Small political movements can complement or even solve for Buddhist economics—villages in Thailand prove that consumption based economics work—the alt just does that on a larger scale
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Clair Brown’s Buddhist Economics: An Enlightened Approach to the Dismal Science takes a different approach from the first book-length attempt by a Westerner to explain why Buddhist economics can help meet contemporary human and environmental challenges. E. F. Schumacher’s Small Is Beautiful: Economics as if People Mattered (1973) recommended smallness for the sake of people and the natural environment. Brown is less focused on the economic implications of the scale of our institutions. Her concern is mindfulness and changing how we think about happiness, wealth, inequality, and the environment. She aims less to downsize business, government, and politics than to make them more Buddhist. For Brown, the use of Buddhist economics lies in measuring economic progress in terms of its effects on nature, on communities, and on the health of the human spirit. Mindfulness, nonviolence, and meditation create “inner wealth,” a sense of peace and happiness (p. 22). A more generous sense of our independence with nature and other people would enable us to see that a transfer of wealth can improve the well-being of all even though aggregate wealth does not go up. Awareness of our interdependence with nature would encourage us to “develop simpler, sustainable lifestyle” (p. 85). On the basis of these insights, Brown offers an 8-point plan for a “Leap to Buddhist Economics”—practicing sustainable agriculture, producing green products, living mindfully, collective action, and so on. When Brown talks about action she is referring to political action—the stuff of demonstrations, protests, electoral campaigns and so on. But for Buddhists it is also possible to take collective action in a sense that is not only political but more than political. There is an economic imperative for us to change our ways right now, in the present moment, not just as individuals but together, in groups. The fundamental spirit of Buddhism is the elimination of suffering by moving past attachment to objects of desire to mindfulness of our interdependence with other people and nature. The economic implications of this process have been fruitfully modeled by Serge-Christopher Kolm. According to Kolm, a Buddhist has to divide his time between consumption and meditation—consumption in order to survive and meditation in order to minimize the desire to consume. So what is the right balance between consumption and meditation? It is a “Middle Way” in which “the marginal productivity of labor involved in producing consumption is equal to the marginal efficacy of the meditation involved in economizing on consumption without altering satisfaction” (Kolm 1985, quoted in Zsolnai 2011, p. 5). Kolm’s focus on the economic trade-off between consumption and meditation suggests that the establishment of Buddhist institutions can be begun by small groups working at the local level. It is not necessary to wait until we have persuaded politicians, plutocrats, and others to change their hearts and their practices. In Thailand there is an incipient movement for “community mechanisms” to replace or at least complement the market mechanism. For example, lay members of the Ashoka monastery in Bangkok sell organic vegetables, cooking oil, tofu, and other essentials for a vegan diet at below market prices. Initially, the buyers were people in the surrounding community. But the movement has been so successful that the producers now sell in several locations which are open only a few hours a day in order to permit the producers and consumers to meet each other in person. Such personal contact helps sellers remember to set the price compassionately for the buyers and to explain the virtue of a vegan diet to them. It allows the consumers to offer personal support to the producers and to act in a spirit of appreciation for their organic products and their work protecting the earth. It is a way for all involved to raise and maintain their awareness of their interdependence with other people, other creatures, and the earth (Prayukvong 2006). Such community mechanisms might complement, not contradict, Brown’s idea of working together and taking action through campaigns, rallies, and protests. She writes approvingly of local initiatives to build bike paths, waste management systems, programs for elders and children. By also implanting Buddhist community mechanisms in local economic systems, people can help prepare themselves and others to transform and to work in the better macro level economy at which Brown aims. In other words, Buddhist economics, operating in the spirit of interdependence, will not separate macro and micro levels.
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