Economic institutions are merely a figure of complexity and interconnectedness—the self and their portrayal of it is their attempt to fit in the system. They must understand why their portrayal of the individual is uniquely bad for the system—capitalism survives through their attempts to justify it
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John Dewey, arguably the most important figure in American pragmatism, was also critical of the M-C paradigm as a distorted representation of humanity. He was particularly critical of how social atomism is used in economic theory to justify asocial egoistic behavior. As atomism and individualism are dimensions of the same mechanistic paradigm, social atomism is the extension of this paradigm to characterize human social behavior as self-contained, asocial, and non-cultural—like pebbles or nuts and bolts. For Dewey and other pragmatists, however, a core aspect of human life is to be interactive and socially engaged, not contained in the cage of an atomistic, egoistic self. In their view, the individual is not a passive unit bumped into motion by external forces. Rather, it is fundamentally active and socially interactive in such a way that makes social context is as much a part of our being as our physical selves. The contours of individual engagement are shaped by social context, which includes habits of thought and habits of behavior that are passed down into the community through time by way of institutions. Such habits include those perpetuated by standard economics and the social atomism of homo economicus.
Dewey challenged the neoclassical assumption that it is human nature to be economically inactive unless spurred on by external stimuli. He joined Peirce and James in envisioning human behavior as intrinsically purposeful in a wide range of possible modes of development. He rejected the idea that human economic behavior is inert unless prompted by promise of utility or financial gain, “The idea of a thing intrinsically wholly inert in the sense of absolutely passive is expelled from physics and has taken refuge in the psychology of current economics.”23 Dewey also rejected the assumption that greed in economic behavior is human nature, “Those who attempt to defend the necessity of existing economic institutions [of capitalism] as manifestations of human nature convert this suggestion of a concrete inquiry into a generalized truth and hence into a definitive falsity.”24 Humans are much more socially malleable. Greed and endless striving for financial and material gain are socially constructed phenomena, potent but not deterministic, and are passed on from one generation to the next.
Thorstein Veblen, one of the founders of institutional economics, was a contemporary of Dewey at the University of Chicago and sympathetic to philosophical pragmatism. He was also a critic of social atomism and repeatedly attacked the standard formulations in economic theory that it is in human’s core nature to behave egoistically in economic life. Veblen expresses a parody of utilitarianism and social atomism, “The hedonistic conception of man is that of a lightning calculator of pleasures and pains, who oscillates like a homogeneous globule of desire of happiness under the impulse of stimuli that shift him about…”25 He argued instead that it is the characteristic of human beings to be active in their social milieu, not to simply shuffle between pleasure and pain stimuli. For Veblen and other institutionalists, humans behave in the world economically not as an isolated bundle of desires that can only satisfied when placed in the path of the rewards and punishments, but rather are ontologically cultural beings with a coherent structure of socially acquired propensities and habits which seek proactive realization in the world. He also shared with Peirce and James the vision that habits of consciousness, which for Veblen are socially constructed, are just as much of a part of human ontology as the flesh and blood being.
Pragmatists and institutionalists assailed social atomism and neoclassical economics as a poor representation of human sociality. They indicted economics with the charge that its function exists purely to provide conceptual support for amoral, egoistic self-gratification deemed necessary in capitalist society by mainstream economists.
Recall that Joanna Macy asserts that all aspects of our world, including consciousness, are connected to all other aspects; and all phenomena are co-arising with all other phenomena. Using the same assertion, human consciousness, institutions, and culture are also co-arising in a vast web of interconnectedness. The image of a net or web of interconnectedness resonated with the institutionalist economists nearly a century ago as has for eons of Buddhist thought. Recognizing this interdependent nature of human behavior and their surrounding social context, the institutionalists created an inclusive approach to economics by framing it within the broader purview of culture. Though this approach is nonetheless delimited, it opens points of contact to a wider milieu in which the analysis of economic is rich with social, historical, and cultural practices. Institutionalist economist and legal scholar, Walton Hamilton, provides an elegant summary of the economic dimension that exists within social institutions and human culture,
Institution is a verbal symbol which for want of a better describes a cluster of social usages. It connotes a way of thought or action of some prevalence and permanence which is imbedded in the habits of a group or the customs of a people. In ordinary speech it is another world or procedure, convention, or arrangement; in the language of books it is the singular of which the mores or the folkways are the plural institutions that fix the confines of and impose form upon the activities of human beings. The world of [economic activity], to which imperfectly we accommodate our lives, is a tangled unbroken web of institutions.26
Elaborating on this theme, institutionalist, Allan Gruchy, emphasizes that the fundamental view of institutional economics is that it takes this web to be an “evolving, dynamic whole or synthesis, which is not only greater than the sum of its parts, but which also relates the parts such that their functioning is conditioned by their interrelation.”27 Such interrelation is the diversity of individual action within the unity of a vast cluster of social habits, conventions, folkways, beliefs, and symbols, etc., that impose form on the daily activities of individuals as they go about making their living. Institutionalist Russell Dixon also notes that, “To understand modern economic activity, which has become the dominant and directive force in our industrialized world, one must appreciate its place in the social entity called culture.”28 In their critique of social atomism, institutionalists argue that to study the ways by which people make their living without considering how these ways are inextricably bound to higher order social systems is to have a stunted view of economics. Institutionalist, Allan Gruchy, concludes that, “The assumptions of the holistic economists relating to the nature of human behavior are in conformity with their view of the economic system as an evolving cultural complex.”2
Dixon and Gruchy are outlining a holistic approach to epistemology and how we can come to know the truth of economics. This is a kind of middle way between nihilistic vision of economics in which there is no society and the Hegelian omniscient vision in which all is potentially knowable. The institutionalist’s holistic vision is centered on cultivating awareness that the level of the social formations that we are trying to comprehend must necessarily entail deep interconnectedness with a sense of historical-evolutionary processes of change. Such a socio-evolutionary awareness is part of the co-arising of conscious awareness of reality with reality itself. Conscious awareness of our social reality is a transformative and cumulative process, and a key step in the process is an attempt to be as inclusive as possible. Inclusiveness entails both specialization of understanding and articulating with other specializations to form an integrated, evolving, collective community of understanding. 
The range of parameters established in economic holism does not set boundaries for a closed system. Rather, it remains open and is outwardly and continually evolving. Holistic thinking is a shared process in which the baton can be passed from one discipline to the next, one level of complexity to the next, one community to the next, or one time period to the next. Communication then becomes vital to ensure that one naturally passes to the other without contradiction. These communicative formations cohere into higher-level formations. For pragmatists and institutionalists, this process is predicated communicating with, and action in, the world at large. Individual behavior is patterned by a combination of a volitional drive to act and the interplay of that action with surrounding social context. Specifically, the focus is on material actions taken by people in their communities who are driven by an internal volition to transform their surroundings. In an economic sense, the surroundings for pragmatists and institutional economists are the structure of institutions that control economic action and are embedded in what Gruchy and Dixon identify as the whole of culture, or what I call “the social firmament.”
Returning to Dewey, individual action within the social firmament does not arise by force of impact by external stimuli as seen in neoclassical economics. It is an intrinsic aspect of being human. Dewey writes, “In truth man acts anyway, he can’t help acting. In every fundamental sense it is false that a man requires a motive to make him do something. To a healthy man inaction is the greatest of woes.”30 In his groundbreaking article, “The Reflex Arc Concept in Psychology” published in 1896, Dewey casts off the atomistic concept that human thought and action are held in a state of inertia until propelled into motion by an external force. He argued instead, as did James, that mental and physical action are predicated on pure volition, yet also acknowledges that the volitional aspect of the human condition is meaningless unless placed in the context of the structured habits within a broader cultural complex.31
Veblen also saw human activity as willful and directed from an internal volition, yet continuously molded by an ongoing process of social habituation and reinforcement within human culture. The whole of the cultural complex is the totality of customs, language, symbols, and institutions, which taken together comprise the social firmament. In this holistic view, the social firmament is in a state of codetermination with each individual and with an evolving consciousness. True holism melts away the fault lines that delineate the individual, the mind, and the collective.
Dewey and Veblen both envisioned the social firmament as carrying socially constructed habits that constitute the setting for human action. These habits are the filtering and coloring media through which the external world reaches our perception and thought. From this view, Dewey concluded, “Thus our purposes and commands regarding action (whether physical or moral) come to us through the refracting medium of bodily and moral habits.”32 By contrast, social atomism holds that the habits of society are nothing more than the arithmetic collection of individual habits raked together into an amorphous cluster. Dewey, however, argues that there is an underlying structure that is shaped by the material conditions of daily life in which people have common experiences and therefore develop commonly accepted social habits. He writes, “We often fancy that institutions, social custom, collective habit, have been formed by the consolidation of individual habits. In the main this supposition is false to fact… customs, or widespread uniformities of habit, exist because individuals face the same situation and react in like fashion.”33
Facing the same situation and reacting in like fashion for Dewey was an ongoing project of problem-solving in the tasks of wresting a livelihood from the crust of the earth—the very core action within all economic systems. Dewey writes, “The problem of origin and development of the various groupings, or definite customs, in existence at any particular time in any particular place is not solved by reference to psychic causes, elements, or forces. It is to be solved by reference to facts of action, demand for food, for houses, for a mate…”34 In the economic processes of production, distribution, and consumption, the habits of mind and habits of behavior of people become “deeply grooved systems of interaction which we call social groups, big and small…”35
The everyday lives of people have always been largely consumed in the struggles to gain a livelihood in their material surrounding. Knowledge about their material surrounding is derived from what is illuminated in, or relevant to, these struggles. Through the routines of work, individuals and communities settle on following a certain set of practical procedures, without which they would have to uneconomically reinvent and redefine the manner with which one performs work tasks each day. These procedures become habitualized and consequently provide a stable foundation upon which new procedures may be innovated in the face of new challenges, or by virtue of pure creativity. People work in the world together to make things, and in so doing self-create their own social groups. Dewey writes, “common mind, common ways of feeling and believing and purposing, comes into existence, then forms these groups.”36 Common ways of thinking acting reify into social groups which in time become the economic institutions that impose order and control over the economic process. In time these institutions interact with other institutions to create a network or ecosystem of institutions that Hamilton described as the unbroken web. The web evolves into a system that is intertwined within the whole of the social firmament. In this way, people create the social firmament that shapes and controls their lives. Systems Theorist Bertalanffy, concurs “[S]ystems theory sees the individual as primarily active, seeking not rest but that steady state maintained by the tension of interaction… Man is not a passive receiver of stimuli coming from an external world, but in a very concrete sense creates his universe.”37
This tension of interaction between the individual (self) and the social firmament (other) in the process of self-creation is dialectic. Reflecting on this tension in a Hegelian sense, philosopher Hans Georg Gadamer notes that, “To recognize one’s self in the alien, to become at home in it, is the basic movement of spirit, whose being consists only in returning to itself from what is other.”38 The whole of an evolving culture (bildung) is the synthesis of the self with the firmament by inwardly making it a part of the self and by outwardly expressing the self to the firmament. By making the cultural world part of the self, George H. Mead, pragmatist and colleague of Dewey at the University of Chicago, notes that the symbols and images of a social group are used to construct the identity of what he calls the “social self.”39 Individuals are tied to a social group and play a role in that group which reflects back on the individual. Mead adds, “In this way we play the roles of all our group; indeed, it is only insofar as we do this they become part of our social environment.”40
Through their collective and habituated action in economic life, each individual social self shapes the contours of the social environment or firmament. The firmament, in turn, shapes the actions of people with work rules, symbols, social norms, and social habits, which in time become the building blocks of social institutions. Social institutions cohere into the structures that provide the rules that guide economic life. The social firmament is part of the very fabric of our economic being and our economic being is part of the social fabric. In this way, the development of the individual, social development, and the evolution of the social firmament are all locked together in a state of dependent co-origination. From this perspective, the social self of the individual, the business corporation as an institution, and the surrounding social firmament are all in a state of interbeing.
For Socially Engaged Buddhist Economics, the focus on making change from pathological conditions to wellbeing must be on all levels to be effective. Recall the systems view of formations. Human beings are formations comprised of organic subformations. Human consciousness is a formation comprised of cultural formations and organic subformations. Human volitional action is the subformation of the evolving social firmament. All levels are permeable and in that original state of flux as Whitehead observed a century ago
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