestyle. It can 
only provide us with transitory pleasures but no lasting happiness. 
Indeed, one must reject such values in order to gain contentment. 
Losing the ‘self-cherishing mind’ is fundamental. By expanding our 
sense of self to include other beings, we begin to erode this attachment 
to our ‘small ego’ which otherwise only brings us suffering. This also 
reduces our ‘grasping nature’ and our fear of—or aversion to—the 
impermanence of things. In doing so, we begin to perceive the illusory 
nature of those things to which we have become attached, we lose our 
fear, and thereby gain contentment. Mirroring the Buddhist concern 
for the consequences of the self-cherishing mind, recent research in 
Western psychology has shown that having a high degree of what is 
termed ‘self-focus’ has been related to the experience of depression 
(McIntosh et al.:1995). 

Similarly, attachment to our thoughts is a major impediment to 
personal development in Buddhism. This is reflected in the condition 
described in Western psychology as ‘ruminative thought’ (Martin et 
al., 1996) that is similarly directed at some unattainable goal to which 
a person has developed an attachment, and which thereby becomes a 
source of frustration and unhappiness.  

Most striking is the adoption by Western psychology of the 
techniques of mindfulness and meditation. Whilst mindfulness brings 
an individual’s thoughts into the present moment and stops destructive 
fears developing from focusing on an indeterminate future, meditation 
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is aimed at clearing the mind of active thinking entirely. These 
techniques are of course very familiar to basic Buddhist practice and, 
while they are becoming increasingly popular in Western psychology 
as methods of restoring balance, and progressing to higher levels of 
personal fulfilment, they are also gaining wider popularity as 
recreational ways of recovering from the stresses and tensions of 
everyday life. In a world in which thought and mental activity are 
widely perceived as intrinsic to personal success and fulfilment, the 
popularity of such techniques in personal development practice 
suggests that a profound shift may already have occurred in Western 
perceptions.  

Western psychology has not yet advocated an alternative to 
modern free market economic systems, but if it were to do so then it 
would probably espouse similar principles to those enshrined in what 
has come to be called ‘Buddhist economics’. These ideas were 
popularised by E.F. Schumacher (1973) and developed more 
practically by social activists like S. Sivaraksar (1992) who applied 
the concept specifically to Thailand. Essentially, Buddhist economics 
utilizes the ethical concepts that we have been looking at and applies 
them to economic systems. It points to a ‘middle way’ for economic 
development which is both more selective of new technologies and 
less convinced of the ability of economic wealth to provide for true 
human welfare. In doing so, it places human welfare and the 
attainment of personal happiness before economic productivity. It also 
most explicitly formalises a link between human desires and values 
with social and environmental decline. 

The Ladakhi Context 
Development in Ladakh has brought enormous advantages in physical 
comfort and welfare, but the most common complaints about the 
effects of modern life focus on the decline in traditional Ladakhi 
culture, and the feeling that people are becoming more selfish and 
more materialistic. Although Ladakh has not begun to feel the 
environmental and social consequences of modern life that have been 
experienced elsewhere, attitudes and values are clearly changing and 
there is growing concern at what is being lost.  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ROBERT COOK 

 267 

In the global search for sustainable development, Ladakh has several 
advantages that may yet enable it to be a model of development for 
the rest of the world. Of primary importance is the general 
involvement of the population in village-based, relatively self-reliant, 
agriculture, and the consequently highly developed sense of 
community purpose and interdependence that it necessarily creates. If 
some sense of group purpose—and identification of individual needs 
with those of the community—is important for sustainable develop-
ment, then the beliefs and values of the village systems may be seen as 
a bulwark against the competitive individualism of the new socio-
economic systems. Unfortunately, there is little to suggest that the 
traditional village socio-economic structures, or the values that they 
promote, are proving very durable in the face of the changes being 
wrought by modern economic development. However, in Buddhism 
there is an indigenous philosophy of life based on personal happiness 
through inner development that also provides an alternative to the 
culture of consumerism with its implication that personal happiness 
comes from externalities. It is exemplified in the following quote from 
a Buddhist text, which might equally have been made by any one of a 
number of modern Western psychologists. Significantly, it is a 
sentiment that is rarely seen—as yet at least—as a component of 
modern environmental science: 

The result of an unbridled pursuit of happiness from external sources is that our 
planet is being destroyed and our lives are becoming more complicated and 
dissatisfying. It is time we sought happiness from a different source. Happiness 
is a state of mind, so the real source of happiness must lie within the mind, not 
in external conditions.  Geshe Kelsang Gyatso (2000:3),  

Furthermore, the basic tenets of this ‘Buddhist Psychology’ are 
essentially ecumenical in their nature and are either common to—or 
may be adopted without any contradiction of—the core beliefs of 
other religions. Indeed, the use of the prefix ‘Buddhist’ might be 
considered unnecessarily divisive and reduce the utility of these 
concepts by suggesting some exclusiveness to Buddhism. However, 
the ideas are particularly explicitly and cogently expressed in 
Buddhism, although it may be necessary for the religion to be taught 
in a new way, with a greater emphasis on these personal development 
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components, and to draw it away from the “superstitious” form, 
(Thupstan Palden, personal communication, 2003) emphasising ritual 
and the supplication of deities that it has acquired for many in Ladakh.  

The fact that modern psychology supports these Buddhist 
concepts might further bolster the conscious adoption of such values 
within Ladakh, and may thereby be a major factor in the promotion of 
a new awareness that may enable the region to go beyond the 
destructiveness of uncontrolled consumerism to a new socio-economic 
system in which the unrestrained consumption of free market 
capitalism is willingly moderated in order to create a more contented, 
and therefore less environmentally rapacious, society which may 
legitimately be considered ‘sustainable’. Of course, a high degree of 
local political autonomy and planning control would be required for 
this to be successful. That is certainly a closely related subject, but 
autonomy of action would be of little value to sustainable 
development if it did not incorporate an alternative view of—and 
alternative desires for—future development. This new perspective 
would be founded on three principles: a greater awareness of the full 
consequences of uncontrolled economic growth; a desire to preserve 
or create, equitable and local socio-economic systems; and the 
adoption of systems of formal and informal education which promote 
a deeper understanding of the true nature of human needs and human 
happiness.  
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