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Chapter 1: 

 

Needs Versus Wants  

 

“There is enough for everybody’s need but not 

for everyone’s greed.”

 

- Mahatma Gandhi  

 

Gandhi gave this statement in reaction to the mercantilist policies of the British imperial empire. However, it is still pertinent to the present-day  situation  of  the  growing  power  of  want  and  feelings  or  needs  of human beings. To understand the difference between what one wants and needs, one must dive deeper into the practical aspects of life. Almost everyone experiences the feeling of need- the need to live in a house, the need to have food, or the need to have clothes. The problem arises when the wants of humans outnumber their needs. As a result, more and more things create frustration among people and increase the lacuna between the haves and have nots, which is responsible for social disharmony.  

The difference between needs and wants looks so simple. However, it isn’t easy to explain. Everything that each living organism needs is at its  disposal.  For  example,  a  polar  bear  must  live  in  cold  temperatures because of its heavy fur and thick skin. So polar bears are found at the poles of the earth, as it is the basic need of a polar bear.  

As  a  result,  one  cannot  find  a  polar  bear  in  African  savannahs. Similarly, an African lion cannot be found in the Himalayan mountains because the Himalayan region is not a habitat for the lion’s prey. Hence, a lion can be found only where the prey it needs can be found. The same Needs can be social: Belonging and Affection. In addition, needs can be categorized  on  an  individual  basis,  such  as  knowledge  and  self-expression.  

On  the  other  hand,  want  is  something  that  we  desire  and  is  not necessary for our survival, in most cases. For example, a person wants to buy  an  expensive  watch.  However,  having  an  expensive  watch  is  not crucial for the survival of human beings. Likewise, a person with dozens of expensive designer suits longs for more costly dresses, which depicts nothing but the lust of humans to acquire more.  

One must comprehend the difference between need and want to run the  affairs  of  life  smoothly.  Before  making  any  decision,  one  must analyze whether it is a necessity or a luxury. For example, food is a basic need of life, but dining out daily at an expensive restaurant will convert that need into a want. People usually fail to draw a fine line between want and need. One should remember that want is never satisfied. Therefore, practicality suggests that one should always prioritize needs over wants.  

Want as a need and need as a want: A transformation that can result in both destruction and harmony. 

Sometimes, want can become a need as well. Also, in some cases, a need can transform into a want. For instance, a person with respiratory disease  wants  oxygen  for  survival,  as  this  need  for  oxygen  cannot  be fulfilled by natural air. This is a type of want that falls in the category of need as well. Likewise, an individual with acute diabetes wants insulin daily, which is a want that falls in the category of need.  

On the other hand, if a need becomes a want, it is considered a social dilemma because a need is transformed into a want due to a genuine lack of privilege in life. For example, a poor man wants to have two meals a day, which is a basic need of humans. However, it becomes a want for the poor in light of social disparity and the unjust distribution of wealth.  

Do I really need this thing, or is it just a desire?  

Asking oneself what one needs is an existential question. If a person knows what he/she needs, then that person understands what he/she doesn’t need. This is where the greed factor of humans comes in and urges them to want. Questions like “Do I need a new pair of shoes?” Or, “Do I need to have a new stereo in my car?” Often reflects the perplexing nature of human thoughts while drawing a line between a want and a need. One needs to have complete clarity about their needs and wants. One  should  be  practical enough  to  spend  on  needs  first  and  then  on wants. People who get confused between the differentiation of wants and needs tend to overspend when it comes to wants, considering them to be needed. It is therefore imperative to find an equilibrium between the two. It will help treat the basic needs first, and then some of the wants may also be achieved without facing any financial difficulty. Finding the balance between the two is the real art of life. This is a kind of art that cannot  be  learned  in  any  school  or  university.  Lessons  of  life, experiences,  and  ups  and  downs  of  life  assist  a  person  in  finding  an equilibrium between the two.  

Media and marketing sometimes play a major role in transforming the public’s  perception.  Different  products  that  are  considered  wants  can look like a necessity to people due to media marketing. A person forgets to ask themselves whether the product they need is really a ‘need’ or is it a  want  that  looks  like  a  need  under  the  influence  of  marketing.  For example, a person suffering from dehydration will definitely need a drink. This  need  could  be  changed  into  a  want  if  the  person  demanded  a branded  sports  drink  for  rehydration.  This  change  occurs  under  the influence of marketing, and a person forgets to ask themselves whether it is a necessity or a desire. So, one should remember that human wants are  unlimited.  A  new  want  is  created  as  soon  as  the  one  is  satisfied. Therefore, it is wise to ask one’s inner self about the necessity or desire for something before acquiring it.  

Moreover, he will also be giving back to society by hiring people for his  business.  In  short,  his  longing  for  a  single  want  will  leave  a  great positive impact on the individual and the social level. So, some wants are actually  good  for  the  overall  progress  of  society.  The  positive  side  of wants can be further understood by looking at some of the examples given below.  

The  most  critical  and  practical  example  of  a ‘good  want’  can  be software  usage  in  corporations.  In  today’s  modern  world,  every organization needs software to perform its day-to-day tasks smoothly. The desire to have everything live in the ‘cloud’ has given birth to the multi-billion-dollar software industry. The organizations went on to the updated versions of software tools as well. Though many organizational tasks  can  be  performed  without  software  services,  they  still  opt  for expensive  software.  For  instance,  the  accounts  department  of  any middle-tier  organization  can  easily  perform  its  daily  operations  using spreadsheets only. Instead, most organizations use accounting software and tools. Analyzing this example thoroughly, one realizes that this ‘want’ of organizations has made their employees’ tasks easier. Further, a want of such type gave birth to a new industry, which contributes to the overall progress of the society.  

To understand the importance of wants on an individual level, one can look at some of the desires of a child that prove beneficial for the child’s development. For example, a child asks his/her parents to buy him/her  a  new  storybook,  which  contains  a  pictorial  description  of events as well, just like a book that he/she saw at his/her friend





index-2_1.jpg





