The affs “sweeping legislation” doesn’t actually do anything—it makes people believe help is on the way while discouraging radical movements. Only grassroots movements can let us truly institute large scale and true social change.
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Building new economic institutions at the local level and having the work infused with a set of ethics to guide us is where the rubber meets the road for Socially Engaged Buddhist Economics. Without these, there is only theorizing. The project ultimately is about redrawing the institutional map of the economy. By this, we mean actively mapping out a new set of institutions that are fully integrated and cohere systemically. This involves envisioning systemic change from both the bird’s-eye view of the whole system and the worm’s-eye view of the specific institutional parts. Such change will require not only changing how we see our economy, it will also require fundamentally changing how we go about our daily work of producing, distributing, and consuming goods and services. Bringing this vision to reality requires a willingness to accept the fact that the economic activity going forward will be radically different from the one we have now—which is what the IPCC is telling us we have no choice but to do.
Proposing an economy that is radical different is not the same thing as proposing revolutionary ideology. It is practically inconceivable that a massive Twenty-plus-trillion-dollar economy can be fundamentally altered in a peaceful or meaningful way through a sudden revolutionary catharsis. Bringing our vision of a mindful economy to a reality will also require much hard work and patience. What is more conceivable and practical than cathartic revolution is a process of implementing real economic change in small incremental steps beginning with the development of locally based alternative institutions. Capitalism and all other major economic systems that have existed historically were originally small and localized systems. In a mindful economy, smaller-scale local economic systems are not enclaves of economic utopias or communes, they are merely the starting places from which a broader and more comprehensive system can evolve and grow.
John Dewey argued that participatory democracy is more than just an exercise in political governance. He saw that an individual’s personal development is intimately connected to the creation of a democratic society. For Dewey, people are naturally endowed with an instinct to actively shape the world around them. As we follow this instinct and become engaged in the democratic process, we can create better institutions that advance our social intelligence and foster the development of education, art, health, technology, and purposeful economic activity.
By doing so, we create the opportunities for individuals to develop their own unique powers and capabilities. These powers and capabilities, in turn, will allow a person to become an effective participant in the life of the community and can advance the project of building new and better institutions. In this way, communities and the individuals who live in them can coevolve. In this process, we break the chains that have kept us dependent on this collapsing system and become more self-reliant. This empowerment that comes from being a willful agent of change is the essence of true participatory democracy.
Pragmatism, however, does have a shadow side. If we become cynical and turn our backs on democratic participation as so many have done, the project of building better social institutions grinds down, the fabric of community ties becomes frayed, and we lose our sense of the common good. Things fall to pieces. Dewey’s message will be increasingly important in the years to come. Like ancient Rome in its twilight, our current system that is built on an unstable foundation of fossil fuels and the idolatry of money is in decline. As it passes its time of glory and gives way to something else, we will have an opportunity to begin making our system into something entirely different. That is, the direction and form of our great transition will be up to us to determine. Our current lives are the link between our past and our future. For those involved in social movements or working for social change, the past is what we are changing from and the future is what we envision changing into. This implies that our work for social change requires that we both look inward into our habits of thought as well as outward to our community. Cultivating a vision for change means questioning everything including our values, mindset, attitudes, and our expectations about what our economic institutions are supposed to do. If we cling to our old habits of thought and action, then we’ll continue to drift toward more destruction and instability.
Fostering change requires that we not only question and break out of our habitual ways of acting and thinking, but also to be open to which now seems unfathomable. We evolve by stretching ourselves outward and questioning all that is familiar and comfortable, and by working through experiences that challenge our intellect and abilities. We are in a continuous state of becoming and that implies an ever-expanding consciousness. As Dewey saw it, being engaged socially is the way we develop personally.
The real promise of political engagement will not come from another stimulus plan, bailout, or more “sweeping” pieces of Congressional legislation. At least not for some time. Nor is it limited to putting pressure on local officials or businesses. The real source of progress will come from creating something new. It will come from a network of grassroots activists, citizens, and visionaries who are willing to start building new, decentralized institutions at the community level where people have the best chance of democratic control. Perhaps the most important outcome would be that as people become active in their communities and develop institutions that will allow them to become more self-reliant, they can break free of the dysfunctional and dependent relationship they have with their corporate overlords and their vassals in Washington. Once we have demonstrated that we no longer need them for jobs or stability in our livelihoods citizens can build a power base in their communities from which they can demand more accountability from their political leaders. Maybe then politicians and lobbyists will lose some of their hubris and become more accountable.
It is vital to stay hopeful and not to get overly frustrated or impatient in this process. We need to be reminded that the human species is continually evolving—from being to becoming.
Much of that process is fraught with difficulty and conflict. When we reflect on the rights and protections that people fought hard for such as the abolition of slavery, banning child labor, the right to vote or collectively bargain, or the protection for our water and forests, it is important to note that others were fighting against these changes. The political, cultural, and systemic forces that resist change are always more powerful as they have the advantage of being the established way on their side— the status quo. But if activists had always become discouraged by this then most of us ordinary citizens would still be sweating in servitude, poverty, and stripped of any democratic enfranchisement. We will not know for certain whether we are creating something better until we get there. For this reason, it doesn’t help to be overly preoccupied with the end results of our current action. We must live and work, mindfully, in the present moment and trust that we are agents for positive change.
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