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AN ECONOMICS OF HAPPINESS

Since Ancient Futures was first published, I have come into contact
with hundreds of grassroots groups throughout the world. In the
process, I’ve discovered a whole universe of individuals working to
protect their communities and environments from the onslaught of
destructive development. From Sweden to Zambia, the United
States to Ladakh, I’ve seen countless initiatives that demonstrate re-
markable courage, kindness, wisdom, and perseverance. They are
an inspiring testimony to human goodwill and vision.

These forces from below are rooted in people’s desire to preserve
the connections to family, community, and nature that make life
meaningful.At a fundamental level, these are movements for “local-
ization”—for reweaving the fabric of place-based culture.

At the same time that so many positive initiatives are being forged
from the bottom up, however, political and economic forces from
above are continuing to globalize an outdated and destructive model
of growth and “progress.” As a consequence, social and ecological
breakdown have increased dramatically, reaching such proportions
that they can no longer be ignored, not even by the most skeptical
of political leaders. Climate change threatens our very survival, oil
supplies are dwindling, the global financial system is unjust and un-
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stable, the gulf between rich and poor continues to widen, and ris-
ing food prices and food shortages are leaving millions without
enough to eat.

Beyond these widely recognized problems, another crisis is only
now beginning to be acknowledged. This is the human suffering—
the psychological and spiritual poverty—of people pushed to pro-
duce and consume at an ever-accelerating rate. The resulting stress
and time pressures are proving almost unbearable. In the most in-
dustrialized countries, depression and violence are escalating, espe-
cially among children and teenagers.Worldwide, people live in fear
of a rising tide of intolerant nationalism and religious fundamental-
ism, as well as the constant spectre of terrorism.

In my travels, I’ve met countless people who are deeply con-
cerned about the world their children will inherit. But most feel
helpless and despairing, and increasingly speak of “catastrophe,” of
“collapse.” They have a sense that there is nothing we can do, that
these problems are simply too big to solve. Some believe that our
crises are the inevitable result of innate human greed. Others as-
sume that they are the consequence of the march of progress, and
that this is an evolutionary process over which we have no control.

More than thirty years’ experience in Ladakh has given me a funda-
mentally different perspective. I witnessed how outside economic pres-
sures created not only pollution and resource scarcity but also
unemployment and feelings of cultural inferiority, all previously un-
known there. I also saw how these pressures sped life up, and how they
separated people from the living world around them and from one an-
other, leading to disregard for nature and to the breakdown of family and
community.One of the most dramatic consequences was violent conflict
between groups that had lived peacefully side by side for centuries.

The experience of Ladakh convinced me that the primary cause
of our crises is neither human nature nor evolution, but rather a
relentlessly expanding economic system that is steamrolling both
people and the planet. Unfortunately, this system has grown so large
that it has become difficult to recognize it as human-made: the ten-
dency is to view it instead as some kind of irresistible evolutionary
force. Only by stepping back and looking at the big picture can we
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discern the links between the global economic system and the prob-
lems we face. This broader view makes it clear that what we need to
change is policies and human institutions, not the nature of our
species or of evolution.We can also see that the most effective way
to alleviate a whole range of seemingly disparate symptoms—from
deforestation to pollution, from poverty to ethnic conflict—is to
change the dominant economy. Most important of all, countering the
pressures that separate us from one another and the natural world
would resonate with our deeper human needs, contributing to our
well-being, to our happiness.

The GlobalVillage as Global Monoculture
Governments worldwide, from the left to the right of the political
spectrum, are signing treaties designed to accelerate economic
growth through the deregulation of global trade and finance. The
so-called global village—hailed by government and industry as unit-
ing all nations in pursuit of the fruits of the global economy—is in
fact a highly volatile monoculture based not on community or con-
nection to place but on universal consumerism.

As trillions of dollars of investment and development aid pull
more and more people into the consumer culture, economic power
is concentrating in fewer and fewer corporate hands. Those corpo-
rations are driving a speculative economy in which ever faster tech-
nologies accelerate environmental destruction, as they speed up and
scale up our lives—creating anonymity, competition, and poverty
in the process. Today, most governments, even those of Scandinavia,
are caving in to the pressures of global capital, promoting nuclear
power, biofuels, genetic engineering, and increased military spend-
ing against the wishes of the majority of their citizens.

My experience of working with government and business leaders
and academics in dozens of countries convinces me that policymakers
are not really aware of the destruction they are inflicting on natural and
human communities.What we face is not so much a conscious con-
spiracy as a de facto, structural conspiracy. In other words, interlock-
ing structures “conspire” systemically to further a development path
that threatens life itself.
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In the past few decades we have seen a narrowing of vision—in
effect, an insidious dumbing down of society—at the same time as
economic activity has globalized. As we become further removed
from the sources of our sustenance and other needs, it becomes in-
creasingly difficult to see our impact on the rest of the world. How
do we know that the food we buy hasn’t been grown with slave labor,
using toxic herbicides and fungicides? Because of the huge scale of
the economic system, even those who want to do good can un-
knowingly participate in activities that have brutal and destructive ef-
fects. And as corporations become more effective at “greenwashing,”
it is ever more difficult to know whether we are really making eth-
ical choices or not.

Those actively promoting globalization are even less able to perceive
the far-reaching impacts of their actions. Corporate and government
leaders are—almost by definition—far removed from the natural
world and the lives of the people touched by their decisions. In
addition, they have been brought up on an intellectual diet full of
myths about progress, in which today’s consumer lifestyle is regu-
larly contrasted with life 100 or 150 years ago. The artificial baseline
is Dickensian London, at the early stages of the industrial revolu-
tion. In this period, rural communities had been uprooted, pushed
into squalor, deprivation, and exploitation. Crime, ill health, and
pollution were rampant. From this vantage point, our child labor
laws, 40-hour work week, and relative prosperity look like real
progress. Similarly, the baseline applied to the global South is the
immediate postcolonial period, with its decimated local economies,
poverty, and political instability. The state of societies in both North
and South, before cultures and communities were torn apart, has been
largely ignored or forgotten.

Today, with the myth of progress firmly in place, our power elites
think they have the moral high ground. But they have become in-
creasingly dependent on mediated and specialized information, for
example, about infant mortality, illiteracy, and monetary incomes.
For them, the easiest way to reconcile conflicting demands and sim-
plify masses of raw information is to stick to the notion that an ever
increasing Gross Domestic Product (GDP) is the most meaningful
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goal. (For business leaders, revenue growth and increased share-
holder profits are not just the easiest goals to discern: the rules
of the game make it all but impossible for them to consider any-
thing else.)

Worldwide, political leaders do everything in their power to in-
crease growth at any cost: they subsidize and deregulate interna-
tional trade, support the development and marketing of new
technologies, encourage the creation of new needs that stimulate
consumer spending, and promote development policies that pull
still more people into the consumer culture.All of these policies, in
effect, constitute what has been described as “corporate welfare,”
which is impoverishing not only the general populace but also gov-
ernments themselves.Yet, secure in their belief in an abstraction—
that economic growth is a tide that lifts all boats—and oblivious to
real world consequences, politicians are single-mindedly accelerat-
ing and expanding the economic juggernaut.

The ultimate result of these trends is a system that is both blind
and blind to its own blindness; a system that is fundamentally irra-
tional from a human perspective, that threatens to overwhelm and
destroy the connecting relationships of life itself. Indeed it is a bit-
ter irony that the term growth should be used in conjunction with
modern economic activity when those activities are now putting at
risk real biological growth all over the planet.

Climate change—brought about primarily by the global econ-
omy’s unending thirst for fossil fuels—threatens to severely alter, or
even destroy, entire ecosystems, permanently changing weather pat-
terns, landscapes, and livelihoods. Overexploitation and pollution
threaten critical resources: biologists report that stocks of all large
fish species, including tuna, swordfish, cod, halibut, skates and
flounder have decreased by over 90 percent since 1950. One-third of
all coral reefs are dead and 90 percent show signs of degradation. In
the ten years between 1990 and 2000, more than 94 million hectares
of forest cover were lost globally.And the rate of species extinction
has been rapidly escalating; biologist E.O.Wilson has estimated that
if we continue to compromise the biosphere at current rates, half of
all species on Earth will be extinct by the next century.
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Equally serious is the attempt to impose a high-tech monoculture
on the world’s agricultural diversity, for it is on this diversity that the
continuation of human life ultimately depends. Traditionally, cul-
tures met their needs generation after generation through local adap-
tations, often altering ecosystems but almost never compromising
their stability. In many cases, human cultures actually enhanced both
food security and ecosystem stability by consciously increasing local
biodiversity. The agricultural biodiversity that exists today is, in fact,
the product of countless generations of farmers selecting seeds for
success in different climates and ecosystems.

Globalization, by contrast, is homogenizing these locally adapted
forms of agriculture as it amalgamates local, regional, and national
economies into a single world system. A multitude of diversified
farms are being replaced by a centrally managed, energy- and chem-
ical-intensive industrial system—one designed to deliver a narrow
range of transportable food commodities to markets worldwide. In
the process, farmers are replaced by expensive technologies, diver-
sified food production for local communities is replaced by export-
based monocultures, and thousands of local plant varieties and
animal breeds simply disappear.

Globalized economic activity is also leading to a massive shift of
population from rural areas to the cities. It has been estimated that
by 2025 over 60 percent of people around the world will live in urban
centers. Urbanization, particularly in less industrialized countries, is
synonymous with a whole host of problems: overcrowded slums,
unemployment, poverty, poor sanitation, pollution. Even in the
wealthier North, large-scale urbanization is directly related to a loss
of community, with long-term side-effects that range from alien-
ation to crime, violence, and drug abuse.

The psychological impacts of the global economic system, with its
corporate manipulation of genuine human needs, are insidious and
widespread. Millions of children from Mongolia to Patagonia, Mel-
bourne to New York, are targets of a sustained campaign to bring
them into the consumer culture. It has been estimated that the
average child in the United States watches 40,000 television com-
mercials a year. The underlying message is: “If you want the respect
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of your peers, if you want to feel loved and appreciated, you must
have the right running shoes, jeans, toys, and electronic gadgets.”
But as children acquire more things, they gain not a sense of be-
longing but competitiveness, separation, and envy. Clinical depres-
sion is a growing problem all over the world, in all age groups and
in virtually every community. By 2020, at its current rate of increase,
depression will rank second only to heart disease among the most
disabling conditions in industrialized countries. Depression is closely
linked with feeling isolated and insecure—a common occurrence in
broken communities where people have little connection to each
other or the natural world.

Globalization has even played a sinister role in the rise of terrorism
in recent years. Long before 9/11, anger and violence were on the in-
crease, particularly in the South. Most of us are aware only dimly, if at
all, of the ethnic conflicts that simmer and periodically boil over from
Sri Lanka to Turkey. These conflicts become “newsworthy” only by
virtue of their proximity toWestern industrial countries—Chechnya
and Bosnia, for example—or when they slake the media’s thirst for
sensationalism, as was the case in Rwanda. But unbeknownst to most
Westerners, fanaticism, fundamentalism, and ethnic conflict have been
growing for many decades, and not just in the Islamic world.

Failure to recognize this trend can lead us to ignore the broader
pattern of which terrorism is part. To really understand the rise in
religious fundamentalism and ethnic conflict, we need to look at the
deep impacts of what could be described as the jihad of a global con-
sumer culture against the rich diversity of cultures on the planet.
Doing so not only allows us to better understand the recent tragedies
but to see a way forward that lessens the violence on all sides.

To take the example I know best, in Ladakh, the destruction of the
largely self-reliant local economy by outside economic forces
exerted structural and psychological pressures that led to a rise in
religious fundamentalism and violence. As I describe in the book,
the structural pressures included subsidies for imported food, which
destroyed the market for local producers and undercut village liveli-
hoods, thereby creating unemployment and intense competition for
the few available cash-paying jobs.
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At the same time, advertising andWestern-style schooling glam-
orized an urban consumer lifestyle, making agriculture and tradi-
tional ways of life seem primitive and backward.As a consequence,
Ladakhi teenagers began to reject virtually every aspect of their own
culture. Bombarded by media imagery that exalted blond, blue-eyed
role models, they even began to reject themselves, a trend revealed in
rising sales of a dangerous skin-lightening cream called Fair and
Lovely. Keenly aware of their shortcomings compared with the
media ideal and no longer confident in the skills and knowledge that
sustained Ladakhis for generations, young people acted out the in-
tense psychological pressures they experienced.Among young men,
in particular, these pressures translated into anger against the “other.”
Coupled with the competition for power, jobs, and resources in the
modern urban sector, this anger increased so dramatically that Bud-
dhists and Muslims—who had previously managed to sustain a
peaceful balance of power for five hundred years—were driven to
extremes of violence against each other: both communities actually
talked of the need to “exterminate” one another in order to survive.

The breakdown of peaceful coexistence in Ladakh took place
from 1975 to 1989. During the same period, I witnessed an almost
identical pattern of change in the kingdom of Bhutan, where Bud-
dhists and Hindus also became involved in conflict.As development
and modernization continue to level cultures and undermine rural
life, they are having similar consequences virtually everywhere. The
dream of a unified, homogeneous global village is fundamentally
flawed. Just as the biosphere requires diversity for its strength, so it
is among human cultures, where diversity and acceptance of differ-
ence are the true bases of peaceful and harmonious relationships.

The Levers of Change
The spread of the industrial juggernaut brings with it the seeds of its
own destruction. As identity, community, and the web of life are
threatened, people begin to feel an almost visceral need for commu-
nity and contact with nature. This need is finding expression in a host
of ways. Followers of many different faiths now recognize the impor-
tance of caring for the planet as part of religious life.Architects are
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rediscovering ancient building techniques and natural materials. The
demand for natural ways of maintaining health increases year by year.
In increasing numbers, farmers and gardeners are turning away from
chemical fertilizers and toxic pesticides in favor of an approach that
works with nature, not against it. Even suburban lawns are being
turned into vegetable gardens. And as people become aware of the
hazards of artificial colorings, preservatives, and processed foods, they
are shifting toward eating more local, natural foods.

These are truly encouraging signs, but in order to ensure lasting
success, we need to address the links between diverse crises and the
global economic system. Too often our activism is focused on treat-
ing individual symptoms rather than their underlying cause.Yet the
most strategic solution to the problems we face would be a broad-
based effort to change economic policy. Turning away from eco-
nomic globalization and turning toward the local would help us to
create what I call an “economics of happiness.” In other words,
through localization we could meet our needs—both material and
psychological—without compromising the survival of life on Earth.

Transforming the economic system would not be as difficult as it
may seem at first glance. The first step is to recognize that this system
is kept afloat by misguided assumptions and half-truths. Economic
pundits refer to “the market” and to “growth” as though these were
independent phenomena: we hear that “governments should get out
of the way and let the market decide” or that “increased consumer
spending is essential to a healthy and prosperous society.” In fact,
“the market” and “growth” are constructs whose definitions have
been tailored to suit particular interests.When government policy-
makers make decisions based on these constructs, they are deter-
mining the direction of the economy, effectively transforming society
to meet the needs of transnational corporations (TNCs) and banks.
This leads to wealth accumulation for a tiny fraction of the global
population at the expense of the majority.

Despite what we’ve been taught about “supply and demand” or
“natural scarcity,” prices in the marketplace today are the product of
political choices. In both North and South, processed, packaged food
from the other side of the world costs less than fresh food from the
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farm next door. This is a reflection of policy, not some natural state
of affairs.

Three primary levers are being used to shift the direction of the
economy: regulations, taxes and subsidies, and the way we measure
societal well-being.

Regulation
Fundamentally, globalization is about deregulating global trade and
finance, freeing the movements of big business and foreign invest-
ment around the globe, and eliminating laws and regulations enacted
to protect society and the environment. Across the South, “Special
Economic Zones” are being established, in which restrictions are
waived to give TNCs total freedom.While these constraints are lifted
from global businesses, small, local businesses are being overregu-
lated, strangled by bureaucratic red tape. This results in part from
the harmful practices of giant corporations and in part from their
political sway, as they lobby for regulations designed to drive out
small competitors. For instance, big U.S. hotel chains have lobbied
inWashington to impose stricter regulations on bed and breakfasts;
farmers in the E.U. who have been producing delicious, healthy,
artisan cheeses for generations are going under because they now
must have expensive new equipment in the name of hygiene.

Taxes and Subsidies
Even before the era of globalization, economic policies were
responsible for pushing business to become ever larger. Typically
an enterprise that employs people—from a bakery to a hospital—
is punished with heavy taxes. On the other hand, businesses that
rely more on employing technology and large inputs of energy are
rewarded, almost without fail, with tax breaks and subsidies. The more
energy you use, the less you pay. Thus our economic system simulta-
neously creates unemployment and massively increases pollution.

As globalization proceeds and corporations succeed in eliminat-
ing smaller competitors, policymakers can easily get the impression
that big business is the only game in town.As a result, governments
compete with one another to offer corporations not just the least
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restrictive health and environmental regulations, not just the cheap-
est labor and resources, but also the largest subsidies and tax breaks.
They provide TNCs with publicly funded transportation infrastruc-
ture—highways, airports, rail links, and shipping terminals. They
facilitate the building of huge, centralized power plants, and work to
ensure a steady supply of fossil fuels to meet corporate production
and transport requirements. They shift the emphasis of education to
make it ever more high tech and business oriented, with students
trained in the skills and knowledge base needed in a corporate-led
economy. Though smaller businesses and the majority of citizens
benefit little or not at all from these subsidies, much of the funding
for this largesse comes, of course, from their taxes.

Measures of SocietalWell-being
Policymakers look to GDP to validate these choices, assuming that
the rate at which GDP rises is a valid measure of the health of soci-
ety and the economy. It is anything but that.When tap water is so
polluted that we must buy our drinking water in plastic bottles, GDP
increases. GDP also grows when we pump oil out of the ground and
burn it, as though we could do this indefinitely. It increases when
we cut down an old-growth forest and turn it into bathroom tissue,
as if the services provided by forest ecosystems—including fresh air
and water and a stable climate—were unimportant. When more
people are sick and need pharmaceutical drugs and hospital care,
GDP goes up. If pollution decreases and people are healthy in body
and mind, GDP goes down. In other words, the more pollution, ill-
ness, and breakdown there is in society, the more the economy
“grows” and the better off we’re assumed to be.

There are alternative indicators, like the Genuine Progress Indi-
cator, created in the 1990s by a California-based organization called
Redefining Progress. Such metrics seek to properly acknowledge
the many services provided by healthy ecosystems and subtract the
expenditures we make in response to breakdown—prison construc-
tion, cancer treatment, antidepressant drugs, and so on. An interna-
tional movement is seeking to develop indicators based on an idea of
the former King of Bhutan, who proposed “Gross National Happiness”
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(GNH) rather than GDP as a true measure of economic and social
well-being. Adopting GNH as a standard would provide a very dif-
ferent picture of the global order. In a survey of more than sixty-
five countries conducted from 1999 to 2001, Nigeria turned out to
have the highest percentage of people who considered themselves
happy. Britain ranked twenty-fourth on this scale, despite boasting a
GDP more than twenty-two times higher than that of Nigeria.

At the moment, these levers are being used to push us all in a sui-
cidal direction. I believe that to heal ourselves and the planet, we
need to regain control of these levers through economic activism,
underpinned by an understanding of the workings of globalization.
If the multitude of social and environmental movements link hands
to address a common agenda, sufficient pressure can be exerted to
bring about meaningful policy change.

Healing and Renewal in Ladakh
In the three decades since I first went to Ladakh, the conflict be-
tween globalization and the resurgence of the local has continued
and intensified. Outside influences still pressure the Ladakhis to em-
brace a global consumer monoculture. Television and other main-
stream media are making deeper inroads, while subsidized,
chemical-laden imported food continues to replace the wholesome
organic local food. Coca-Cola, Pepsi, Nestlé’s freeze-dried noodles,
and condensed milk have arrived in force, capturing children even in
the remotest of villages.

Despite these negative trends, however, there is a real hope that
their worst impact has already been felt. Even though many
teenagers continue to be seduced by glamorized images of the out-
side world, there is now a countervailing and growing awareness of
how much Ladakh has to offer the world. The vital lessons that the
developed world can learn from traditional Ladakh—self-
reliance, frugality, social harmony, environmental sustainability, and
spiritual sophistication—are real, and their value is increasingly rec-
ognized. As a result, the great wound of Ladakhi self-rejection is
beginning to be healed by a new sense of self-respect. And in
recent times, the conflict between Buddhists and Muslims has
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subsided; they are once again able to live together in peace as the
social fabric is rewoven.

The work that we at the International Society for Ecology and
Culture (ISEC) started has had considerable impact.A growing num-
ber of nongovernmental organizations—many of which we helped
to build—are trying to counter the avalanche of forces that have hurt
the Ladakhis’ self-respect. As time passes, more and more Ladakhi
leaders realize that outside pressures have led to a dangerous de-
pendence on imported food and that it is extremely important for
Ladakh to remain self-reliant in basic needs. The Hill Council, the re-
gional, semi-autonomous government, is now championing local
food and organic agriculture, and promoting respect for farmers.

The indigenous Ecology Group we helped to set up has had wide-
reaching success in promoting decentralized renewable energy sys-
tems. It has also raised awareness about the need to protect local
organic agricultural methods, alerting people to the dangers of ge-
netically modified seeds, pesticides, fungicides, and so on. The for-
mer directors of the Ecology Group were instrumental in setting up
the Hill Council.

TheWomen’s Alliance, now with over 5,000 members and a pres-
ence in every village, has an esteemed and growing reputation for its
work in promoting and preserving the ecological and spiritual foun-
dations of Ladakhi culture. The alliance runs crafts and seed con-
servation programs, and was responsible for banning plastic bags in
the capital town of Leh. It has gained the genuine respect of the peo-
ple as well as the government, becoming an authentic voice for pos-
itive change in the region.

Our Learning from Ladakh Project—in which westerners live and
work with a Ladakhi farming family for a month during the agricul-
tural season—has given participants a greater understanding of the
value of indigenous cultures, as well as the destructive impacts of the
global economy. Traditional Ladakhi culture and agriculture still pro-
vide opportunities to learn about decentralized modes of economic
organization. Participants in the project have come away with a deep-
ened respect for a way of life in which knowledge, wisdom, and meth-
ods of livelihood are finely tuned to the local ecosystem.



206
A N C I E N T F U T U R E S

To counteract the notion that western, urban ways are superior to
indigenous life, ISEC has brought groups of Ladakhis on “reality
tours” that give them a more complete and realistic picture of life in
theWest. These visits not only reveal problems like unemployment,
drug addiction, poverty, and alienation, but also show that many
westerners are rejecting the consumer culture in favor of more sus-
tainable, ecological ways of living. Many individuals who have been
on these tours have become leaders in Ladakhi civil society.

The tremendous psychological and structural pressures on the
South call urgently for international information exchange or
“counter-development” of this kind. People from more industrial-
ized parts of the world can offer information and experience that
serve as a kind of reality check against western media messages ro-
manticizing consumer lifestyles.Whether it be fears about nuclear
contamination, the frustration of traffic gridlock, or concern about
the overuse of industrial chemicals, a “warts and all” picture of life
in the West must be communicated honestly. When one travels
around the global South today, one can find people innocently han-
dling toxic chemicals of all kinds, using DDT containers for salt
shakers, even sprinkling pesticides and fungicides directly onto grain
and vegetables, unaware of the dangers.Very often people do not or
cannot read the instructions on the packets, and even when they do,
they may lack enough background to perceive the dangers. In such
a context, information commonly available in theWest can save lives.

It is significant that many in the South who are actively working
to protect their own culture and environment have spent time in the
North.When they see the homeless, or mental hospitals and old peo-
ple’s homes, and when they meet campaigners concerned with alle-
viating environmental and social problems, they gain powerful
insights that can counter fantasy images spread in the media.

Many of these southern activists have made arrangements to
translate Ancient Futures, saying that the story of Ladakh is “our story
too.” In 1991, ISEC adapted the book into a film with the same title.
From Alaska to Peru, indigenous groups have used both the book
and the film to strengthen cultural self-esteem and demonstrate that the
western consumer lifestyle is fundamentally unsustainable. Between
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them, the book and film have been translated into more than forty
languages, including Hungarian, French, Laotian, and Mongolian. The
book has been a bestseller in South Korea; professors of economics
from New Zealand to New Mexico have used it in their courses; and
it was surreptitiously brought to Burma, where a translation is now
going into a second edition. As a consequence of this interest, ISEC,
despite being a tiny organization, has had a remarkably global reach.

Going Local, Globally
The encouraging trends that ISEC has helped nurture are not iso-
lated phenomena. Today globalization is ever more questioned and
challenged by a proliferation of groups and individuals the world
over. Even prominent financiers and politicians are voicing concerns.
Over the past ten years in particular, resistance has been growing,
and there is a real chance that the global tide can be turned.

In 1999, I participated in an event that made news around the
world and catalyzed media coverage of the growing resistance to
globalization: over 40,000 people gathered in Seattle to protest the
harmful policies of the World Trade Organization (WTO). Since
then, virtually every economic summit has faced similar protests.
People have come to see what globalization really means for their
jobs, their communities, and their environment. I have been greatly
inspired by witnessing the cooperation between people from vastly
different sectors of society all over the world: labor unionists joining
hands with environmental activists, teachers with politicians, scien-
tists with theologians.

By now the movement has evolved from simple resistance to for-
mulating and promoting positive ways forward. The World Social
Forums, which to date have met in Brazil, India, Italy, France, the
UK, and Kenya, are a good example. The Social Forums afford im-
portant opportunities for North–South dialogue, an exchange of in-
formation and ideas that enable people to resist the current economic
system and work toward demonstrating that, as their slogan says,
“another world is possible.”

There is also a vast and equally important movement toward
“going local.” In fact, more and more groups are recognizing that
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economic localization represents a systemic solution multiplier. At
a fundamental level, centralized, top-heavy systems—whether they
are capitalist, socialist, or communist—cannot remain democratic.
Decentralizing, or localizing economic activity, from finance to
industry and farming, can restore participatory democracy while
simultaneously renewing the social and ecological fabric. Instead of
scaling government up, localization is about scaling business down.
Business and banking need to be place-based in order to allow cul-
ture and ethics to shape commerce, rather than vice versa.

Localization is not about ending trade, nor is it about acting only
locally. For grassroots localization efforts to succeed and grow in the
long term, they must be accompanied by policy changes at the
national and international levels. Rather than thinking just in terms of
isolated, scattered efforts, we must demand government policies that
promote small scale on a large scale, allowing space for community-based
economies to flourish and spread. Today, more than ever, we require
international collaboration to solve our problems. Gradually, as gov-
ernments wake up to the real world effects of globalization, groups
of nation-states are likely to form a breakaway strategy: leaving the
WTO and supporting each other in reducing their dependence on
multinationals. In subtle ways, this process has already started. In
2006 in LatinAmerica, five countries announced, at theWorldWater
Forum in Mexico City, that they were forming a common front
againstWTO policies of water privatization.

When a critical mass of people have awakened to the need for this
fundamental shift from globalization to localization, political repre-
sentatives can be forced to negotiate international treaties to pro-
tect both the local and the global commons. This may sound
implausible today, but political initiatives at the local and regional
level already are working in this direction. The beginnings of this
shift can be seen in the United States, where local leaders are re-
jecting policies adopted at the national level. Nine states and 194
mayors from U.S. towns and cities have pledged to adopt Kyoto-
style legal limits on greenhouse gas emissions.

Around the world, community initiatives are demonstrating the
multiple benefits of rebuilding local economies. Many of these have
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been spurred on by the rising threat of climate chaos along with
dwindling oil supplies. In particular, growing awareness about “peak
oil”—the point at which half the world’s reserves will have been
extracted—has created a sense of urgency at the grassroots level
about the need to reduce our dependence on oil. Largely prompted
by these concerns, a relocalization movement has been gaining
ground in North America. Several hundred communities are
attempting to lower their carbon footprints by shortening the dis-
tances that goods travel, installing decentralized renewable energy
systems, and rethinking transportation. In the UK, about forty com-
munities are part of a parallel effort called the Transition Town
movement. One of its central thrusts is to rebuild the skills required
to develop flourishing, sustainable communities without the waste of
materials and energy so characteristic of the global economy.

Even before the current concerns about peak oil and climate
change, thousands of so-called eco-villages or intentional commu-
nities have been working to promote localization, in particular to
renew community and a deeper connection to nature. The Global
Ecovillage Network was established in 1994, linking groups that
sought to move away from the consumer culture and toward a way
of life that supports spiritual and ecological values. Other localiza-
tion initiatives have included local currencies and LETS, or local ex-
change trading systems. In the United States, the Business Alliance
for Local Living Economies is bringing together small businesses to
resist the pressures exerted by giant corporate chains.

Within the localization movement, the most effective initiatives to
date have been attempts to rebuild healthy food economies.Without
support from either government or industry, these grassroots efforts
constitute together one of the most hopeful and successful demon-
strations of people power winning out over multibillion dollar
advertising, hidden subsidies, and hype.

The logic of local food economies is unassailable: Locally grown
food is fresher, and thus tastier and more nutritious, than food trans-
ported over long distances. It is likely to contain fewer of the preser-
vatives and other artificial chemicals needed to prolong shelf-life
and transportability. And when the producer knows the consumer
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personally and not as a faceless “target market,” he or she is less likely
to take risks with the consumer’s health. Perhaps most important of
all, local economies give farmers an incentive to diversify their pro-
duction, which has a whole host of environmental and economic
benefits. The global economy, with its giant middlemen and super-
market chains, pressures farmers to produce tons of identical prod-
ucts that fit large-scale machinery—from harvesting to transport
and packaging.A local market, on the other hand, cannot absorb tons
of carrots or potatoes. Studies have shown that farmers who start
selling closer to home quickly increase the diversity of crops, be-
cause that is what a local market demands.

A 2008 report by the International Assessment of Agricultural
Science and Technology for Development, based on a three-year
study by over 400 scientists from around the world, concludes that
industrial production systems are costly in terms of human health
and the environment. Its director, RobertWatson, warns that if rad-
ical changes aren’t made in how we produce and distribute our food,
“the world’s people cannot be fed” and we will be left with “a world
nobody wants to inhabit.”

As widespread awareness of the negative impacts of the global
food system grows, more and more people are seeking out local
food. Since 1997, when the first farmers’ market in the UK was set
up in the in the city of Bath, the number of farmers’ markets in the
UK has grown to more than 500. Many people are also joining com-
munity supported agriculture (CSA) schemes that bring farmers and
consumers into closer contact. This movement is sweeping the
world, from Switzerland, where it started over three decades ago, to
Japan, where hundreds of thousands of people are involved. InAmer-
ica, the number of CSAs has mushroomed from two in 1986 to over
1,000 today. Small farmers—increasingly vulnerable to the whims
of distant markets beyond their control—go bankrupt at an alarm-
ing rate every year, but direct marketing has the potential to reverse
that trend.

Other food-based movements on the international scene include
permaculture—which has spawned a set of grassroots projects to
heal land and rebuild self-reliant, diversified food and energy systems;
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biodynamics, a spiritually based, highly productive approach to
organic farming; and the Slow Food network, founded on the con-
cept of “eco-gastronomy,” which raises awareness of the connections
between plate and planet. Founded in 1986, the network now has
over 80,000 members.

The upsurge in awareness about genetically modified (GM) food
has joined earlier concerns about pesticides, fungicides, and growth
hormones, to boost sales of organic food dramatically in recent
years.When the first shipments of Monsanto’s genetically modified
soy arrived in the UK late in 1996, public awareness of GM crops
was virtually nonexistent. Today GM food is a hot issue, and opin-
ion polls in Europe reveal that the vast majority of people oppose its
use. More and more people realize that the best way to ensure the
safety and nutritional value of the food they eat, as well as to reduce
the impact of agriculture on the Earth, is to buy organic, and espe-
cially local, organic food. The global market for organic food has
more than doubled since 2003 and is now is worth over $70 billion.

Despite these clear signals from consumers and voters, govern-
ments and vested interests refuse to listen. At the G8 meetings in
2008, representatives concluded that high oil and food prices were
harming economic growth, and in the same year the U.S. Environ-
mental Protection Agency refused to take action on the impact of
rising prices on food supplies. In truth, it is the uncontrolled growth
of the mainstream economy that is driving prices up and making
basic needs “unaffordable.”

As the threats of climate change and food security become more
apparent, specious arguments based on fancy footwork with statis-
tics abound. For example, it has been argued that lamb imported
from New Zealand to the UK has an overall lower carbon footprint
than lamb produced in the UK itself. This reductionist view of agri-
culture and trade helps perpetuate the global system and distracts
from the task at hand: to make agriculture more sustainable at every
level—economic, social, and ecological. Some even have claimed
that local food is elitist, that it undermines ThirdWorld economies,
when the exact opposite is true. If poorer countries were able to
devote their labor and their most fertile land to growing food for
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themselves rather than exotic exports for rich countries, then both
poverty and hunger would decrease.

In fact, one of the largest groups working to promote local food
while opposing globalization originated in Latin America. Bringing
together small- and medium-sized farmers, indigenous people, rural
youth, and agricultural workers from fifty-six countries, La Via
Campesina organizes actions to promote social and economic
justice, protect natural resources, and encourage sustainable, small-
scale agriculture. Its work in linking groups from North and South
shows that the local food movement is indeed global.

The Economics of Happiness
We do have the power to change things, to build a better future for
ourselves and our children. Globalization is not an inevitable, evo-
lutionary force and its active proponents constitute less than 1 per-
cent of the global population. The choice is ours.We can continue
down the globalizing path, which at the very least will exacerbate
human suffering and environmental problems, and at worst, threaten
our survival. Or, by actively supporting a shift to local economies,
we can begin to turn the tide.

Localizing economies is the most strategic way to heal both people
and the planet—reweaving our interdependence with one another and
with the natural world to which we belong. Ladakh opened my eyes
to the joy, well-being, and fulfillment that come from a lived expe-
rience of interdependence. My work there has shown me that, at
the deepest, most fundamental level, localization is the economics
of happiness.
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note: Names of Ladakhi nationals are entered
without inversion (e.g., Tashi Rabgyas)
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symbols of, 16, 17, 78–79
Tibetan medicine and, 39

Burtse, 25
Butter, 117
Butter tea, 30

Calendar, Tibetan, 78
Capitalism, 154
Cash cropping, 103, 146
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decentralized, 157–166, 169
disadvantages of, 141–156
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education and, 110–114
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overpopulation and, 150–151
as “progress,” 154,160
technological aspects of, 105–109
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Diet, 30–31, 39, 41, 183
Disease, 118
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63–64, 66, 67
Domestic life, 55–71, 86, 166, 185–186
Drimos, 112
Dung, 25–26
Dzo
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in ploughing, 23
in sowing, 20, 54
tending of, 28
usefulness of, 13

Economic centralization, 115–121, 154–155
Economic development. See Development
Economic systems. See Global economy;

Money economy; Subsistence
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Education

age segregation in, 127
Center for Ecological Development,

programs of, 175
contextual, 164–165
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higher, 112
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Ego, 75, 81
Electricity, 139–140, 173.See also

Hydroelectric plants
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Energy resources, 117, 163–164.See also
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Ethics, 109
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Experiential knowledge, 189–190

Family life, 55–71, 86, 166, 185–186
Farmers, 126, 145, 158.See also Agriculture
Feminine thought patterns, 189–190
Fertilizer, 25–26
Festivals. See Ceremonies and festivals
Films, 96–97
Fish, 31
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Food, 30–31, 39, 41, 183
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culture
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Fuels, 167–168
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health, 117
industrial, 159
nuclear, 161

Health care. See Medicine
Health hazards, 117
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Hemis village, 16
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Hospitals, 118
Household gods, 51
Housing, 32–34, 53, 119–120, 144, 183
Hybrids, 148, 182
Hydraulic ram pumps, 173
Hydroelectric plants, 173.See also Electricity

Id (Muslim holiday), 73
Illegitimate children, 56
Illiteracy, 134
Implements, 34–35, 53
Imports, 92, 117
India, 10–11, 91–92, 153
Individualism, 124–125, 187.See also Self
Industrial hazards, 159
Infant mortality, 37, 135
Infants, 62–63
Infrastructure development, 142–143, 146
Inheritance customs, 58–59
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Culture, 171
International trade, 154–155, 183
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also Family life
Irrigation. SeeWater supply
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Kataks, 61, 63
Khambhir, 61
Khambit, 30
Khangus, 58, 59
Khor, Martin, 162
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Ladakh Ecological Development Group,
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Ladakh Project, 167–179, 190
Lamas, 63, 108
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Languages, 13, 82, 126, 152, 161
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Leh, 115–117, 177
Lhabas, 42–44
Lhangsde, 54
Lhatos, 27, 78
Lhu, 19, 62
Life expectancy, 38
Lighting, electric, 139–140, 173
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Lobzang (shopkeeper), 104
Lorapas, 49
Loto, 42

Maathai,Wangari, 162
Magpas, 58
Mahayana Buddhism. See Buddhism
Mangyoo, 12
Mar, 30
Markala, 32
Market economy. See Money economy
Marriage, 55–58, 69, 71, 128
Meat, 31
Media, 123–124. See also Films
Medicine

modern, 118–119, 134–135, 159
traditional, 37–44, 158

Meditation, 81–82
Men, 127. See also Sex roles;Young men
Mental disturbances, 41
Milarepa (poet-sage), 75
Milk, 30–31, 112
Mills, 53, 105, 173
Modernization. See Development
Monasteries, 15–16, 77, 78, 79–81, 128
Money economy, 101–104, 114, 141–142.
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Monks, 52, 62, 69
Monogamy, 128
Mons, 10, 48
Mothers, 64, 86
Mourning, 52
Mud construction, 32, 119, 168
Multinational corporations, 155
Muslims, 73, 128–129

Nagarjuna (scholar), 74–75
Names, personal, 63
Namgyal (villager), 49–50, 57, 58
Natitpas, 60
Neighborliness. See Community life
Neurosis, 41
Ngamphe, 11, 30, 140
Ngawang Paljor, 83
Ngawang (villager), 45
Norbu (brother of Tsewang), 58
Norbu (monk), 16
Norbu (shepherd), 27, 29, 49
Norbu (villager), 116–117
Nuclear energy hazards, 161
Nuclear families, 185–186
Nuns, 69
Nurrla village, 123
Nyeness, 78
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Nyingma Smanla, 108
Nyitse, 35

Obesity, 37
Old age, 67–68, 135, 185
Oma, 30
Oms, 63
Onpos, 19, 42, 59, 62, 63

Pace of life, 35, 106–107. See also Scale of life
Paljor (goba), 49–50, 124
Palmo (wife of Norbu and Tsewang), 58
Parental affection, 66
Paspuns, 51–53, 61, 85
Pastures, 13, 26–30
Peace of mind, 87, 182
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Personal relationships. See Interpersonal

relations
Pesticides, 117
Philippines, 161
Philosophy of life, 81–82, 87, 135. See also

Thought patterns;World view
Photoskar, 12
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Phu, 13, 26–30
Phuntsog Dawa, 168
Phuntsog (uncle of Sonam), 18, 31
Phyang Monastery, 77
Plants, 25. See also Agriculture; Barley;

Yagdzas
Plays, 169–170
Ploughing, 23, 106
Polyandry, 55–57, 58, 128
Polygamy, 57–58
Population, 56–57, 93, 128, 135, 150–151
Power resources. See Energy resources
Prainaparamita, 78
Prayer flags, 78
Progress. See Development
Pumps, 173

Rabhi, Pierre, 162
Radiation exposure, 152
Radio, 123–124
Rares, 53
Red Hat sect, 15
Reductionism, 188–189
Reincarnation, 81
Relationships, personal. See Interpersonal

relations
Relativity, linguistic, 82
Religions, 73, 108–109, 128–130. See also

Buddhism; Household gods; Spirit
worship

Remedies, folk, 40–41
Ridzong Monastery, 15–16
Rigzin (dramatic character), 170
Rinchen (brother of Angchuk Dawa), 79–80
Rinpoche (high lama), 63
Ritual. See Ceremonies and festivals
Rivalry, 128–130
Roles. See Sex roles; Social roles

Sadak. See Spirit worship
Sakti, 54
Salt, 101
Samadhirajasutra, 72
Samsara, 74
Sankar village, 120
Sazgo namgos, 78–79
Scale of life, 50–51, 181. See also Pace of life
Schumacher, E. F., 167
Scientific manipulation, 148–149
Security, personal, 187, 188. See also

Happiness
Seeds, 147, 165

Self, 75, 81, 85, 187. See also Individualism
Self-reliance, 26, 48, 101, 111
Self-respect, 84, 113, 125, 171, 187
Semba, 82
Sex roles, 31–32, 69, 126, 166. See also Men;

Women
Sexuality, 41, 56
Shadi, 55
Shamans, 42–44
Shiva,Vandana, 162
Skangsol, 22–24, 66
Skara village, 123
Slings, 29, 49
Small Is Beautiful (E.F. Schumacher), 167
Smanla family, 108–109
Snow leopards, 30
Social classes, 48, 103–104, 107, 137
Social roles, 66–67
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Solar energy technologies, 147, 168–169,

172–173, 177–178
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Sonam Angchuk, 178
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equanimity of, 46
family life of, 126
at Skangsol, 22, 23–24

Sonam Dawa, 178
Sonam Dorje, 178
Sonam Paljor, 171
Sonam Rinchen, 128
Sonam Tsering, 54
Sowing, 19–20, 53–54
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Species diversity, 182
Spinning, 31–32
Spirit possession, 42–44
Spirit worship, 19–20, 32, 42–44, 62, 79. See

also Household gods
Spontaneous intermediaries, 47–48
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Stagmo village, 139–140
Standards of living, 143, 145
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Storytelling, 36
Stoves, 34, 78
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Students’ Educational and Cultural

Movement of Ladakh, 176
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Sunyata, 73–74
Surgery, 41
Sweden, 190–191
Symbols, Buddhist, 16, 17, 78–79

Tagi shamo, 30
Tarchens, 78
Tashi Rabgyas

on English culture, 190
linguistic work of, 13–15
on sunyata, 73–75
on technology, 105–106
on tourists, 91
at weddings, 60, 61

Tea, 30
Technological change, 105–109
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Telephones, 107
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Thankas, 77, 175
Theater, 169–170
ThirdWorld, 156, 161–162
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Philosophy of life;World view
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Tibetan language, 13
Tibetan Mahayana Buddhism. See Buddhism
Time, 35, 106
Titka gatpa, 41
Tongde, 55
Tools, 34–35, 53
Tourism, 93, 94–100, 124, 167
Trade, 154–155, 183
Transportation, 107, 158, 183
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Tsans, 79
Tsering Dolkar, 17
Tsering Dolma, 83, 103
Tsering Dorje, 107–108
Tsering (sister of Deskit), 26–27, 30
TseringWangyal, 59–60, 62
Tsermang, 25
Tsewang (brother of Norbu), 58
Tsewang (lhaba), 42–44
Tsewang Rigzin Lagrook, 178
Turbines, 173
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Urbanization, 102, 115–121, 153, 184
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Villages, 11, 48–50

Waste disposal, 25–26, 117–118
Water mills, 53, 105, 173
Water supply
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Western culture
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perceived by Ladakhis, 95–98, 169, 177
renewal of, 180–192
world view of, 188–189
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Yellow Hat sect, 15
Yeshe (doctor), 64
Young men, 98, 136, 152, 176, 177
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