The allure of money is what causes endless desire for growth and more—it reinforces capitalism and makes it infinitely regressive.
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In Socially Engaged Buddhist Economics, we have to be continuously and mindfully examining our motivations as well as our social arrangements and make clear the distinction between the motivations that stem from greed and those that stem from in impulse for creative self-development, of which healthy entrepreneurship and business enterprise building can be a part. The corporation is at the center of a vast network of powerful commercial, financial, government, media, and monetary institutions— a corporate hegemony. Within that hegemony, the largest Fortune 500 corporations and leviathan bank holding companies are the dominant institutions by virtue of concentration of wealth and revenue. From the holistic view, therefore, the corporation is viewed not as a business model, but as an institution. Moreover, it is not just an institution existing in isolation, but is part of a system of institutions that play a dominant role in contemporary culture. This culture is shaping the intentions, values, and motivations of a large segment of the American population, with little regard or attention being paid to whether we are contributing to our wellbeing.
Captured by the allure of ever-rising wealth accumulation, people pour trillions into pension funds, hedge funds, mutual funds, etc., because of the promise that these investments are going to continuously appreciate in value and will provide for us in our retirement or pay for our children’s education. When these funds began racking up double digit returns, dreams of becoming millionaires spread, everyone wanted more. Institutional investors including pension funds with defined benefits sought higher and higher returns wherever they could find them. Bond returns were too low, and the allure of risky ventures became irresistible. A kind of institutionalized gambling addiction was created. Like all addictions, this is fraught with delusion. Parents used to say to their children that money doesn’t grow on trees implying that you have to work for it. That has changed and money now is always expected to grow at an extraordinarily fast rate in investment funds stretching out into an infinite horizon of financial wealth.
This expectation is a major force for economic expansion. If the money side of the economy is expected to keep ballooning out, it follows that businesses are pushed to generate new sales and create new markets. If they succeed, then the businesses are rewarded with higher stock prices and management with hefty bonuses. The profits businesses make from their new sales provide financing for new capital, which will drive production and sales even higher. For that, though, they need to find more consumers with voracious appetites. In time, this forms into a perfect circle or positive feedback loop. We expect and demand that our financial wealth continue to accumulate, this financial growth is derived from expanding business profits, business profits are derived from expanding sales, and expanding sales are predicated on the creation of a consumer culture that idolizes the accumulation of financial wealth.
Most of us will find it nearly impossible to let go of these deeply held beliefs. Even when the physical world is reeling from climate change, the defensive response is to deny the evidence. When the evidence becomes irrefutable, we are compelled to find logical loopholes or that the science is biased. Widespread cognitive dissonance obliges us cling even harder to the belief that unencumbered financial markets will always accrue and our wealth will always compound are the true one and only destiny With the inner work of mindfulness people can unshackle themselves from all of this become empowered to do the outer work of social change. There are already many people from socially engaged Buddhist movements who are creating new models ranging from local bakeries to new global development paradigms at the United Nations with the hope of making change for the better in local communities and internationally. We will further see that there is a body of ideas that is being created by Buddhists and non-Buddhists that are important in this movement— scholars, economists, philosophers, and activists—who are helping us gain a deeper understanding of our problems and providing guidelines for developing new ways of thinking and acting in the economic world.
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