Modern, capitalistic, economics makes the human into a being that is pushed around by the system, by perpetrating the fear of lack—the aff only feeds into that desire for more, causing endless environmental destruction
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When we approach global warming from the individualistic (social atomism) perspective, the tendency is to argue that consumerism is the mother of all environmental problems. If people would just stop demanding so much stuff, so the argument goes, we would not be putting so much strain on the environment. As we emphasized here, greed and acquisitiveness, stem from deluded sense of self-attachment. In the Buddhist view, the ontology of self is emptiness. To those who have become self-attached, this is feared in the same way people fear the dark void of death. From this fearful existential state arises a kind of grasping or clinging ego. In a turn of mind from Descartes, the fearful ego may assert “I grasp, therefore I exist.” What do we grasp onto? This is anything and everything that could give a sense of being grounded. In Western cultures, this often takes the form of grasping onto money, possessions, and power. It could also be holding onto narratives, other people, careers. David Loy refers to these as “lack projects” (because we believe they will fill up our sense of lack) or “reality projects (because we believe they will makeus feel more real).”15 Consumerism is a term widely used to express lack projects that have grown into a sociological phenomenon.
The generally accepted view of consumerism, particularly in American culture, is that consumers are sovereign in the marketplace. Most proponents as well as critics of capitalism hold the belief that instinctive consumer demand is the prime mover in the basic economic processes. That is, consumers will express their demands in the markets and businesses dutifully follow. Proponents argue that growth serves to satisfy the demands of people, and critics argue that people are selfishly, or perhaps unwittingly, creating their own destruction with excessive demands. In either view, the line of causality begins with consumption and consumption drives production. There is truth in the assertion that consumerism and self-attachment are key elements in the creation of global warming. But we need to also see that the self-attached consumer is a product of social conditioning.
Recall pragmatist’s concept of the social self. Among the contributors to American pragmatism in the early twentieth century is Charles Horton Cooley. Though his career was spent at the University of Michigan teaching economics and sociology, he is still associated with the Chicago school founded by Dewey and Mead. Among his chief contributions is his interpretation of modern social pathology as a conflict between the values of primary groups such as families with institutional values. Love, spirituality, or creativity are qualities of humanity that are threatened by the corporate drive to commodify them. In time, through interaction, they lose their authenticity and become the consumer of commodities the corporations need them to be. The individual and the corporate institution, through this process of interaction, become one. Cooley emphasizes this notion that the individual and society are two sides of the same coin,
	A separate individual is an abstraction unknown to experience, and so likewise is society when regarded as something apart from individuals… In other words, ‘society’ and individuals” do not denote separable phenomena, but are simply collective and distributive aspects of the same thing.16
The consuming individual or consumer-self is a contextualist model of selfhood as socially constructed through a dialectic of self-firmament relationships. These relationships happen on multiple levels through interactions between individual and society, individual and nature, and body-mind. These interactions can be found in the economic processes in which the mind and body are compelled into action, as James and Dewey argue, by way of an internal drive. The form with which that action takes place depends to a large degree on the society in which the self-firmament interaction takes place, as well as the habitat. As we have seen with Veblen and Dewey the most powerful element in that interaction are the habits that have been reified into our institutional fabric and passed on from one generation to the next. To put this in Buddhist terms, the self and the institutional fabric are in a state of dependent origination. This conception goes a long way in our understanding how it can be that even though global warming is presenting a direct threat to the survivability of our species, we do not change our habits.
The question here is what kind of society or group is the individual interacting with and what are the priorities and purposes at the societal level? Such a question would be wasted on a neoclassical economist because they do not conceptualize that societies even exist, much less have a higher-level purpose. But recall Buddhist Peter Hershock and institutional economist Alan Gruchy who both argue a societal-level purpose should, in a normative sense, be directed toward social provisioning— providing for the foundational needs of people. Whether those needs are met depends on environmental conditions and social contexts. The corporate-dominated social firmament, however, is programmed to place the maximization of shareholder returns as the paramount societal-level purpose. Social provisioning is of secondary importance.
Lack projects and consumerism are the products of the dialectic interplay between self (fabricated ego) and the institutionally reified ego-self (corporate-dominated social firmament). In the holistic, systems view this is an emergent phenomenon existing as a result of grasping, fearful ego coming into an interactive relationship with its social context—a context that is awash with corporate marketing and the relentless drive to sell their products with the promise of filling the void. Consumerism came into being through this interactive process as a system condition and emergent phenomenon in the sense that it could not exist without both elements in the same way that water molecules could not exist without the interaction of both hydrogen and oxygen. The institutionalization of greed, profits from sales are the source of returns to investors, and these returns cannot be sustained without consumerism. The relentless drive for profits created the consumer culture that fuels the economic machine.
The corporate-dominated economy has a systemic need to sell things. If people show no inclination to buy these things, then the system will break down. To survive, the system must find ways—manipulation and seduction if necessary—to get people to buy more and more things that potentially have little or no relevance to their physical or spiritual wellbeing, or to that of their offspring. Marketing techniques have evolved with sophistication as it penetrates deeper into the fearful ego’s sense of lack with images and symbols that suggest comfort and fulfillment through consumption, not because it makes them better off, as consumption may or may not make them better off, but because the growth imperative of the capitalist machine requires it. By the time most people have reached maturity, they will have adapted to their culture’s overall “narrative” and will subscribe, consciously or not, to any number of subsidiary religious, political, social, scientific, or other disciplinary paradigm.
Ongoing growth in production and consumption is not just some haphazard thing that people do by chance, it occurs deliberately in response to the economic system’s requirement to produce and sell everlarger amounts of goods and services. The roots of this requirement run very deep, and it is a requirement that has exceeded the planet’s ability to sustain it. Thus, humanity in its current mindset is faced with a choice: continue as usual and suffering extraordinary environmental crises of ever-increasing magnitude, or abandon course and experience extraordinary economic crises of ever-increasing magnitude. David Loy, however, suggests a third way: the ecosattva path.
Ecodharma and Economics
 In Buddhism, the bodhisattva is one who is resolute in becoming a Buddha through personal enlightenment but suspends enlightenment experience so that they can devote their efforts to helping others achieve their own liberation. Loy describes the bodhisattva as an “inspirational archetype that embodies a new vision of human possibility—in particular, the alternative to rampant, self-preoccupied individualism, including any approach to Buddhist practice that is concerned only about one’s own personal awakening.”17 For those involved in socially engaged Buddhism specifically, Loy sees the contemporary bodhisattva as one who is “ready to grapple with the collective and institutional causes of dukkha.”18 The contemporary bodhisattva is one whose motivation to be a force for positive change in the world “arises spontaneously from somewhere deep within us, form a place beyond self-interest … beyond our usual sense of self.”19
Such compassion can be cultivated with a disciplined Buddhist practice, particularly with regular meditation practice. Chan master Sheng Yen in a lecture titled, “Just Directly Relinquish This Self,” discusses the bodhisattva in terms of what he formed as silent illumination. Relinquishing in this context indicates nonattachment. Being in a state of samadhi in which the mind is still and is a space where wisdom and compassion are free to roam. With practice the mind can be trained to exist in a state of samadhi, without grasping at ideas (good or bad), or to oneself. The mind can remain in a deep state of samadhi and maintain total clarity though completely attend to what is happening around us. A condition for coming to this state is the relinquishing of the burden of self. For Sheng Yen, this is silent illumination. Silence is the unburdening of self-attachments and vexations with clarity of the path. The path is the position and journey of the bodhisattva illuminated by the light of an unencumbered and unfettered mind, “when we are able to let go, we take up the burden of the buddhas to ensure continuation of the Dharma. The practice is none other than following and progressing through the stages of the bodhisattva path.”20 Being on this bodhisattva path is a kind of meditation of the unburdened self not just while sitting on a cushion but also while eating, walking, working, and while being aware of all that is happening around us. From the unburdened self, compassion for all sentient beings naturally flows. It is maintaining a practice while actively responding to the suffering and destructiveness around us.
Being an engaged bodhisattva in contemporary society means being engaged to find resolution for social and environmental problems. The bodhisattva is wholly engaged with the intention and deliberate action. For socially engaged Buddhist economics, this means accepting and acting on the premise that pathological system conditions such as global warming are socio-anthropogenic, meaning that it the condition is not just caused by human action, but also by the institutions that function with a kind of intention and will of their own that originated from within their internal structures and programming. On this David Loy writes,
	Since awakening involves realizing that we are not separate from each other or from the earth, it becomes apparent that the ways we live together and relate to the earth need to be reconstructed as well. That means collective engagement with social dukkha: working together to challenge the problematic economic and political structures that are deeply implicated in the environmental crisis and social justice issues that confront us today.21
The challenging implication is that we have little choice other than to rebuild and reconstruct our social institutions and systems in ways that guide our actions in a markedly different direction.
Ecodharma is a dharma-inspired response to the multiple crises raging in our ecosphere. It stands as a relatively new development in socially engaged Buddhism that is inspired by the dharma and informed by the science of ecology. For Loy, the emphasis is on collective transformation for the principal reason that ecological problems are collective problems, most notably global warming. So much of an organized Buddhist practice is focused on the individual and one’s own spiritual practice in a manner similar to yoga, but within a broader framework of ethical guidelines. This is very individualistic. As mentioned earlier, Loy sees a parallel between predicaments, or conditions that lead to human suffering of the individual and those of the whole of human civilization. To that point, he also addresses traditional Buddhism and the need for a vision for practice that goes beyond the individual. Loy writes, “The traditional Buddhist focus on individual awakening and individual compassion was logical because it was consistent with the traditional focus on individual dukkha—on the suffering due to my own karma and the way my own mind works. But what if one’s suffering is not always due to what one has done or is doingnow?”22 He makes the case that there are massive amounts of collective dukkha caused by institutions and other social structures. “How might conventional conceptions of the bodhisattva path be adapted to make Buddhist teachings more relevant to such challenges?”23
As we look around us, we witness painful things that are outside our own life and practice. Perhaps it is seeing extraordinary numbers of deaths from a viral pandemic that could have been mitigated with good social health policy and compliance. Or perhaps it is seeing someone’s house burn to the ground by extreme wildfires that are symptoms of global warming, or to see a man hatefully choked to death by a policeman, who is trained and trusted not to do such things. A non-engaged Buddhist might say our suffering arises as a result of our own attachment to people, material things, or notions of social or environmental justice; so we should just let it go. But this is dismissive and is not consistent with being a bodhisattva nor is it consistent with the noble truth of change. Collective transformation is as old as Buddhism itself and is as important as individual transformation. Nhat Hanh teaches us that “engaged Buddhism is Buddhism that penetrates into life. If Buddhism is not engaged, it’s not real Buddhism. This the attitude of the bodhisattvas… We practice meditation and mindfulness not only for ourselves; we practice to relieve the suffering of all beings and of Earth itself.”24 From the very beginning, the Buddha emphasized the importance of how we can transform our difficulties both individually and collectively. Nhat Hanh goes on to emphasize that the Buddha “focused on how we put the teachings into practice in our everyday lives. That is ethics.”25 In other words, the bodhisattva is engaged to transform collective suffering into wellbeing, and this is the ethics of the bodhisattva path. For Nhat Hanh, the most relevant ethical framework in Buddhism is the Noble Eightfold Path. He summarizes,
	The path of the eight right practices is a path for everyone, not just for monks and nuns or for Buddhists, but for everyone living in the world. We have to love our daily lives in such a way that we live deeply in mindfulness, so that we can see the nature of interbeing in everything. Following the Noble Eightfold Path brings us joy and ease and helps transform intolerance, dogmatism, attachment to views, discrimination, and violence.26
For Loy, this ethical framework—specifically when engaged in dealing with climate change and other pathological system conditions—requires distinctive emphasis on interdependence and to place our focus of attention toward the collective nature of the crises. As with all forms of socially engaged Buddhism, the movement collective change is nonviolent and “not only nonviolent but a politics motivated by love and compassion rather than anger.”27 This is an important distinction because if we take this seriously, we are compelled to examine our motivation and intentions. Mindfulness, or silent illumination, stills the mind and allows for compassion to naturally flow through one’s intentions, motivations, and action. Skillful means, cultivated through this practice, is an ability to adapt and engage effectively without encumbrances of fear or anger. This is particularly important when the object of the ecosattva’s action engagement is to transform massive social illbeing to wellbeing.
This point brings again us to institutional economics and philosophical pragmatism. With each instance of social interaction, the social firmament changes. It may move in the direction of wellbeing or illbeing depending on the specific instance and the underlying motivations that serve as its volitional drive. If the motivation springs from greed, hatred, or delusion, then the social firmament will be impacted and changed accordingly. Depending on the scale of the impact, it could cause measurable and observable steps toward illbeing. If the animus springs from compassion and wisdom and had a measurable impact, it could move the firmament in a different direction toward wellbeing. Mindful awareness of our state of interbeing is important as we come to realize the karmic and cumulative nature of our actions and volition.
Economics at its core is about production, distribution, and consumption of goods and services. This is an ongoing process in which we humans are transforming the crust of the earth and the atmosphere. In light of this, how we act in the world ecologically is very much tied to how we act in the world economically. Similarly, contemporary political ecology and political economy are dimensions of this process and what is needed is ecological and economic balance. Both involve examining power relations inherent in our institutions that are involved in transforming our ecosphere into monetized units for sale, exploitation, and profit. The those involved in the Socially Engaged Buddhist Economics movement are seeking inspiration for transforming our existing institutions or building our institutions that will transform our social firmament in ways that allow its karmic evolution to sail in a different direction from institutionalized greed, hatred, and delusion.
The challenge for the next generation of bodhisattvas is to help others move toward climate stability. It is helping with adapting to the permanent and worsening conditions of global warming. Climate change adaptation is the new frontier of economic development. As such, socially engaged Buddhist economics will increasingly be focused on recrafting local right livelihood institutions to construct ways people can survive the floods, winds, and flames of climate change and global warming. This is the paramount challenge of twenty-first century.
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