Buddhist Economics
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A talk given by Professor Clair Brown at the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas on December 8,
Chinese Translated by Ling ChinBen & Ma ChinXi
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Editor’s Note: Dr. Clair Brown is a renowned professor of Economics at UC Berkeley. She has been a Buddhist for years.
In 2017, she published a book, Buddhist Economics revealing the inequalities in the current economic system and calling

on people to care for each other and the environment rather than engaging in overconsumption.
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Thank you all for coming to care for each other and
for mother earth during a period of enormous crisis.
We hear repeatedly that carbon emissions are injurious
to life on earth. We have lived for four decades
with inequality and climate change that has gotten
increasingly worse because of carbon emissions. I hope
that when you leave tonight, you'll understand the
problem from an economic viewpoint, and that there
are solutions that will help our economy and all of us.

To understand Buddhist economies, please ask
yourself, “What makes my life meaningful?” “What
do I need in my economic system to support my
livelihood and to have a meaningful life?” After decades
of teaching economics at UC Berkeley, my students
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Actually, the worldview of the
Buddhist, the ecologist, or
anyone with a spiritual life,
is one that regards all people
as interdependent with one
another and with the planet.
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say that the system we teach, based on so-
called “free market” economics, doesn’t create
a workable economy, only one that’s unequal,
where the fruits of economic growth are going
to the top 1-5% richest people.

As a practicing Buddhist, I contemplate
this question from a spiritual point of view.
How would the Buddha teach economics?
Actually, the worldview of the Buddhist, the
ecologist, or anyone with a spiritual life, is one
that regards all people as interdependent with
one another and with the planet.

This concept of interdependence was
1971

a founder of modern ecology.

introduced in by ecologist Barry
Commoner,
The Buddha also taught that all living beings
are interdependent and that all things are
This s

scientist will tell you—that everything is

impermanent. something every
impermanent and always changing, because we
live in a dynamic system. With compassion,
we can reduce suffering in a world that’s
interdependent.

The free market model’s economic goal
is to maximize national income, so all it
considers is the average income per person. It is
unimportant how income is distributed; people
just want to keep maximizing it. In Buddhist
economics, the goal is to provide well-being
for all people in a sustainable world. You can
see that these are two different ways of viewing
the world and setting up the economy. One is
obsolete, and one is what we urgently need in
today’s world. But how do we create a healthy
Buddhist economy?

It is really important to start caring—not as
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one person, but as an interdependent being who works with
all. Actually, it’s quite easy to help care for others, because
when we care for the earth, we care for our community;
when we care for the sangha or our neighbors, we are caring
for everyone.

Aristotle said that happiness comes from self-realization
and living a worthy and moral life. He discusses the
importance of giving back to the community. In fact, many
philosophers preach altruistic love, which is the Buddhists
notion of compassion. Buddhism’s Four Noble Truths
highlight that we all suffer and that this suffering originates
from our craving and desires. Buddhism teaches us how to
stop suffering and live in a way that allows us to live a happy
life gained from caring for each other and for the earth.

Neuroscientists have practiced and experimented with
many lifestyles to see what makes people happy. What
they found was that people are not truly happy buying a
new car, new shoes, or other material goods. Buying these
items only gives them temporary happiness. Buddhism says
that grasping makes us unhappy. So what makes us happy?
Neurosurgeons found that when people help others, they
become happier; their brain waves light up with happiness.
This sounds like Buddhism in action. Caring for each other
makes us happier. Now scientists have verified this, even
though, probably for most of us, we didnt need scientific
verification. But it’s always good to have scientific proof.

The big problems of hunger, poverty, and desperation
are found all over the world. We're lucky that everybody in
this room can live a spiritual life, help others, and work in
the community. We have plenty to eat and a place to live; we
have family, support systems, and good lives. We can build
happiness from working with others. But, unfortunately,
there are billions of people around the world who don’t have
adequate food, shelter, clean water, sanitation, or enough to
provide them a life that allows them to be more spiritual.
So, one part of Buddhism and the Buddhist economy is
relieving suffering and being compassionate at home and
globally as well.

To reiterate my point: What creates happiness?
Helping others and caring for the planet create happiness.
Moreover, being in nature, you can see the importance
of caring for the planet. In Ukiah, it’s quite easy to access

nature, because you're in this beautiful area.
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The results showed that
national well-being is not
related to total income, but to
income inequality. Therefore,
as inequality increases, the

well-being index decreases.
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Domestic

According  to Kennedy,
“GDP(GDP-Gross Product)
measures everything but what makes life
worthwhile.” From an economic point
of view, one of the things we know with
certainty is what we measure becomes our
goal. We measure market output monthly.
On a yearly basis, we say, “Aren’t we terrific?
Our economy is booming. Life is good!”
But if you look around you might ask,
“Didn’t poverty increase? Did wages go up?
Are people able to feed their children, find
shelter, and have the bare necessities? Did
this improve? No.” As I mentioned earlier,
economic growth measured by GDP shows
growth captured by the richest 1% or 5% of
the people.

Economic performance is based on
consuming more and more, even if it’s killing
the planet and benefiting only the rich. We
need to rethink how people consume, which
is unequal and degrades the environment. If
we go beyond our focus on consumption,
then what we get is the well-being that comes
from activities such as communicating with
each other, working with the community,
and caring for the earth. This holistic
way provides a very different measure of
economic performance.

Many people actually think that their
well-being increases with income, but across
the industrial world, this is not true. In the
UK, a doctor and a public health worker
created a well-being index to see whether
people’s well-being increases with income.
The results showed that national well-being
is not related to total income, but to income
inequality. Therefore, as inequality increases,
the well-being index decreases.

The United States is an exception
compared to other rich countries: we

have the lowest well-being and the highest
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income inequality. The United States is a
world leader, but not in a good way. We have
high inequality and low well-being. When I
was a youngster in the 80s, we were one of
the top five nations in well-being and doing
our best to get rid of inequality. We did well
then and were true world leaders in reducing
inequality and achieving well-being.

As inequality goes up, our well-being
goes down. We should care about this
extremely important economic relationship.
We want to measure economic performance
differently; we need to care not only about
income growth, but also about equity,
sustainability, family, and community. We
better do it quickly because the climate
crisis demands that we start paying attention
a great deal more attention to what were
doing to the environment. The world needs
to dramatically reduce carbon emissions by
the end of the next decade.

In terms of global warming, climate
scientists have already told us that carbon
emissions are causing problems. Its related
to using fossil fuel for energy and to using
industrial agriculture. We know alternative
ways to an economy based on clean energy
and on regenerative agriculture. Emitting
greenhouse gases is an immoral act, because
these emissions hurt the poorest people
on the planet. We can create a low-carbon
world economy that supports a comfortable
life for all people.

We need the political will to unite, to stop
being afraid and to truly embrace change.
Historically, the top 10% are responsible
for 50% of all global emissions, because of
luxurious lifestyles. And the poorest 50%
are responsible for only about 10% of total
carbon emissions. So, you can see we have
this enormous inequity going on globally.

Inequality and carbon emissions go together.

s0'To be continued
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As inequality goes up, our

well-being  goes  down.
We should care about
this extremely important

economic relationship. We
want to measure economic
performance differently; we
need to care not only about
income growth, but also about
equity, sustainability, family,
and community.
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