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Abstract  

This paper examines the conceptual, philosophical, and empirical distinctions between the Indian philosophical 

framework of Panchakosha and Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, two influential models for understanding human 

motivation and fulfillment.  

While Maslow’s model has become a cornerstone in Western psychology, management studies, and organizational 

behavior for explaining how individuals progress through needs related to survival, safety, social belonging, esteem, 

and self-actualization, it has been critiqued for limited empirical support, cultural bias, and a narrow focus on 

livelihood-oriented goals. Contemporary research suggests that human motivation is more dynamic and less strictly 

hierarchical than originally proposed.  

In contrast, Panchakosha, rooted in the Taittiriya Upanishad, offers a holistic framework that conceptualizes human 

existence as five interrelated sheaths — physical (Annamaya), vital energy (Pranamaya), mental or emotional 

(Manomaya), intellectual (Vijnanamaya), and blissful (Anandamaya) — mapping both psychological and spiritual 

dimensions of human life. Empirical studies in Indian psychology indicate correlations between Panchakosha 

dimensions and psychological well-being, pointing to its relevance in contemporary understanding of health, 

mindfulness, and personality development.  

This paper argues that while Maslow’s model effectively describes motivational processes that support functional 

living and livelihood, Panchakosha transcends this by addressing the meaning of life itself, integrating material, 

cognitive, emotional, and transcendental aspects.  

Through structural, philosophical, and functional comparisons, the study demonstrates that Panchakosha offers a more 

comprehensive vision of human fulfillment, especially in contexts that value self-knowledge, inner harmony, and 

existential fulfillment. Findings have implications for cross-cultural psychology, wellbeing studies, and integrative 

human development models. 
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1. Introduction  

Understanding human needs, motivation, and fulfillment has been a central concern of both Eastern and Western 

intellectual traditions, yet the assumptions underlying these traditions differ significantly in scope, purpose, and 

application. In Western psychology, Abraham Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs — proposed in the mid-20th century — 

has become one of the most widely referenced frameworks to explain human motivation and behavior. Maslow’s 

model suggests that individuals are driven by a sequence of needs, beginning with physiological survival and 

progressing through safety, social belonging, esteem, and culminating in self-actualization, often interpreted as the 

realization of personal potential and meaningful achievement. Maslow’s humanistic perspective provided a 

counterpoint to behaviorist and psychodynamic models, emphasizing growth, agency, and positive aspects of human 

functioning. However, subsequent scholarship in psychology has raised questions about the universality and empirical 

rigor of the hierarchical structure, its cultural bias toward individualistic contexts, and its applicability across 
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socioeconomic and cultural variations. Critics have noted that humans often pursue higher-order needs like 

relationships or creativity even when basic needs remain unmet, and that the purported hierarchy may not represent a 

strict developmental sequence in lived experience.  

In contrast, the ancient Indian philosophical tradition, especially as articulated in the Taittiriya Upanishad, presents the 

Panchakosha model, which conceptualizes human existence as composed of five concentric sheaths (koshas) ranging 

from the physical body to the blissful self. These sheaths — Annamaya (physical), Pranamaya (vital life force), 

Manomaya (emotional-mental), Vijnanamaya (intellect-discernment), and Anandamaya (bliss-consciousness) — 

together form a holistic framework for understanding personhood and well-being. Unlike purely functional theories, 

Panchakosha is inherently integrative: it does not merely outline states or stages of motivation but provides a roadmap 

for inner development, self-awareness, and ultimate fulfillment that encompasses psychological, ethical, and spiritual 

dimensions. Contemporary research in Indian psychology supports the relevance of Panchakosha for understanding 

well-being, showing significant relationships between kosha dimensions and mental health indicators like emotional 

regulation, cognitive balance, and social functioning.  

This paper argues that while Maslow’s Hierarchy effectively maps the motivational architecture of individuals 

operating within industrial, economic, and organizational environments (emphasizing livelihood, security, 

achievement, and social recognition), it remains primarily instrumental, focusing on functional living. Panchakosha, 

by contrast, situates human life within a holistic existential frame, concerned not only with functioning but with living 

fully — including the pursuit of meaning, inner harmony, and transcendental fulfillment. By juxtaposing these models, 

this study highlights essential philosophical divergences and proposes that a deeper understanding of human 

well-being emerges when these perspectives are interpreted in dialogue rather than in isolation, particularly in the 

context of cross-cultural psychology, integrative models of wellbeing, and contemporary wellbeing sciences. 

2. Civilizational Aims: Maslow vs Panchakosha 

2.1 Panchakosha: Complete Life 

Panchakosha, or the five sheaths, is an ancient Indian conceptual framework derived from the Taittiriya Upanishad, 

which outlines the layers of human existence. These five koshas are not merely abstract philosophical ideas; they 

represent a structured approach to understanding human life from the gross physical body to the subtlest level of 

blissful consciousness. 

1. Annamaya Kosha (Physical Body and Nourishment): This is the outermost layer, encompassing 

the material body and its needs, such as food, health, and physical well-being. While fundamental for survival, 

this kosha is understood in Indian philosophy as a means to experience life, not an end in itself. Proper care of 

the body supports the higher koshas but does not define ultimate fulfillment. 

2. Pranamaya Kosha (Life Force and Vitality): This layer represents prana, or the vital life energy 

that animates the body. Breathing, vitality, and the flow of energy are its focus. Practices like yoga and 

pranayama directly engage this kosha, demonstrating that human life extends beyond mere physical survival to 

include the regulation of energy and life force. 

3. Manomaya Kosha (Mind, Emotions, and Thoughts): The mind is the seat of emotions, desires, and 

cognitive processing. Panchakosha emphasizes the management of thoughts and feelings, encouraging clarity, 

balance, and emotional resilience. Mental discipline is seen as essential for progressing to higher layers of 

consciousness. 

4. Vijnanamaya Kosha (Intellect, Wisdom, and Discernment): Beyond the mind lies the sheath of 

intellect. It is the seat of reasoning, judgment, and understanding. Knowledge here is not only cognitive but 

integrative, linking experience with insight, and guiding ethical, moral, and spiritual decision-making. 

5. Anandamaya Kosha (Bliss, Self-Fulfillment, and Spiritual Realization): The innermost kosha 

represents pure bliss, transcendence, and self-realization. It is independent of material success, social 
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recognition, or external circumstances. Accessing this layer leads to moksha — liberation from the cycles of 

desire and suffering — and allows individuals to experience life in its most complete and holistic form. 

The Panchakosha framework asks fundamental existential questions: “Who am I beyond my body, profession, desires, 

and social roles?” It situates human life within a continuum of experience, suggesting that the ultimate aim is not 

merely survival or achievement but the realization of one’s true nature and the attainment of inner harmony. 

2.2 Maslow: Functional Human Motivation 

Abraham Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs emerged in the 20th century within a context of Western psychology that 

prioritized functional human motivation, productivity, and well-being within societal structures. Maslow sought to 

understand what drives humans to act, perform, and achieve. His model is structured as a pyramid of five levels: 

1. Physiological Needs: Basic survival requirements such as food, water, shelter, and rest. 

2. Safety Needs: Security, stability, protection from harm, and economic safety. 

3. Love and Belonging: Social relationships, friendships, family bonds, and inclusion. 

4. Esteem Needs: Recognition, respect, achievement, and social status. 

5. Self-Actualization: Realizing one’s potential, personal growth, and maximizing capabilities. 

Maslow’s framework implicitly asks: “What motivates a human to perform, succeed, and function effectively in 

society?” It emphasizes how human beings move from basic survival toward higher levels of individual potential, yet 

even self-actualization is largely ego-centered and achievement-oriented. Maslow’s model reflects the priorities of a 

capitalist, industrialized society focused on productivity, career success, and personal accomplishment. 

→ Civilizational Divergence: While Panchakosha seeks holistic life fulfillment, self-realization, and transcendence, 

Maslow’s framework is oriented toward survival, productivity, and social functioning. One is inward-looking and 

existential; the other is outward-looking and pragmatic. 

 

3. Structural and Functional Comparison 

Aspect Panchakosha Maslow 

Foundation 
Layers of human existence (physical body 

to bliss) 

Needs-based hierarchy (physiological to self-

actualization) 

Ultimate Aim Liberation, self-realization, and inner bliss 
Performance, achievement, and ego-centered 

self-fulfillment 

Dependency Inner awareness, spiritual discipline External conditions, social/economic stability 

Highest State 
Anandamaya Kosha – bliss independent 

of circumstances 

Self-actualization – achieved after lower needs 

are met 

Accessibility 
Universally accessible; anyone can attain 

fulfillment 

Mostly accessible to individuals with economic 

security and social stability 

Temporal 

Orientation 
Transcendent, beyond worldly conditions 

Sequential; fulfillment depends on satisfying 

lower needs first 

Focus 
Integration of body, mind, intellect, and 

spirit 

Individual achievement and personal 

satisfaction within society 

This comparison reveals that the two frameworks operate on fundamentally different planes: Panchakosha addresses 

inner life and existential meaning, whereas Maslow addresses functional motivation and societal adaptation. 
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4. Life Fulfillment vs Livelihood 

Panchakosha vs Maslow: Life Fulfillment vs Livelihood Motivation 

 

4.1 Maslow’s Livelihood Orientation 

Maslow’s hierarchy highlights needs that are deeply connected to material and social survival: 

• Safety, Esteem, and Recognition → these are tightly linked to career, income, social standing, and 

professional achievement. 

• Self-Actualization → often manifests as mastery in one’s profession, personal excellence, or public 

recognition. 

Applications in modern society include: 

• Organizational behavior and workforce motivation 

• Human Resource development strategies 

• Consumer behavior and marketing psychology 

Thus, Maslow provides a pragmatic roadmap for enabling humans to survive, function, and succeed — emphasizing 

performance and livelihood rather than ultimate life meaning. 

4.2 Panchakosha’s Holistic Vision 

Success is often measured in very narrow terms—salary packages, designations, social media followers, and external 

validation. We live in an era where a viral post can bring instant fame, and a pink slip can shatter self-worth overnight. 

In such a context, the ancient Indian framework of Panchakosha offers a radically different—and deeply relevant—

perspective on fulfillment. 
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Unlike modern models that place wealth (artha), recognition, and achievement at the center of human motivation, 

Panchakosha treats these as secondary outcomes, not ultimate goals. It reminds us that true fulfillment does not lie in 

what we possess or how we are perceived, but in how deeply we understand ourselves. 

The Panchakosha philosophy teaches that bliss is not a by-product of profession, position, or possessions. A startup 

founder after a billion-dollar exit, a professor in a classroom, a homemaker, or a monk in solitude—all are equally 

capable of experiencing inner fulfillment. What matters is not the role we play in society, but the quality of 

awareness we bring to our lives. 

This idea feels especially relevant today. Despite unprecedented access to technology, data, and convenience, we are 

witnessing rising levels of anxiety, burnout, and emotional exhaustion. The World Health Organization has already 

recognized burnout as an occupational phenomenon. Why? Because modern life often nurtures only the outer self 

while neglecting the inner layers of existence. 

Panchakosha addresses this imbalance by offering a universal and inclusive path. It is not reserved for sages in 

forests or spiritual seekers in isolation. It is equally applicable to householders managing families, leaders running 

organizations, and policymakers shaping nations. Anyone—regardless of background—can experience well-being if 

they consciously cultivate inner discipline and self-awareness. 

At its core, Panchakosha encourages us to live fully, not partially. It asks us to integrate: 

• Physical health (Annamaya Kosha) in an age of sedentary lifestyles, 

• Vital energy and resilience (Pranamaya Kosha) in times of constant stress, 

• Emotional balance (Manomaya Kosha) amidst information overload and comparison culture, 

• Intellectual clarity and ethical discernment (Vijnanamaya Kosha) in an era of misinformation, 

• And ultimately, inner joy and purpose (Anandamaya Kosha) beyond external success. 

When organizations today talk about “whole-person leadership,” “emotional intelligence,” and “well-being at work,” 

they are, knowingly or unknowingly, echoing this ancient wisdom. 

So, if Maslow’s hierarchy motivates humans to survive, strive, and succeed, Panchakosha goes a step further—it 

guides humans to live consciously, harmoniously, and meaningfully. 

Key Insight:  

While Maslow motivates humans to live, Panchakosha teaches humans how to live fully—by integrating the material, 

emotional, intellectual, and spiritual dimensions of life. 

And perhaps that is the leadership lesson our times need the most. 

 

5. Concept of Self 

“When we talk about leadership, success, or even happiness today, one word keeps coming up again and again: 

self.” 

We hear it everywhere—self-branding, self-care, self-made, self-optimization. LinkedIn tells us to build our personal 

brand. Instagram tells us to curate our best self. Corporate HR tells us to unlock our highest potential. 

And at the heart of this conversation lies a powerful contrast between Maslow’s concept of self and the Indian idea 

of self expressed through Panchakosha. 
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Let me start with Maslow. 

Maslow’s self is individualized, psychological, and largely ego-centered. His famous hierarchy of needs culminates 

in self-actualization—becoming the best version of who you already are. It is about maximizing talent, creativity, 

confidence, and achievement. 

In today’s world, this thinking fits perfectly with performance culture. The self is something to be developed, 

polished, optimized, and showcased. Promotions, awards, followers, citations, titles—these become markers of self-

actualization. Even at the highest level of Maslow’s pyramid, fulfillment is still deeply tied to personal achievement 

and social validation. 

There is nothing wrong with this. In fact, modern organizations, startups, and professional careers depend on this idea 

of self. Without ego, ambition, and identity, nothing gets built. 

But here’s the quiet limitation. 

Maslow’s self—no matter how evolved—is still operating within the boundaries of personality, role, and 

recognition. It improves the self, but it never questions whether the self itself is the ultimate truth. 

Now contrast this with Panchakosha. 

Indian philosophy asks a radically different question. Not “How can I become more?” but “Who am I, really?” 

Panchakosha describes the self as layered—Annamaya, Pranamaya, Manomaya, Vijnanamaya, and Anandamaya. 

These are not identities to be strengthened; they are instruments to be understood and eventually transcended. 

Here, the self is not the personality, not the job title, not even the intellect. The ultimate goal is Atman-realization—

the understanding of an eternal, unchanging self that exists beyond success and failure, praise and criticism, growth 

and decline. 

In a world facing burnout epidemics, mental-health crises among high achievers, and a constant fear of falling behind, 

this idea feels surprisingly contemporary. Today’s executives are turning to meditation, not for productivity, but for 

perspective. Founders are talking about meaning, not just valuation. Even global CEOs openly speak about detachment 

and inner clarity. 

Panchakosha does not ask you to build the self endlessly. It invites you to go beyond the self. 

And this is the philosophical divergence. Western psychology largely focuses on functional identity and ego 

fulfillment—how well the self performs in society. Indian philosophy focuses on existential liberation—freedom 

from the tyranny of the self itself. 

One builds a stronger “I”. 

The other dissolves the obsession with “I”. 

And perhaps the most relevant insight for our times is this:  

Modern life needs Maslow to function, but it needs Panchakosha to survive. 

True leadership today is not choosing one over the other—but knowing when to build the self and when to transcend 

it. 

That, ultimately, is the evolution of the concept of self—from achievement to awareness, from identity to insight, and 

from success to significance. 

https://ijsrem.com/


          International Journal of Scientific Research in Engineering and Management (IJSREM) 

                        Volume: 10 Issue: 01 | Jan - 2026                                SJIF Rating: 8.586                                      ISSN: 2582-3930                                                                                                                                               

 

© 2026, IJSREM      | https://ijsrem.com                                 DOI: 10.55041/IJSREM56294                                      |        Page 7 

 

6. A Balanced Debate 

When we speak about human development today, we often stand at the crossroads of performance and purpose, of 

achievement and awareness. In this context, two frameworks—one modern and psychological, the other ancient and 

philosophical—offer us powerful but distinct lenses: Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs and the Panchakosha theory. 

Maslow explains how humans survive and succeed in society. 

Panchakosha explains how humans live fully and realize their true nature. 

Maslow’s model is outward-facing. It asks: Are you fed? Are you safe? Do you belong? Are you respected? Are you 

able to perform? In today’s world of startups, KPIs, promotions, and productivity dashboards, Maslow speaks the 

language of modern institutions. It tells organizations how to motivate people, therapists how to heal psychological 

deficits, and leaders how to improve performance. 

In fact, if you look at contemporary corporate culture—employee engagement surveys, wellness initiatives, mental 

health policies—you’ll find Maslow everywhere, even when his name isn’t mentioned. From Google’s workplace 

perks to LinkedIn’s emphasis on belonging, Maslow’s thinking silently shapes how we design systems for human 

functioning. 

But Panchakosha begins where Maslow eventually pauses. 

If Maslow is about motivation for living, Panchakosha is about the meaning of life itself. 

The Panchakosha framework does not ask, What do you need to perform better? 

It asks, Who are you beyond performance? 

It takes us inward—from the physical body (Annamaya) to energy (Pranamaya), to the mind (Manomaya), to wisdom 

(Vijnanamaya), and finally to bliss or inner fulfillment (Anandamaya). In a time when we see burnout among high 

achievers, anxiety among the successful, and emptiness despite accomplishment, Panchakosha feels deeply 

relevant. 

Today, we are witnessing a paradox: people are climbing Maslow’s pyramid faster than ever—yet reporting record 

levels of stress, loneliness, and existential confusion. This is where Panchakosha offers what no performance model 

can—a holistic roadmap for inner alignment, self-awareness, and spiritual fulfillment. 

Maslow is highly effective for therapy, workplace motivation, and understanding human behavior within societal 

contexts. It provides practical, actionable guidance for human needs and performance enhancement. 

Panchakosha, on the other hand, was never designed for economic planning, organizational management, or 

quarterly targets. Its purpose is not efficiency—but wholeness. 

And that brings me to the most important point. 

This is not a choice between East and West, science and spirituality, or modernity and tradition. 

It is about appropriate application. 

Maslow helps us become functional human beings in society. Panchakosha helps us become fulfilled human beings 

in life. 
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In today’s world—whether we are educators, leaders, policymakers, or individuals—we need both. One without the 

other leads to imbalance: performance without purpose, or spirituality without grounding. 

When we acknowledge the strengths of both systems, we unlock a more complete understanding of the human 

journey: 

• Maslow for living well in the world 

• Panchakosha for understanding who we are beyond it 

And perhaps, the future of leadership, education, and human development lies not in choosing one—but in integrating 

both with wisdom.

 

7. Conclusion 

This analysis confirms that Panchakosha and Maslow operate on different dimensions of human existence. Maslow 

addresses external, livelihood-centered functionality — security, achievement, and recognition. Panchakosha 

addresses internal, holistic living — balance, wisdom, and bliss beyond material success. While Maslow provides 

practical strategies to enhance performance, social integration, and professional growth, Panchakosha offers guidance 

for complete life fulfillment and spiritual realization. Recognizing the distinction ensures scholars, educators, and 

practitioners can apply each framework effectively: Maslow to optimize functioning within the world, Panchakosha to 

understand and experience life’s ultimate purpose. 
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