Wealth redistribution entrenches the fascination with money and material consumption—limiting ourselves by only realizing basic needs solves
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By redefining these moral qualities as “noble wealth,” Buddhism draws attention to the fact that the single-minded pursuit of material wealth will not make human beings happy or even rich. A world in which envy (issa) and miserliness (macchariya) predominate cannot be considered one in which poverty has been eliminated. This follows from the second noble truth of the Buddha: the cause of dukkha is tanha “craving”. When human beings gain an intense acquisitive drive for some object, that object becomes a cause of suffering. Such objects are compared to the flame of a torch carried against the wind, or to a burning pit of embers: they involve much anxiety but very little satisfaction — an obvious truth repressed by immediately turning our attention to another craved object. For Buddhism such a proliferation of wants is the basic cause of unnecessary ill-being. This implies that poverty can never be overcome by proliferating more and more desires which are to be satisfied by consuming more and more goods and services. In some places this may result in the elimination of material poverty for many or most, yet at the cost of promoting a different kind of poverty that is even more harmful. In short, there is a fundamental and inescapable poverty “built into” a consumer society. For that reason, development projects which seek to end poverty by “developing” a society into an economy focused on consumption are grasping the snake by the wrong end. From a Buddhist point of view we should not be surprised that such efforts in social engineering end up creating more problems than they solve. This is not a criticism of wealth itself: as in the Bible, not money but love of money is the source of evil. However, wealth must be acquired by righteous means, through one’s own efforts without using immoral or exploitative methods. Economic activity involving injury to human or nonhuman life, or undermining the moral ideals of a society, however beneficial that may be according to purely economic criteria, is unacceptable from a Buddhist perspective. Is this image of our human nature and its potential too idealistic? I don’t think so: in fact, this approach reflects better than economic theory the attitudes of most societies not already conditioned by advertising into believing that happiness is something you purchase. According to my favorite definition, by the Vietnamese teacher Thich Nhat Hanh, Buddhism is “a clever way to enjoy your life.” Confusing the quality of one’s life with a quantitative “standard of living” is, in contrast, a stupid way. Many of the Third World peoples we have been so eager to “develop” seem to be more aware of the difference than we are. The first World Bank definition of poverty was based upon the crude criterion of average national income. Since then the Bank has become more sensitive to differences of income among sectors within a country, and now even within families. For economics, however, lack of income remains the basic criterion of ill-being, perhaps because some such numerical measurement is necessary to satisfy the economist’s craving for statistical assessment. Gross National Product is a lot easier to gauge than General Well-Being. As a result, development agencies have been slow to realize what many anthropologists have long since understood: in traditional societies, especially rural communities, income is not the primary criterion of well-being; it is sometimes not even a major one. One of the things we found in the village which surprised us was people’s idea of well-being and how that related to having money. We talked to a family, asking them to rank everybody in the village from the richest to the poorest and asking them why they would rank somebody as being less well off, and someone as poor. And we found that in the analysis money meant very little to the people. The person who was ranked as poorest in the village was a man who was probably the only person who was receiving a salary. (Delia Paul on a rural household in Zambia, quoted in Chambers, 179) When a master builder in a Bulgarian community was invited to rank people according to wealth, he “spontaneously enlarged the list of wellbeing criteria emphasizing the importance of children’s education, good health and a good humoured nature.... Interestingly, the less well-off group included the most wealthy person in the village — an unhappy, bad tempered fellow put at the bottom of the pile along with the drunks and the sick.” (quoted in Chambers, 179). From his study of the literature Robert Chambers concludes: “Income, the reductionist criterion of normal economists, has never, in my experience or in the evidence I have been able to review, been given explicit primacy” (178). To assume that we in the “developed” world know something about worldly well-being which such peoples do not is a form of intellectual imperialism that looks increasingly dubious. De-emphasizing income is something difficult for us to understand, since money is after all the “pure means” that enables us to buy anything. . . . or is it? Our obsession with economic growth seems natural to us because we have forgotten the historicity of the “needs” we now take for granted. That includes the need for a monetary income in Western societies now thoroughly monetarized and commodified, where anything can be converted into anything else through a common medium of exchange. Since our needs (or rather our wants) are now taken for granted as defining our common humanity as much as universal human rights do, we are encouraged to forget what for Buddhism is an essential human attribute if we are to be happy: the need for selflimitation. The fundamental human problem is not the technological and economic issue of meeting all our material needs — something psychologically as well as environmentally impossible — but the psychological and spiritual need to understand the nature of our own minds. For this reason any formulation of “needs” is as much a value judgement as it is a determination of fact. This is something Buddhism and other religions emphasize but economics does not acknowledge. Economics cannot avoid reducing the good to the amount because it factors all desires into its basic equation of scarcity, which derives from comparing limited means with potentially unlimited wants. Without having been seduced by the utopian dream of a technological cornucopia, however, it would never occur to most “poor” people to become fixated on fantasies about all the things they might have. For them, their ends are an expression of the means available to them. Insofar as they do this, we are imposing our own value judgements when we insist on seeing them as poor, or as living in a state of scarcity (again, except for the destitute unable to satisfy basic requisites for survival). It is presumptuous to assume that they must be unhappy, and that the only way to become happy is to start on the treadmill of a lifestyle dependent on the market and increasingly preoccupied with consumption. All this is expressed better with a Tibetan Buddhist analogy. The world is full of thorns and sharp stones (and now broken glass as well). What should we do about this? We can try to pave over the entire earth; or we can wear shoes. “Paving the whole planet” is a good metaphor for how our collective technological and economic project is attempting to make us happy. It will not be satisfied even when all the earth’s resources are transformed into products to be consumed. The other solution is for our minds to learn how to make and wear shoes, so that our collective ends become an expression of the renewable means that the biosphere provides. Why do we assume that “income/consumption poverty” is the same as ill-being? That brings us to the heart of the matter. For us, material well-being has become increasingly important because of our loss of faith in any other possibility of fulfilment — for example, in heaven with God, or the secular heaven of socialism, or even (due to despair about the ecological crisis) the future progress of humankind. Increasing our “standard of living” has become so compulsive for us because it serves as a substitute for traditional religious values — or, more precisely, because it has actually become a kind of secular religion for us. If so, our efforts to economically “develop” Third World peoples, who have their own spiritual traditions, may be viewed as a contemporary form of religious imperialism, a new mission to convert the heathen. . . . Despite their benighted violence, do “Third World terrorists” understand this aspect of globalization better than we do?
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