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Buddhism and GNH 

By Lungtaen Gyatso 

 

Some say Buddhism is a religion, some say it is philosophy, some say it is a way of life 

or a way of being. But it is not really important to define what Buddhism is all about. 

What is important is to define its primary purpose. The primary purpose or the essence 

of Buddhism is that the attainment of wisdom or enlightenment is within the power of 

every individual, not just humans, but all sentient beings. Every sentient being has the 

Buddha nature or the seed of buddhahood, which literally means that every sentient 

being, you and me and all the animals on earth have the innate capability to get 

enlightened one day. It is therefore, possible for each one of us to attain enlightenment 

and that is why the Buddha prescribed the path to enlightenment through his experience.  

 

The secondary purpose of Buddhism is to make us better human beings. The Buddhist 

teachings therefore, lay down the general guidelines of conduct by which a person will 

live his daily life in the most righteous way ethically and morally. It influences and 

colours ones attitude towards life and shapes one’s entire outlook on life in many 

wholesome ways. According to Buddhist teachings, the ethical and moral principles are 

governed by constantly examining whether a certain action, be it physical or verbal, is 

likely to be harmful to oneself or to others and thereby, avoiding any actions which are 

likely to be harmful to both oneself and others. By following the Buddhist ethics one not 

only becomes conscious of one’s action but also becomes a refined and responsible 

human being.   

 

In manifold ways, Buddhism has expressed itself in society, as an education system. It 

gives perspective to the whole of life. Buddhism believes that, to be a good doctor, good 

engineer, good parent, to be a good leader or to be anybody, the least common 

denominator for any kind of profession, one has to be a good human being. We need to 

be a good human being first. If one is not a good human being, one is not even a good 

parent. We need to be good human beings first. Only if one is a good human being then 

only one becomes a good Christian, a good Buddhist, a good Hindu etc.. Therefore, we 

all need to be good human beings first.  And Buddhism prescribes ways and means to be 

a good human being and further attain the ultimate goal of enlightenment.  

 

The Noble Eightfold Path 

The Noble Eightfold Path is a practical guideline to ethical and mental development with 

the goal of freeing the individual from attachments and delusions and as a byproduct, the 

Noble Eightfold Path helps transform human beings into good human beings by 

imbibing moral and ethical values. The Noble Eightfold Path constitutes the gist of 

Buddhism. And these noble truths and paths are fundamental to human civilization.  

1. Right View (wisdom) 

Right view is the cognitive aspect of wisdom. It means to see things and to understand 

things as they really are and to understand the law of karma, cause and effect and 

karmic conditioning. It begins with the intuitive insight that all beings are subject to 

suffering and it ends with complete understanding of the true nature of all things. 
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Since our view of the world forms our thoughts and our actions, right view yields 

right thoughts and right actions. 

2. Right Intention or thoughts (wisdom)  

While right view refers to the cognitive aspect of wisdom, right intention refers to the 

mental energy that controls our actions. Right intention can be described best as 

commitment to ethical and mental self-improvement or resistance to the force of 

desire, resistance to feelings of anger and aversion, and the intention of harmlessness. 

It means not to think or act cruelly, violently, or aggressively at all times and at all 

situations, and on the other hand to develop love and compassion for all sentient 

beings. In Buddhism, emphasis is given to management of mind because mind 

determines the quality of all our actions. A skillful and well managed mind avoids 

actions that are likely to cause suffering or remorse to both oneself and others.  

3. Right Speech (ethical conduct) 

Speech or words are very powerful means. It becomes responsible for breaking or 

saving lives, making enemies or friends, starting war or creating peace. Therefore, the 

Buddha explained right speech as abstaining from false speech, (especially not to tell 

deliberate lies and not to speak deceitfully), abstaining from slanderous speech and 

not to use words maliciously against others, abstaining from harsh words that offend 

or hurt others, and abstaining from idle chatter that lacks purpose or depth. The other 

side of the coin is to always tell the truth, to speak friendly, warm, and gently and to 

talk only when necessary. 

4. Right Action (ethical conduct) 

Again, right action means abstaining from harming sentient beings, especially 

abstaining from taking life and doing harm intentionally, abstaining from taking what 

is not given, which includes stealing, robbery, fraud, deceitfulness, and dishonesty, 

and abstaining from sexual misconduct. Right action therefore, means to act kindly 

and compassionately, to be honest, to respect the belongings of others, and to keep 

sexual relationships harmless to others.  

5. Right Livelihood (ethical conduct) 

Right livelihood means that one should earn one’s living in a righteous way and that 

wealth should be gained morally, legally and peacefully. Furthermore it is the 

avoidance of any other occupation that would violate the principles of right speech 

and right action.  

 

6. Right Effort (mental development)  

Right effort can be seen as a prerequisite for the other principles of the path. Right 

effort is in itself an act of will, which fuels self-discipline, honesty, benevolence, and 

kindness to others at all situations. Right effort therefore, is striving for the goodness 

of not only for oneself but for the benefit of all beings. 
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7. Right Mindfulness (mental development)  

Right mindfulness is the controlled and perfected faculty of cognition. It is the mental 

ability to see things in the right perspective with clear consciousness and the ability to 

discern what is bad and good. Right mindfulness is anchored in clear perception and it 

penetrates impressions without getting carried away.  

 

8. Right Concentration (mental development)  

Right concentration is described as one-pointedness of mind. It is a state where 

all mental faculties are unified and directed onto one particular object. It is 

basically focusing on wholesome thoughts and actions. The Buddhist method to 

develop right concentration is through the practice of meditation.  

 

While Buddhism primarily aspires for the spiritual advancement of all human beings 

leading towards the final goal of enlightenment, Buddhism also prescribes mundane 

code of ethics that we all should aim at personal worldly progress only on the foundation 

of the Noble Eightfold Path. Because progress by way of unrighteousness, will 

inevitably bring in its trail, disaster, pain, and suffering not only to individual, but to the 

community, and the nation at large. If we develop as good individuals, we automatically 

become cultured members of our society, mindful of the rights and moral duties. Any 

true social development must therefore, begin with the transformation of each individual 

person, which is the basis of happiness. 

 

For many centuries, Buddhist ideas and ideals have guided and influenced the lives and 

thoughts of countless human beings. Buddhism brings us closer to the ideal of a well-

balanced human being. It offers an outline of value system that will help reduce our 

greed and hatred and inculcate good habits of kindness and compassion, honesty and 

truthfulness, chastity and heedfulness. These wholesome habits are the basis of good 

human character.   

 

Gross National Happiness - GNH  

Drawing inspiration from the Buddhist values systems, the concept of Gross National 

Happiness or GNH was formalized by the fourth King of Bhutan, His Majesty Jigme 

Singye Wangchuck as an economic alternative to the conventional concept of 

glorification of gross domestic product as the sole indicator for development. The king 

of Bhutan boldly shifted the focus of development from GDP to human well-being in 

four areas: sustainable economic development, preservation and promotion of cultural 

values, conservation of the environment and good governance.  

 

The concept of Gross National Happiness underpins the entire development strategy. 

When His Majesty the Fourth King said ‘Gross National Happiness is more important 

than Gross National Product’, His Majesty put the individual at the centre of 

development, which is a fundamental vision. The individual is at the centre, at the 

heart of development and development therefore, is measured in terms balanced 

human well-being and equity rather than productivity. The original proponent, His 

Majesty the Fourth King, prioritised social harmony and contentment as the nation’s 

guiding principles. Development policy in Bhutan is for the well-being of the people 

and for the well-being of each and every individual, and it is not merely to satisfy 
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some statistical goal or achieve some economic targets. Unlike the conventional 

theory of development which is productivity or GDP at the centre, GNH boldly 

proposes a radical paradigm shift in the concept of development. Since then, 

government policies in Bhutan are guided by these principles in a succession of five-

year plans. 

 

Regardless of who we are, the main purpose of our life, you could call the heart of being 

human is to be happy. It is interesting that we have been reminded that happiness in most 

industrialized countries is equated with money, the GDP, the gross domestic product, 

which is routinely used as indicators of wellbeing of a nation. Too much emphasis is 

placed on the material aspects of development – often at the expense of the individual. 

But in Bhutan, it is hoped that greater awareness of GNH can help redress the balance 

between material and spiritual development. So a strong economy is not an end in its 

own right, and it is of no value if it does not benefit people at every level of society. So 

the concept of GNH does not believe in the development of just a selected few. GNH is 

therefore, about equity and balanced development. Therefore, it becomes even more 

logical and relevant for a state to adopt the policy of GNH as its development 

philosophy.    

 

Therefore, the fourth king of Bhutan took the world by surprise by declaring that the 

national policy was aimed at not increasing the growth of GDP but increasing happiness. 

But having said this, GNH does not deny the fact that a sound economy gives a firm 

foundation for our social well-being - economic development may be a necessity - but it 

is certainly not the only determining factor or a sufficient condition for the harmony, 

contentment and happiness of the people of Bhutan. 

 

Moreover, the concept of GNH tries to develop measurements that take into account 

that not just flow of money but other non-economic factors or capitals such as 

ecological capital; social capital, things like trust, reciprocity, friendship, social 

support, positive emotions like compassion, love, care, understanding; free time with 

family, human resource capital and values; and cultural and spiritual capital to 

consider happiness. Moreover, the concept of GNH, in addition to social, economical, 

cultural and political considerations, it measures environment and natural resources as 

factors of wellbeing, which the standard measures of GDP do not. Therefore, GNH is 

deemed a sensible state endeavour especially in the morally, socially, culturally, and 

environmentally degraded 21
st
 century.  

 

Happiness from a Buddhist perspective 

Happiness is a mental experience, and therefore, there is a greater need to consider the 

right positioning of the mind that is eventually responsible for interpreting and 

synthesizing the different factors of happiness or unhappiness. Unarguably, it is the 

mind that translates outer conditions into happiness or suffering. This is why we can 

be deeply unhappy even though we have everything in life including wealth, power, 

health, and status and on the contrary, we can be very happy even if we do not own 

cars, buildings and substantial bank balances. Therefore, it is very important to 

cultivate and nurture positive perspective in life so that every experience in life is 

turned to our advantage.  

 

Happiness to a large extent is actually based on the interpretation of experiences and 

perceptions of individuals. It is also not only what you experience at the end of a 
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process but in fact happiness is a positive experience of every moment of life. How 

you make it happen depends on how you look at things, how you perceive things. In 

fact, authentic happiness is a way of being which doesn't require enormous external 

conditions as such but it is a skill to be cultivated and practiced. But we humans 

remain obscured with excessive obsession of the notion that material wealth will 

bring happiness.   

 

If we have inner peace, satisfaction and contentment as a basis, as a base of mind, we 

will be relaxed and be deeply at peace. Then no matter what difficulties or crisis we 

encounter, we will not be disturbed. Our basic sense of wellbeing will not be 

undermined. As a result we will be able to carry our every day life, our work, and our 

responsibility more efficiently. And our mind will also have the wisdom to discern 

what to do and what not to do. In turn, our life will become happier, and even if 

difficulties rise we will be able to turn them to our advantage.  

 

In a mundane sense, there is no doubt that economic growth enables individuals to 

increase their standard of living and maximize the opportunities and choices of the 

people to be comfortable. But unfortunately, increase in material wealth, however, 

does not give rise to a proportionate increase in happiness. If this was true, those in 

the rich countries should be the happiest in the world.  

 

This implies that while we must pursue economic growth, we must also 

simultaneously seek to strike a balance between material and non-material 

components of work, thus influencing people’s attitude towards work. This attitude 

and the motivation to work enable one to understand the purpose of development, and 

it remains as an inner value and a source of strength for striking a balance between 

material and spiritual development.  

 

GNH is about adopting a balanced approach, not setting prohibitively high 

materialistic national goal, but a goal of happiness that is based on the notion that the 

quality of one’s life matters more than materialism that one tries to stuff into life. In 

this sense it is a unique concept, clearly requiring a unique approach to the whole goal 

of development. 
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