Economic Aspects of Social & Environmental Violence from a Buddhist Perspective.

         I have been asked to write on some economic aspects of social and environmental violence, approaching the subject from a Buddhist perspective. Indeed this invitation offers a wide range of choices, but I shall try to keep my subject matter fairly general and straightforward. The present economic reality, widely known as neoliberal capitalism, prizes the accumulation of profits over human wellbeing and environmental sustainability. As such, it is criminal and hence definitely not the way to regulate or organize the global society. The present trend however is of increasingly giving the agents and institutions of capital a free hand to do so. 

         The main beneficiaries of this violent and highly unjust system are invariably transnational corporations (though some critics prefer to call them transnational tyrannies), big financial investors, and their supporters. Roughly two-thirds of what is known today as world trade are simply intra-firm or inter-firm trade. Small wonder that they are virtually the present-day ‘masters of the universe,’ increasingly accumulating special rights, influence, and power vis-à-vis the mass of humanity. An open secret is that the wealthiest 20 per cent of the world’s population receive 83 per cent of the world’s total income—a fact that no longer creates consternation or moral outrage in the mainstream; rather it is taken as a healthy phenomenon that will contribute to human progress. Moreover, the environment is being plundered to quench the greed—which happens to be a bottomless pit—of the few. Inevitably, this creates a two-tiered system both within and between countries; a small opulent minority builds their castles on the suffering and impoverishment of the absolute majority of humanity. A large segment of humanity enjoys freedom with no opportunities and has the freedom to starve but not freedom from poverty. Everyday thousands of children are dying from easily preventable disease. Millions more are malnourished or starving. It is against this backdrop that we need to discuss some of the economic aspects of social and environmental violence from a Buddhist perspective.

* * *

         Let us first deal with the production side of the capitalist equation. What is its main driving force and value system? How do they impact social organization and the environment? Undeniably, the fuel that keeps the capitalist engine running is profit: the more of it, the better, the argument goes. Hence, corporations must be free to pursue it—at all costs. The ends justify the means. It is also argued that the profit generated by the system will eventually trickle down to benefit the mass of humanity. The available evidence points otherwise. To be fair, capitalism does generate some benefits to humanity, but they are largely  unintended by-products of the system. 

         In the mainstream discourse, profit is said to derive solely from enterpreneurship—a concept that acts as a soda-bicarbonate for intellectual and moral indigestion. In reality, the easiest and cheapest way to reap massive profit is exploitation or ostracism: one is rich by keeping or making others poor, directly or otherwise. The masters then seek solace in the tenuous assumption that the global economy utilizes the best and disposes the rest. Furthermore, the environment is seen as a sub-system of international capitalism, not vice versa. Hence it is to be raped in order to lubricate the wheels of the capitalist machine. Put differently, the insatiable quest for profit upheld by capitalism really reflects greed, hatred, moral callousness, and wanton criminal negligence towards the wellbeing of the people and environment. The name of the game is getting ahead even at one another’s expense, to rise to the top of the pecking order. If one frequents any bookstore one is likely to find business books with interesting titles such as Divide and Rule and Colonizing the Market. This nefarious aggressiveness is benignly known as “free competition” in mainstream parlance. Those that succeeded to the top are lauded as “efficient.” If allowed to have a firm grip on the people, these values will necessarily generate a grotesque society of violent, selfish, anti-social environmental-plunderers. A founding father of the free market system, Adam Smith, himself, derided acquisitiveness, selfishness, and greed as “the vile maxims of the masters of mankind;” of course, this is expected out of a child of the Enlightenment. 

         However, let us now turn to Buddhism and profit. Capitalism may be an efficient and rational socioeconomic system, but its morality is highly dubious. To put it less charitably, the morality of capitalism is conspicuous by its absence. The so-called triumph of capitalism in the late twentieth century in fact exploded the moral world, removing all moral (and increasingly legal) restraints to the accumulation of profits. 

Unlike (neo-liberal) capitalism, Buddhism respects and upholds the primacy of all sentient beings—not of non-corporeal corporations. Also, Buddhism critically differs from capitalism in that it does not make a virtue out of self-interest, greed, and self-aggrandizement—out of the masters’ vile maxims. Unfortunately, the masters’ vile maxims are gaining ascendancy in, for example, educational institutions and the mass media. The logic is simple: the more the guardians of the brutal system, the more stable it will be. 

         Buddhism denounces and renounces greed, because it is seen as leading one down the perfidious road of aggression and hatred—in a word, of suffering. Greed can never lead to satisfaction, individually or collectively. Thus Buddhism seeks to show how to be content with changing oneself—that is, self-cultivation—and emphasizes the importance of caring about, promoting, and benefiting from one another’s wellbeing. Whereas capitalism treats a person as only half-human—the economic dimension e.g., greed, hatred, and selfishness is cultivated to the exclusion of other considerations—Buddhism approaches a human person holistically. The mind and heart must be cultivated, and diversity must be nourished in social relations and in human relations with nature. A human person is an “interbeing.”

         At the individual level, this means the practicing of, inter alia, the Four Sublime Abodes (Brahma Vihara). They are as follows:

A) Metta or loving-kindness towards oneself and others. Yes we all desire to be happy and have every right to do so. Nevertheless, through practicing the precepts and meditation, a different state of happiness can be achieved. It is a state of happiness where the mind is harmonious with oneself as well as with others. It renders assistance and benefits without ill will and without the malice of anger and competition. Once one is tranquil and happy, these qualities will be spread to others as well.    

B) Karuna or compassion can only be cultivated when one recognizes the suffering of others and, consequently, is driven to bring that suffering to an end. Undoubtedly a rich person who does not care about the miserable conditions of the poor lacks this quality. It is terribly difficult for him or her to develop into a better person. All those who lock themselves up in ivory towers in the midst of a shockingly unjust world cannot be called compassionate. In Mahayana Buddhism, one vows to become a Bodhisattva and forgoes one’s own nirvana until all sentient beings are free from suffering. In other words, one cannot remain indifferent. Rather one must endeavor to help others and alleviate or mitigate their suffering as much as one can. The essential characteristic of any healthy community/society is its principle of inclusion. As we become more attuned to compassion as the instrumentality of social organization, we can embrace the community.

C) Mudita or sympathetic joy is a mental condition whereby one genuinely rejoices when others are happy or successful in a number of ways. One feels this without the flame of envy even when a competitor gets ahead.   

D) Upekkha or equanimity refers to the state in which the mind is cultivated until it becomes evenly balanced and neutral. Whether one faces success or failure, whether one is confronted with prosperity or adversity, one is not “moved” by it.

         The Four Sublime Abodes are to be developed step by step from the first to the last. Even when one is not perfect, one must set one’s mind toward this goal. Otherwise, in one way of the other, one’s dealing with the self or with others will tend to be harmful. Moving towards happiness and tranquility rather than towards worldly success and material progress, a Buddhist is then in a position to develop his or her community—the family, neighborhood, village, etc. An individual who is awakened by these realities is called Purisodya. Once this awakening is gradually shared with others ultimately the whole nation may be awakened to the threats posed by capitalism, including its ethos. 

         Moreover, in a time of moral emergency like now, the Buddhist teaching of the Four Wheels may serve as useful antidotes to the detrimental values of capitalism. As a cart moves steadily on four wheels, likewise human development should rest—and this point cannot be overemphasized—on the four dhammas, namely, Sharing, Pleasant Speech, Constructive Action, and Equality. 

A) One must share (dana) what one has with others—be it goods, wealth, knowledge, time, labor, etc. Capitalism on the other hand upholds the dictum “all for myself and nothing for other People,” in Adam Smith’s telling phrase. Powerful transnational corporations control the access to essential commodities such as food, drugs, and technology. Yes they are all made available to us—for a high sum of course. To a large extent, dana is still practiced in most village cultures. We should strengthen the concept of dana and spread it to counteract the invasion of materialism and the ethos of competition by sharing, by leading less commercialized lifestyles. 

B) Pleasant Speech (piyavaca) not only refers to polite talk but also to speaking truthfully and sincerely. Its basic assumption is that everyone is equal. On the contrary, consumerism or the culture of capitalism, which will be dealt in greater detail below, posits that less commercialized lifestyles are inferior. People must be deceived to consume goods and services that they do not really need in the name of ‘high standard of living.’ 

C) Constructive Action (atthacariya) means working for one another’s benefit. Here again it is antithetical to the dynamics of the corporation. A corporation does not work to benefit its employees or the town or city it is situated in. Rather, it is only geared towards enriching the large shareholders. For instance, it seems that every time a corporation “downsizes,” the price of its shares would skyrocket. Thereby new rules must be promulgated whereby investors that have high stakes in the wellbeing of their localities are rewarded.

D) And finally Equality (samanattata) means that Buddhism does not recognize classes or castes, does not encourage one group to dominate or exploit the other. The global economy however creates a small caste of “winners” and mass hordes of “losers.” The winners take all, and their action is deemed perfectly legitimate under the banner of “free trade” and “free competition.” Hence, we urgently require “fair trade” not free trade.  

         In Buddhism, one is taught to be aware of the three root causes of suffering: greed, hatred, and delusion—the very things that capitalism promotes. They are great barriers to openness, compassion, and responsibility—in short, to the Buddhist conception of freedom, which is threefold. First, all people should be free from insecurities and dangers that threaten their existence such as poverty, disease, famine, etc. Second is social freedom. All people should be free from human oppression and exploitation; such a state presupposes tolerance, solidarity, and benevolence. And lastly is the freedom of the inner life. This means the freedom from mental suffering, from impurities of the mind that propel people to commit all kinds of evils. 

         To achieve such states, the practicing of dana (sharing or generosity), sila (moral precepts) and bhavana (mindfulness) is essential. 

         Examining the practice of dana, one can clearly see that giving is more important than receiving or taking. Giving enables us to restructure our consciousness; that is, away from selfishness towards selflessness. Additionally, we should be content with simple lifestyle, a lifestyle that is not obsessed with the accumulation of wealth at the expense of others. As Mahatma Gandhi pointed out, we should all live simply so that others can simply live. We must also be willing to share our wealth, knowledge, talents, time, etc. to benefit those that are less fortunate. Once we have restructured our minds to be more humble and less selfish, we will then be able to start transforming society to be more just, peaceful, and environmentally sustainable. Needless to say, dana is a radical departure from capitalism and consumerism. 

         The practice of sila is still useful in transforming the self and society. The Five Precepts entail the following: a commitment to abstain from taking life and from taking what has not been given; and refraining from sexual misconduct, false speech, and intoxicants that cloud the mind. It can be argued that the global economy at least violates the first two precepts.

         If we understand liberation as an impulse that seeks to enhance life in all forms, then the Buddhist ahimsa (non-killing) concept becomes a precondition for societal liberation and world peace. To generate peace and bring about liberation requires eliminating, or at least reducing, violence. The first precept deals with direct violence, but may also encompass structural violence. Structural violence may be defined as “institutionalized forms of violence involving, for example, women, children, minority groups, low income countries, or the rest of nature.” It is the culmination of greed, hatred, and delusion. Though less visible and hence less accountable, structural violence sets the ground for direct violence: Violence does not require direct confrontation. The structures of the global economy make possible exploitation and oppression on a scale that defies comment—actions that necessarily involve the loss of lives. These structures inclined the masters to violate the poor and the environment. Partly because of vested interests, the rich and powerful do not see these structures and their actions as violent. Besides they have a number of ideas that help legitimize and redeem these structures such as progress and development. Increasingly, trade laws are legalizing the exploitation and plunder of transnational corporations.

         Furthermore, the global economic structures facilitate the concentration of wealth, capital, and especially resources in the hands of the masters, denying them to the masses. Certainly, the masses’ permission of such conduct is found wanting—hence the violation of the second precept.    

         And if one perceives consumerism as deliberately deceptive, then one can also accuse the global economy of promoting false speech.  Modern education deals almost exclusively with the minds, not the hearts, of students. The most able (e.g., aggressive, competitive, etc.) are recognized and rewarded, although they need not be ‘good’ in the moral sense or aware of societal ills. Indeed many of the rich and powerful are unhappy. Directly or otherwise, their exalted positions are built on mass poverty and ecological devastation. This is in part a result of ignorance (avijja) or delusion (moha). Realizing the threat of ignorance or delusion, Buddhism encourages the cultivation of right mindfulness, which directly leads to inner peace and heightened awareness of social realities. 

         In order to build inner peace along with an understanding of social reality, one uses bhavana, the third Buddhist component to realize freedom. Often described as meditation, bhavana is better understood as ‘cultivation’ or ‘self-training.’ Contrary to popular belief, it does not merely mean sitting in solitude and engaging in some special form of internal contemplation. Bhavana really entails investigating, reflecting, learning—nourishing the mind in order to develop oneself towards enlightenment. In short, it is the practice of living daily as mindfully as possible. Thus one can engage in it even while performing daily routines. 

         Traditionally the first part of bhavana aims at achieving tranquility (samatha), at planting seeds of peace within. The second is comprised of the technique for understanding the true situation of one's psychophysical constitution and of the world. This is known as vipassana or insight meditation, that can be further developed into a tool for analytical thinking by way of causal relations or problem solving. With the ego detached, it becomes an internal factor of wisdom. Critical self-awareness leads to selflessness. 

         The Buddha said that tranquility is the most important prerequisite for self-cultivation and self-criticism, for the true understanding (prajna) of the self. It should be pointed out that understanding is different from intellectual knowledge, since it is filtered through both the heart and the mind. Understanding helps the individual to recognize his or her limits and to be more humble. At the same time, it promotes loving kindness and compassion: the individual will be in a better position to witness the suffering of others and to help eliminate the cause of suffering. Of course, when one tackles the cause of suffering, particularly in an oppressive social system, one usually gets hurt. Here bhavana facilitates the understanding of such danger as well as the forgiving of the oppressor. The oppressive system is hated and will be destroyed, but the oppressor will neither be despised nor executed. If one is aware of one’s anger, then one can envelop it with mindfulness, thereby transforming it into compassion. Thich Nhat Hanh says that anger is like a closed flower; the flower will only bloom when deeply penetrated by the sunlight of bhavana. The constant radiation of compassion and understanding will eventually crack anger, enabling one to perceive its depth and roots. Likewise, bhavana will fully open the flower buds of greed, hatred, and delusion.  

* * *

         So far, I have only offered a Buddhist glimpse at the production side of the capitalist system. I have tried to answer (cursorily of course) the question ‘What makes the masters tick?’ by examining their vested interest, mentality, and value system, and have analyzed some of their negative impacts on the society and environment. And contrasting Buddhism with capitalism, I have offered some suggestions on how to make Dhamma matter in everyday life; that is, how to correct the ills of capitalism and achieve liberation, individually and collectively. 

         Let us now turn to the second half of the equation: consumption. The masters’ vile maxims still dictate the nature of consumption in capitalism. (Therefore the Buddhist critique presented above is also relevant here.) After all, production and consumption form a vicious circle. Mincing no words, consumption is likewise driven by greed, acquisitiveness, and selfishness—albeit in a slightly different context. Here consumerism or insatiable consumption is equated with ultimate happiness and freedom, with self-realization. As David Arnott, an English Buddhist, explains 

              “By participating in the sacrament of purchase, sacrificing money, we can buy  

              an object that is not so much an object as a focus of images which grants us a 

              place in the system of images we hold sacred. For a while when we buy a car we 

              also buy the power, prestige, sexuality, success, which the advertisements have 

              succeeded in identifying with the car, or whatever the commodity is. 

              Consumerism works by identifying the sense of unsatisfactoriness or lack 

              (dukka) we all hold at a deep level of mind and then producing an object  

              guaranteed to satisfy that ‘need.’” 

         If transnational corporations are able to appease their greed for profits then consumers will be able to consume ‘happiness and satisfaction’ with greed, the argument goes. Both sides will benefit. Wonderful! In reality, greed, in whatever context, can only breed suffering. Furthermore, the enormous pressure that this vicious circle puts on the environment is all too apparent. 

         As the culture of economic globalization, consumerism directly nourishes the unlimited greed of soulless transnational corporations. It will take quite a talent to miss this observation: markets dependent on consumption and controlled by powerful corporations cannot do otherwise. The consumers cannot be expected to know what they want; the demand must be manipulated or generated. The Unconscious of the consumer must be ‘told’ what to purchase. Therefore, whereas the political and economic dimensions of globalization are marginalizing many people worldwide particularly the poor, consumerism seeks the active participation of all classes. As a form of greed, consumerism obscures the path to personal liberation. 


         In many respects, consumerism is able to dominate much of contemporary society because individuals have become alienated from their culture and from each other. The sense of community that led people to share scarce resources and work cooperatively has been supplanted by the vile maxims of the masters of mankind, by an anger or competitiveness that causes people to seek acquisitions at the expense of their neighbors. In sum, consumerism is a consequence of using greed and violence to regulate socioeconomic relations. 

         At the most profound level, consumerism owes its vitality to the delusion of the autonomous individualized self; a self that exists independently of social relations and of human relations with nature: a human person is thrown into the world. For the Buddha, it was clear that the ‘self’ constituted only a pattern of persistently changing experiences that had no more substance or permanence than those experiences. 

         We are deluded into seeking some transcendental subject, something that defines experience yet lies beyond the experience. We are exhorted to know ourselves and yet the ‘self’ in this dualistic system remains unknowable. For the Buddhists, this delusion is the fundamental cause of suffering. Ontologically, we become estranged aspects of our experiences of others and ourselves. Hence we are precluded from any meaningful conception of identity.

Consumerism provides an artificial means of defining our existence by suggesting that identity is realized through the process of acquisition. Put differently, consumerism is a perverse corollary of the Cartesian proof of personal existence: “I shop therefore I am.”       

         I have often referred to consumerism as a demonic religion because of the manner in which individuals become mired in a cycle of behavior that is fundamentally self-defeating: the insatiable desire for goods ultimately leads to despair or boredom.  

         However the Buddhist practice of mindfulness may help the individual to realize gradually that “I breath therefore I am.” Put another way, bhavana will help us synchronize our heads with our hearts. The primary result will not be greater intellectual power, which is amoral and compartmentalized. Rather, we will achieve real understanding or prajna. The less selfish we are, the more our prajna will merge with karuna or compassion. Prajna and karuna are important for leading an alternative lifestyle, for overcoming consumerism.  The two foster spirituality, which goes hand in hand with the engendering of harmony within ourselves, our society, and our natural habitat. In turn, this would help bring about social justice, fraternity, and ecological balance. 

         The deterioration of the community as a significant social, economic, and political system is both a cause and a consequence of consumerism in the contemporary world. Traditional communities in both the North and the South were predicated upon recognition of the interrelationship of all beings and the responsibilities that arise from that kind of relationship. Industrialization tended to undermine the conditions upon which traditional communities were constituted—no doubt a process that is still happening in the industrializing parts of the world. The exaltation of wealth and possessions (i.e., the legitimization of greed, hatred, and delusion) often led to the disintegration of these communities. Therefore the individual, isolated within the society, anchors to the new sense of purpose configured by the corporate culture. 

         Under market capitalism, individuals and communities are required to be completely dependent on the market for goods and services, which in turn must be consumed in ever-increasing quantities: the more the better. A new television set for everyone, a new car for everyone, and so on. Prosperity is defined as “more having.” Again, the adverse environmental implications are clear. In large part, economic growth is predicated on this dependent lifestyle: the greater the degree of market dependency, the greater the chance of having a high growth rate.    

         The control over one’s own sustenance must be surrendered to the market and the technocrats. No, you must not grow your own food. Rather you must shop in supermarkets (i.e., feed the multinationals). The availability of food is not a problem as long as one can afford to buy them: every person on his or her own. The only freedom is the freedom of consumption—or conversely, the freedom to starve. Along with this new pattern of behavior comes a new set of attitudes, which has already been discussed above. They are necessary and complementary to each other. Social organization or relation is necessarily fragmented, atomistic, and violent. The more people are concerned with amassing personal possessions at all costs, the less they would care about ‘the losers’ of the unjust system and about the state of the natural environment, the less they will be able to embark on concerted efforts to challenge the transnational tyrannies. Thus contrary to popular belief, economic globalization thrives on fragmentation —on indifference or lack of compassion. Fragmentation offers the best environment for the flourishing of mono-culturism, including that of the mind and heart. From a Buddhist perspective, this is not propitious at all for individual and collective liberation. 

         In Buddhism, prosperity is defined as “more being.” As such, it cannot be realized atomistically, only collectively and with an emphasis on spirituality. The Buddhist spiritual community is known as sangha. A sangha should be small, autonomous, and decentralized. The objective of the sangha is to live together in harmony with oneself, with the community, and with one’s natural surroundings; that is, not to exploit oneself and other sentient beings. In other words, members of the Sangha would have the time to cultivate seeds of peace within and to develop critical self-awareness. The realization of one’s optimal potentiality would, in turn, help enhance the understanding of the self and the world. The lifestyle pursued should be simple, content, self-reliant, compassionate, generous, and mindful. Such qualities are necessary in order to restructure one’s consciousness and overcome greed, hatred, delusion. What can be a greater threat to consumerism than voluntary simple lifestyle and self-reliance?  

         The basic philosophy of the sangha can be applied to the contemporary world. For instance, Gandhi’s vision of the village republic is quite similar the Buddha’s sangha. More recently, the promising Sustainable and Self-Reliant Communities Movement worldwide, which serves as a potent symbol of a fundamental critique of the violent international economic order and hence a rotten apple in the barrel in the eyes of the members of the rich men’s club, also shares a similar view.  

* * * 

         Let us turn to a concrete example and see an approximation of Dhamma and Buddhist freedom and happiness in action.

         In Siam (Thailand), there are several movements, secular or otherwise, in the direction of developing self-reliant and sustainable communities. The most notable one is probably that of the Assembly of the Poor. 

         Mind-deadened and long subdued, that is how the Thai ruling eiltes generally perceive the country’s poor, an attitude that is similarly shared by their counterparts elsewhere. The emergence of the Assembly of the Poor proved wrong their assumption, and the ruling class feels irritated and frustrated, if not threatened. The rabbles are no longer in line. As the Assembly put it, we are not satisfied with “being nothing more than cheap cheering crowds in electoral games….” The Assembly of the Poor has a history of protests against injustices and externalities resulting from the government’s developmental policy and economic globalization; for example, forced relocation without adequate compensation due to the constructions of dams, industrial pollution, and increased indebtedness of small farmers who are being uprooted by giant agribusiness.  

         The Assembly is perhaps an unprecedented movement in Siam and is one of the bright signs of the emergence of non-violent grassroots democracy in Southeast Asia. It is a sustained grassroots movement that first became visible in the mid-1990s, but its origins probably rooted in the early 1980s. The Assembly is an amalgamation of seven distinct networks, representing almost every region in Siam and comprising more than half a million members. At the heart of the Assembly are urban and rural small-scale agriculturists and manual laborers. They form the absolute majority in the movement. Non-governmental organizations, environmentalists, responsible intellectuals, students, and some individuals from the business community strengthen the sinews of the Assembly. Simply put, the movement is able to transcend class and regional divisions; a significant portion of the middle-class, which has traditionally tended to serve as buffers between the rich and the poor and hence perpetuating the elitist and unjust system, now supports the cause of the poor. Together they help voice the grievances and advance the interests of the poor in mainstream politics. 

         Things did not have to turn out this way. To a certain extent, the poor could have mitigated their material and psychological plight by becoming oppressors themselves, by exploiting each other. After all there is always someone weaker to take advantage of. Instead, they chose to fight for justice peacefully and collectively. They chose to survive and fulfill themselves by caring about, promoting, and benefiting from one another’s wellbeing. Perhaps, they realized that when the oppressed become oppressors, the system of exploitation hideously ramifies. And this cruel system must be put to its deathbed.   

         What binds these groups together is the sincere concern about socioeconomic changes and environmental degradation, about ‘fast-track capitalism’ and the pervasive negative impacts of globalization. For instance, at the end of the UNCTAD X meeting, the Assembly of the Poor along with other people’s organizations issued the People’s Declaration, which reads: “Our aim was to make it known that the poor have been severely affected by the implementation of governmental policies, which are emphasizing trade profits rather than the preservation of our natural resource base or to address our problems. We expect that our voices would be heard during the sessions so that the delegates of all governments would become aware of our problems, and would unite to tackle them…”—a plea that went unheeded.    

         True, the core members have long been hardly hit by the pressure to modernize and globalization. For example, thousands of families have been forcefully re-located due to the construction of ecologically destructive dams.  Local resources are being plundered for exports, an act that is justified in the name of increasing economic growth. Of course, these victims demand for, and they have every right to do so, compensation and the right to use local resources for local wellbeing and development. But no, they are not primarily driven by self-interest, a crucial point that is often missed in the mainstream. Rather, they are propelled by a vision of a more democratic and sustainable society; that is, one that is more just, participatory, transparent, compassionate, cooperative, respectful to the natural environment, etc.              

         What measures have the Assembly taken? Collaborating with non-governmental organizations and social activists, they are trying to establish/network communities that are by and large self-reliant, self-sufficient, and participatory; that live in harmony with the natural environment; that engage in voluntary simple life-style; that are contented with their cultures, identities, and (as it turned out, more appropriate) lifestyles; and that are concerned about broad issues of justice, locally, nationally, and internationally. All these suggest that the Assembly’s conception of happiness stresses ‘more being’ not ‘more having’: to them prosperity is seen as ‘well being’ not ‘well having.’ 

         The relationship between non-governmental organizations and activists, on the one side, and the core members of the Assembly, on the other side, is symbiotic. The leaders and advisors of the Assembly work closely together to identify activities that would strengthen the people’s movement and build sustainable and self-reliant communities. The former help to introduce the latter to knowledge on, for example, launching sustainable alternative agriculture, community businesses and organizations; on managing community resources; and on improving teamwork, cooperation, financial management and accountant skills, conflict resolution skills, and social and political analysis skills. The latter enrich the former group’s experience and knowledge with their indigenous wisdom, traditional values, and simple lifestyles. 

         In rural Southeast Asia, poverty can be vastly alleviated and exploitation reduced if local communities are empowered and move towards greater self-reliance and self-sufficiency; that is, if the poor could provide collectively for their own needs through their own resourcefulness and skills, employing a modest share of the earth’s resources. Mahatma Gandhi envisioned this when he stated “Not mass production, but production by the masses.” As Satish Kumar explains, “Mass production is only concerned with the product, whereas production by the masses is concerned with the product, the producers, and the process.”

         In fact, self-reliance was one of the hallmarks of Southeast Asian—and Buddhist—communities. Finding alternatives to market dependency and consumerism does not mean living in holes and digging roots to eat! For example, the sustainable community economic model emphasizes local production for local consumption (e.g., via the establishment of credit unions, cooperative shops, and appropriately scaled income-generating businesses). Money must circulate locally as much as possible: local currencies must be launched. Since priority is given to meeting local needs rather than to exporting or fulfilling the needs of the rich in urban areas, this means that industries or businesses are small-scale, taking from the environment no more than is locally needed—hence, for example, the emphasis on natural farming. Most important, the model cannot be realized without participatory management approaches, without fostering solidarity, cooperation, and teamwork within the community. It must be noted that there is no specific blueprint for setting up sustainable communities: a lot depends on the local culture and the diversity and availability of local resources. 

         Power asymmetry must be reduced before the poor and marginalized can achieve self-determination. The development/networking of strong, participatory, self-reliant, and self-sustaining communities will serve as the necessary bulwark against economic exploitation and cultural domination, and therefore will provide the necessary launching pad for the poor to prosper socially, economically, culturally, and spiritually in harmony with nature. As a direct by-product, the civil society will be strengthened for the poor would be able to participate more meaningfully in the state’s decision-making process; they would have more power to influence decisions democratically.    

         Last year, the small-scale farmers created their own University of the Poor, a forum to freely exchange current environmental, socioeconomic and political concerns and to learn from one another’s experience. The University of the Poor is linked with the Midnight University, which was pioneered by a number of progressive professors at Chiang Mai University, as well as with the Spirit in Education Movement, a non-governmental organization that I am involved with.

         Near Pak Moon Dam, thousands of Assembly members from all over the country have long been gathering on a rotational basis and have, consequently, established a protest settlement. The Assembly has protested here for many years, previously in an unsuccessful attempt to stop the construction of the dam and later to gain fair compensation for the loss of their livelihood. The government has reneged on the compensation for many relocated families. 

         This settlement has been gradually experimenting with aspects of self-reliant and sustainable community, thereby making a huge improvement in the quality of life there. For example, the following initiatives have been implemented at the protest settlement: 

1) A group was formed to operate a traditional healthcare center that offers herbal sauna, traditional massage, and medicinal herbs to the members of the settlement;

2) Several community businesses emerged. Producing for their own consumption, only the surplus is sold, thus meeting the needs of the members and reducing the amount of money flowing out from the community. Income generation enterprises there include the production of natural shampoos and dish-washing liquids, herbal teas and medicines, natural vegetables, microbe fertilizers, soya milk, and vegetarian food;

3) A youth environmental group was established; and

4) A pre-school center that is run by volunteer teachers was built. 

         To sum up, in the Buddhist context, liberating and sustainable lifestyles are possible if people live in small communities, surrounded by natural habitats; the achievement of human freedom in community is possible when the individual’s interests are in harmony with those of the whole. Buddhadasa Bhikku put it well:

              “The entire cosmos is a cooperative. The sun, the moon, and the stars live 
              together as a cooperative. The same is true for humans and animals, trees
              and soil. Our bodily parts function as a cooperative. When we realize that
              the world is a mutual, interdependent, cooperative enterprise, that human
              beings are all mutual friends in the process of birth, old age, suffering, 
              and death, then we can build a noble, even heavenly environment. If our
              lives are not based in this truth, then we shall all perish.”

* * *

         An unintended benefit of globalization is that it enables the oppressed and marginalized peoples worldwide to support each other’s struggle, to create transnational alliances that will help check the growing power and influence of the transnational tyrannies. Ironically, while economic neo-liberalism is creating massive socioeconomic inequalities, formal political democracy is spreading worldwide. Without mindfulness and compassion this combination is a recipe for social and political mayhem or instability. With Dhammic sensibility far-reaching socioeconomic and political changes are possible—a globalization based on cooperation, as opposed to competition, can be unleashed. 

         There are opportunities for great and constructive changes. But we, as concerned global citizens, must first reclaim our respective civil society and minds as well as the international society, all of which have long been colonized by greed (e.g. consumerism, profits, and capital), hatred (e.g. violence, distrust of mass participation, centralization, secrecy, militarism, etc.) and delusion (e.g. expertism, scientism, individualism  and competition).  

         No single action is sufficient to meet this challenge. Rather there must be concerted 

efforts to turn back the tide. Opposition to the global economy must be waged, but alternatives to it must also be laid out or experimented with. Reforms or changes need to be simultaneously made at the individual, local, national, and international levels.  

         For example, the activities of transnational corporations must be vigilantly inspected and made accountable to the public. The hidden agendas of the transnational capitalist class in the forms of free trade or investors’ rights agreements must be constantly exposed and subverted. Governments must increase their roles in regulating the market for the sake of public wellbeing and environmental conservation; the public and the environment must not be left to the mercy of the transnational oligopolies. Democratic participation by the public must be encouraged, not restricted to only casting ballots in elections. Alternative media must be set up to voice the concerns of the subaltern groups. Experiments with economic localization must be supported; this means independence from the global economy. Alternative lifestyles (e.g. voluntary simple lifestyles) must be sought and promoted to combat consumerism, lest cultural diversity and the environment are destroyed. Through time unregulated capital will homogenize all cultures like it had successfully broken down political, social, economic, and geographical barriers since its emergence 500 years ago. In the 21st century, the clash between cultures and capital is more likely than the so-called clash of civilizations. Values such as compassion, mindfulness, self-contentment, selflessness, and cooperation must replace selfishness, delusion, acquisitiveness, competitiveness, and hatred. And so on. 

         With patience, diligence, compassion, as well as solidarity we will be able to stymie, if not completely overcome, the exploitation of the mighty transnational corporations, the World Bank, the World Trade Organization, the International Monetary Funds, etc. Undoubtedly, this is no small feat. The best and brightest work for them, and they are equipped with the latest technologies. Furthermore, their mass media lure and tempt us daily into the demonic religion of consumerism, indoctrinating us with the “I-shop-therefore-I-am” equation.  But, however powerful they are, with the Buddhist practice of mindfulness, we will be able to experience the false as the false, to see the truth in the falseness of capitalism.

         To summarize what I have said, the basic philosophy of economic liberalism intrinsically contradicts the basic Buddhist principles in at least three aspects; the basic assumptions about happiness, the codes of conduct in terms of human relationship and the attitude toward nature.  All these three aspects are closely interrelated to one another.

         In Buddhism it is believed that to be happy one should be moderate in terms of material well being. Either wealth, power, recognition, or sensual pleasure can be harmful if we have too much or too little of each. We don’t believe that the more the better either for an individual or for  a collective.  However our ignorance always tells us to accumulate more and more of these four worldly things.  Modern economics endorses this ignorance to the extreme. 

         To be happy, we need to reduce our unwholesome desires either in term of greed, hatred, competition, selfish individualism, and selfish collectivism and cultivate our wholesome quality of life generosity, compassion, calmness and wisdom. Modern economics does the opposite. The unwholesome desires are the root cause of  unhappiness. To endorse it is to exploit and oppress first oneself and then unavoidably others. Hence both the poor and the rich are unhappy. 

         From this basic assumption, we can see that a good society is a society with a social environment that encourages the cultivation of the wholesome quality of life. This mean people are encouraged to live a moderately simple lifestyle and share wealth, power, respect with one another in a spirit of cooperation instead of competition, oppression and exploitation promoted by the present economic system. We should also make it clear that there is no space for production and trade of arms and chemical insecticide and fertilizer in the principles of Buddhist economics.

         From a Buddhist point of view, there is no contradiction between wholesome self-interest and the interest of the community when we talk about human relationship.

         In terms of our relationship with nature, the Buddhist teachings of generosity and compassion extend beyond fellow human beings to all sentient being. The precept not to kill extends to cover even insects that may bite us.  We look at the universe as a living being. When we share our merit, we also share it with the moon and the sun, the visible and the invisible. 

         As a good lifestyle is one of moderate simplicity, this also means that we take from nature as little as possible so that we can live harmoniously with our natural surroundings.  Like many other Asian and indigenous civilizations, the forest is vital to Buddhist civilization.  An ideal life is a life considering the absolute basic needs and living in the forest close to nature. The Buddha’s enlightenment happened in the forest and he spent the rest of his life wandering from forest to forest spreading his message of what a good life is.

         We can see that all these three aspects are closely inter-related. However to create a good society accordingly means a need for critical selection and rejection of many of the basic assumptions and principles of the Enlightenment that modern economics is based upon. Then we have to radically change the present structure of our society accordingly side by side with changing the structure of our consciousness.  
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