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The Role of Economics

To say that our economic future is being determined by
the economists would be an exaggeration; but that their
influence, or in any case the influence of economics, is
far-reaching can hardly be doubted. Economics plays a
central role in shaping the activities of the modern world,
inasmuch as it supplies the criteria of what is “economic”
and what is “uneconomic,” and there is no other set of
criteria that exercises a greater influence over the actions
of individuals and groups as well as over those of govern-
ments. It may be thought, therefore, that we should look
to the economists for advice on how to overcome the
dangers and difficulties in which the modern world finds
itself, and how to achieve economic arrangements that
vouchsafe peace and permanence.

How does economics relate to the problems discussed in
the previous chapters? When the economist delivers a
verdict that this or that activity is “‘economically sound”
or “uneconomic,” two important and closely related ques-
tions arise: First, what does this verdict mean? And, sec-
ond, is the verdict conclusive in the sense that practical
action can reasonably be based on it?

Going back into history we may recall that when there
was talk about founding a professorship for political econ-
omy at Oxford 150 years ago, many people were by no
means happy about the prospect. Edward Copleston, the
great Provost of Oriel College, did not want to admit into
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the University’s curriculum a science 'so prone to usurp
the rest”; even Henry Drummond of Albury Park, who
endowed the professorship in 1825, felt it necessary to
make it clear that he expected the University to keep the
new study “in its proper place.” The first professor, Nassau
Senior, was certainly not to be kept in an inferior place.
Immediately, in his inaugural lecture, he predicted that
the new science “will rank in public estimation among the
first of moral sciences in interest and in utility” and
claimed that “the pursuit of wealth . . . is, to the mass of
mankind, the great source of moral improvement.” Not
all economists, to be sure, have staked their claims quite
so high. John Stuart Mill (1806—73) looked upon political
economy “not as a thing by itself, but as a fragment of
a greater whole; a branch of social philosophy, so inter-
linked with all the other branches that its conclusions, even
in its own peculiar province, are only true conditionally,
subject to interference and counteraction from causes not
directly within its scope.” And even Keynes, in contradic-
tion to his own advice (already quoted) that “avarice
and usury and precaution must be our gods for a little
longer still,” admonished us not to ‘“overestimate the
importance of the economic problem, or sacrifice to its
supposed necessities other matters of greater and more
permanent significance.”

Such voices, however, are but seldom heard today. It is
hardly an exaggeration to say that, with increasing afflu-
ence, economics has moved into the very centre of public
concern, and economic performance, economic growth,
economic expansion, and so forth have become the abid-
ing interest, if not the obsession, of all modern societies.
In the current vocabulary of condemnation there are few
words as final and conclusive as the word “uneconomic.”
If an activity has been branded as uneconomic, its right to
existence is not merely questioned but energetically denied.
Anything that is found to be an impediment to economic
growth is a shameful thing, and if people cling to it, they
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are thought of as either saboteurs or fools. Call a thing
immoral or ugly, soul-destroying or a degradation of man,
a peril to the peace of the world or to the well-being of
future generations; as long as you have not shown it to be
‘“uneconomic” you have not really questioned its right to
exist, grow, and prosper.

But what does it mean when we say something is uneco-
nomic? I am not asking what most people mean when
they say this; because that is clear enough. They simply
mean that it is like an illness: you are better off without it.
The economist is supposed to be able to diagnose the ill-
ness and then, with luck and skill, remove it. Admittedly,
economists often disagree among each other about the
diagnosis and, even more frequently, about the cure; but
that merely proves that the subject matter is uncommonly
difficult and economists, like other humans, are fallible.

No, 1 am asking what it means, what sort of meaning
the method of economics actually produces. And the
answer to this question cannot be in doubt: something is
uneconomic when it fails to earn an adequate profit in
terms of money. The method of economics does not, and
cannot, produce any other meaning. Numerous attempts
have been made to obscure this fact, and they have caused
a very great deal of confusion; but the fact remains.
Society, or a group or an individual within society, may
decide to hang on to an activity or asset for non-economic
reasons—social, aesthetic, moral, or political—but this
does in no way alter its uneconomic character. The judge-
ment of economics, in other words, is an extremely frag-
mentary judgement; out of the large number of aspects
which in real life have to be seen and judged together
before a decision can be taken, economics supplies only
one—whether a thing yields a money profit to those who
undertake it or not.

Do not overlook the words “to those who undertake it.”
It is a great error to assume, for instance, that the method-
ology of economics is normally applied to determine
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whether an activity carried on by a group within society
yields a profit to society as a whole. Even nationalised
industries are not considered from this more comprehen-
sive point of view. Every one of them is given a financial
target—which is, in fact, an obligation—and is expected
to pursue this target without regard to any damage it
might be inflicting on other parts of the economy. In fact,
the prevailing creed, held with equal fervour by all politi-
cal parties, is that the common good will necessarily be
maximised if everybody, every industry and trade, whether
nationalised or not, strives to earn an acceptable “return”
on the capital employed. Not even Adam Smith had a
more implicit faith in the “hidden hand” to ensure that
“what is good for General Motors is good for the United
States.”

However that may be, about the fragmentary nature of
the judgements of economics there can be no doubt what-
ever. Even within the narrow compass of the economic
calculus, these judgements are necessarily and methodi-
cally narrow. For one thing, they give vastly more weight
to the short than to the long term, because in the long
term, as Keynes put it with cheerful brutality, we are all
dead. And then, second, they are based on a definition of
cost which excludes all “free goods,” that is to say, the
entire God-given environment, except for those parts of
it that have been privately appropriated. This means that
an activity can be economic although it plays hell with the
environment, and that a competing activity, if at some
cost it protects and conserves the environment, will be
uneconomic.

Economics, moreover, deals with goods in accordance
with their market value and not in accordance with what
they really are. The same rules and criteria are applied to
primary goods, which man has to win from nature, and
secondary goods, which presuppose the existence of pri-
mary goods and are manufactured from them. All goods
are treated the same, because the point of view is funda-
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mentally that of private profit-making, and this means that
it is inherent in the methodology of economics ro ignore
man’s dependence on the natural world.

Another way of stating this is to say that economics
deals with goods and services from the point of view of the
market, where willing buyer meets willing seller. The buyer
is essentially a bargain hunter; he is not concerned with the
origin of the goods or the conditions under which they
have been produced. His sole concern is to obtain the best
value for his money.

The market therefore represents only the surface of
society and its significance relates to the momentary situa-
tion as it exists there and then. There is no probing into
the depths of things, into the natural or social facts that
lie behind them. In a sense, the market is the institution-
alisation of individualism and non-responsibility. Neither
buyer nor seller is responsible for anything but himself. It
would be “uneconomic” for a wealthy seller to reduce his
prices to poor customers merely because they are in need,
or for a wealthy buyer to pay an extra price merely
because the supplier is poor. Equally, it would be *“uneco-
nomic” for a buyer to give preference to home-produced
goods if imported goods are cheaper. He does not, and is
not expected to, accept responsibility for the country’s
balance of payments.

As regards the buyer’s non-responsibility, there is, sig-
nificantly, one exception: the buyer must be careful not
to buy stolen goods. This is a rule against which neither
ignorance nor innocence counts as a defence and which
can produce extraordinarily unjust and annoying results.
It is nevertheless required by the sanctity of private prop-
erty, to which it testifies.

To be relieved of all responsibility except to oneself,
means of course an enormous simplification of business.
We can recognise that it is practical and need not be sur-
prised that it is highly popular among businessmen. What
may cause surprise is that it is also considered virtuous to
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make the maximum use of this freedom from responsibil-
ity. If a buyer refused a good bargain because he suspected
that the cheapness of the goods in question stemmed from
exploitation or other despicable practices (except theft),
he would be open to the criticism of behaving “uneconom-
ically,” which is viewed as nothing less than a fall from
grace. Economists and others are wont to treat such
eccentric bebaviour with derision if not indignation. The
religion of economics has its own code of ethics, and the
First Commandment is to behave “economically”—in any
case when you are producing, selling, or buying. It is only
when the bargain bunter has gone home and becomes a
consumer that the First Commandment no longer applies:
be is then encouraged to “enjoy himself” in any way he
pleases. As far as the religion of economics is concemed,
the consumer is extra-territorial. This strange and signifi-
cant feature of the modern world warrants more discus-
sion than it has yet received.

In the market place, for practical reasons, innumerable
qualitative distinctions which are of vital importance for
man and society are suppressed; they are not allowed to
surface. Thus the reign of quantity celebrates its greatest
triumphs in “The Market.” Everything is equated with
everything else. To equate things means to give them a
price and thus to make them exchangeable. To the extent
that economic thinking is based on the market, it takes the
sacredness out of life, because there can be nothing sacred
in something that has a price. Not surprisingly, therefore,
if economic thinking pervades the whole of society, even
simple non-economic values like beauty, health, or cleanli-
ness can survive only if they prove to be “economic.”

To press non-economic values into the framework of the
economic calculus, economists use the method of cost/
benefit analysis. This is generally thought to be an enlight-
ened and progressive development, as it is at least an
attempt to take account of costs and benefits which might
otherwise be disregarded altogether. In fact, however, it is
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a procedure by which the higher is reduced to the level of
the lower and the priceless is given a price. It can therefore
never serve to clarify the situation and lead to an enlight-
ened decision. All it can do is lead to self-deception or the
deception of others; for to undertake to measure the
immeasurable is absurd and constitutes but an elaborate
method of moving from preconceived notions to foregone
conclusions; all one has to do to obtain the desired results
is to impute suitable values to the immeasurable costs and
benefits. The logical absurdity, however, is not the greatest
fault of the undertaking: what is worse, and destructive of
civilisation, is the pretence that everything has a price or,
in other words, that money is the highest of all values.

Economics operates legitimately and usefully within a
“given” framework which lies altogether outside the eco-
nomic calculus. We might say that economics does not
stand on its own feet, or that it is a “derived” body of
thought—derived from meta-economics. If the economist
fails to study meta-economics, or, even worse, if he
remains unaware of the fact that there are boundaries to
the applicability of the economic calculus, he is likely to
fall into a similar kind of error as that of certain medieval
theologians who tried to settle questions of physics by
means of biblical quotations. Every science is beneficial
within its proper limits, but becomes evil and destructive
as soon as it transgresses them.,

The science of economics is “so prone to usurp the rest”
—even more so today than it was 150 years ago, when
Edward Copleston pointed to this danger—because it
relates to certain very strong drives of human nature, such
as envy and greed. All the greater is the duty of its
experts, the economists, to understand and clarify its limi-
tations, that is to say, to understand meta-economics.

What, then, is meta-economics? As economics deals with
man in his environment, we may expect that meta-
economics consists of (wo parts—one dealing with man
and the other dealing with the environment. In other
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words, we may expect that economics must derive its aims
and objectives from a study of man, and that it must
derive at least a large part of its methodology from a
study of nature.

In the next chapter, I shall attempt to show how the
conclusions and prescriptions of economics change as the
underlying picture of man and his purpose on earth
changes. In this chapter, I confine myself to a discussion
of the second part of meta-economics, i.e. the way in
which a vital part of the methodology of economics has
to be derived from a study of nature. As I have empha-
sised already, on the market all goods are treated the same,
because the market is essentially an institution for unlim-
ited bargain hunting, and this means that it is inherent in
the methodology of modern economics, which is so largely
market-oriented, to ignore man’s dependence on the natu-
ral world. Professor E. H. Phelps Brown, in his Presiden-
tial Address to the Royal Economic Society on “The
Underdevelopment of Economics,” talked about *“the
smallness of the contribution that the most conspicuous
developments of economics in the last quarter of a cen-
tury have made to the solution of the most pressing prob-
lems of the times,” and among these problems he lists
“checking the adverse effects on the environment and the
quality of life of industrialism, population growth and
urbanism.”

As a matter of fact, to talk of “the smallness of the con-
tribution” is to employ an euphemism, as there is no con-
tribution at all; on the contrary, it would not be unfair to
say that economics, as currently constituted and practised,
acts as a most effective barrier against the understanding
of these problems, owing to its addiction to purely quanti-
tative analysis and its timorous refusal to look into the real
nature of things.

Economics deals with a virtually limitless variety of
goods and services, produced and consumed by an equally
limitless variety of people. It would obviously be impossi-
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ble to develop any economic theory at all, unless one were
prepared to disregard a vast array of qualitative distine-
tions. But it should be just as obvious that the total
suppression of qualitative distinctions, while it makes
theorising easy, at the same time makes it totally sterile.
Most of the “conspicuous developments of economics in
the last quarter of a century” (referred to by Professor
Phelps Brown) are in the direction of quantification, at
the expense of the understanding of qualitative differences.
Indeed, one might say that economics has become increas-
ingly intolerant of the latter, because they do not fit into
its method and make demands on the practical under-
standing and the power of insight of economists, which
they are unwilling or unable to fulfil. For example, having
established by his purely quantitative methods that the
Gross National Product of a country has risen by, say, five
per cent, the economist-turned-econometrician is unwill-
ing, and generally unable, to face the question of whether
this is to be taken as a good thing or a bad thing. He
would lose all his certainties if he even entertained such a
question: growth of GNP must be a good thing, irrespec-
tive of what has grown and who, if anyone, has benefited.
The idea that there could be pathological growth,
unhealthy growth, disruptive or destructive growth, is to
him a perverse idea which must not be allowed to surface.
A small minority of economists is at present beginning to
question how much further “growth” will be possible,
since infinite growth in a finite environment is an obvious
impossibility; but even they cannot get away from the
purely quantitative growth concept. Instead of insisting on
the primacy of qualitative distinctions, they simply sub-
stitute non-growth for growth, that is to say, one empti-
ness for another.

It is of course true that quality is much more difficult to
“handle” than quantity, just as the exercise of judgement
is a higher function than the ability to count and calculate.
Quantitative differences can be more easily grasped and
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certainly more easily defined than qualitative differences;
their concreteness is beguiling and gives them the appear-
ance of scientific precision, even when this precision has
been purchased by the suppression of vital differences of
quality, The great majority of economists is still pursuing
the absurd ideal of making their “science” as scientific and
precise as physics, as if there were no qualitative differ-
ence between mindless atoms and men made in the image
of God.

The main subject matter of economics is “goods.” Econ-
omists make some rudimentary distinctions between cate-
gories of goods from the point of view of the purchaser,
such as the distinction between consumers’ goods and
producers’ goods; but there is virtually no attempt to take
cognisance of what such goods actually are; for instance,
whether they are man-made or God-given, whether they
are freely reproducible or not. Once any goods, whatever
their meta-economic character, have appeared on the
market, they are treated the same, as objects for sale, and
economics is primarily concerned with theorising on the
bargain hunting activities of the purchaser.

It is a fact, however, that there are fundamental and
vital differences between various categories of ‘“goods”
which cannot be disregarded without losing touch with
reality. The following might be called a minimum scheme
of categorisation:

“Goods”

N

primary secondary
non-renewable renewable manufacturers services

¢)) 2) 3) C))

There could hardly be a more important distinction, to
start with, than that between primary and secondary
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goods, because the latter presuppose the availability of the
former. An expansion of man’s ability to bring forth sec-
ondary products is useless unless preceded by an expansion
of his ability to win primary products from the earth; for
man is not a producer but only a converter, and for every
job of conversion he needs primary products. In particu-
lar, his power to convert depends on primary energy,
which immediately points to the need for a vital distinc-
tion within the field of primary goods, that between non-
renewable and renewable. As far as secondary goods are
concerned, there is an obvious and basic distinction
between manufactures and services. We thus arrive at a
minimum of four categories, each of which is essentially
different from each of the three others.

The market knows nothing of these distinctions. It pro-
vides a price tag for all goods and thereby enables us to
pretend that they are all of equal significance. Five
pounds’ worth of oil (category 1) equals five pounds’
worth of wheat (category 2), which equals five pounds’
worth of shoes (category 3) or five pounds’ worth of
hotel accommodation (category 4). The sole criterion to
determine the relative importance of these different goods
is the rate of profit that can be obtained by providing
them. If categories 3 and 4 yield higher profits than
categories 1 and 2, this is taken as a ‘“signal” that it is
“rational” to put additional resources into the former and
withdraw resources from the latter.

I am not here concerned with discussing the reliability
or rationality of the market mechanism, of what econo-
mists call the “invisible hand.” This has endlessly been
discussed, but invariably without attention to the basic
incommensurability of the four categories detailed above.
It has remained unnoticed, for instance—or if not unno-
ticed, it has never been taken seriously in the formulation
of economic theory—that the concept of ‘“cost” is
essentially different as between renewable and non-renew-
able goods, as also between manufactures and services. In
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fact, without going into any further details, it can be said
that economics, as currently constituted, fully applies only
to manufactures (category 3), but it is being applied
without discrimination to all goods and services, because
an appreciation of the essential, qualitative differences
between the four categories is entirely lacking.

These differences may be called meta-economic, inas-
much as they have to be recognised before economic
analysis begins. Even more important is the recognition of
the existence of “goods” which never appear on the
market, because they cannot be, or have not been, pri-
vately appropriated, but are nonetheless an essential
precondition of all human activity, such as air, water, the
soil, and in fact the whole framework of living nature.

Until fairly recently the economists have felt entitled,
with tolerably good reason, to treat the entire framework
within which economic activity takes place as given, that
is to say, as permanent and indestructible. It was no part
of their job and, indeed, of their professional competence,
to study the effects of economic activity upon the frame-
work. Since there is now increasing evidence of environ-
mental deterioration, particularly in living nature, the
entire outlook and methodology of economics is being
called into question. The study of economics is too narrow
and to fragmentary to lead to valid insights, unless com-
plemented and completed by a study of meta-economics.

The trouble about valuing means above ends—which,
as confirmed by Keynes, is the attitude of modern eco-
nomics—is that it destroys man’s freedom and power to
choose the ends he really favours; the development of
means, as it were, dictates the choice of ends. Obvious
examples are the pursuit of supersonic transport speeds
and the immense efforts made to land men on the moon.
The conception of these aims was not the result of any
insight into real human needs and aspirations, which
technology is meant to serve, but solely of the fact that
the necessary technical means appeared to be available.
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As we have seen, economics is a ‘derived” science
which accepts instructions from what I call meta-
economics. As the instructions are changed, so changes
the content of economics. In the following chapter, we
shall explore what economic laws and what definitions of
the concepts “economic” and “uneconomic” result when
the meta-economic basis of Western materialism is aban-
doned and the teaching of Buddhism is put in its place.
The choice of Buddhism for this purpose is purely inci-
dental; the teachings of Christianity, Islam, or Judaism
could have been used just as well as those of any other
of the great Eastern traditions.
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4

Buddhist Economics

“Right Livelihood” is one of the requirements of the
Buddha’s Noble Eightfold Path. It is clear, therefore, that
there must be such a thing as Buddhist economics.

Buddhist countries have often stated that they wish to
remain faithful to their heritage. So Burma: “The New
Burma sees no conflict between religious values and eco-
nomic progress. Spiritual health and material well-being
are not enemies: they are natural allies.” Or: “We can
blend successfully the religious and spiritual values of our
heritage with the benefits of modern techmology.”? Or:
“We Burmans have a sacred duty to conform both our
dreams and our acts to our faith. This we shall ever do."3

All the same, such countries invariably assume that they
can mode! their economic development plans in accord-
ance with modern economics, and they call upon modern
economists from so-called advanced countries to advise
them, to formulate the policies to be pursued, and to
construct the grand design for development, the Five-Year
Plan or whatever it may be called. No one seems to think
that a Buddhist way of life would call for Buddhist
economics, just as the modern materialist way of life has
brought forth modern economics.

Economists themselves, like most specialists, normally
suffer from a kind of metaphysical blindness, assuming
that theirs is a science of absolute and invariable truths,
without any presuppositions. Some go as far as to claim
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that economic laws are as free from “metaphysics” or
“values” as the law of gravitation. We need not, however,
get involved in arguments of methodology. Instead, let us
take some fundamentals and see what they look like when
viewed by a modern economist and a Buddhist economist.

There is universal agreement that a fundamental source
of wealth is human labour. Now, the modern economist
has been brought up to consider “labour” or work as little
more than a necessary evil. From the point of view of the
employer, it is in any case simply an item of cost, to be
reduced to a minimum if it cannot be eliminated alto-
gether, say, by automation. From the point of view of the
workman, it is a “disutility”; to work is to make a sacrifice
of one’s leisure and comfort, and wages are a kind of
compensation for the sacrifice. Hence the ideal from the
point of view of the employer is to have output without
employees, and the ideal from the point of view of the
employee is to have income without employment.

The consequences of these attitudes both in theory and
in practice are, of course, extremely far-reaching. If the
ideal with regard to work is to get rid of it, every method
that “reduces the work load” is a good thing. The most
potent method, short of automation, is the so-called “divi-
sion of labour” and the classical example is the pin factory
eulogised in Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations.* Here it is
not a matter of ordinary specialisation, which mankind has
practised from time immemorial, but of dividing up every
complete process of production-into minute parts, so that
the final product can be produced at great speed without
anyone having had to contribute more than a totally
insignificant and, in most cases, unskilled movement of his
limbs.

The Buddhist point of view takes the function of work
to be at least threefold: to give a man a chance to utilise
and develop his faculties; to enable him to overcome his
epo-centredness by joining with other people in a common
task; and to bring forth the goods and services needed for
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a becoming existence. Again, the consequences that flow
from this view are endless. To organise work in such a
manner that it becomes meaningless, boring, stultifying,
or nerve-racking for the worker would be little short of
criminal; it would indicate a greater concern with goods
than with people, an evil lack of compassion and a soul-
destroying degree of attachment to the most primitive side
of this worldly existence. Equally, to strive for leisure
as an alternative to work would be considered a complete
misunderstanding of one of the basic truths of human
existence, namely that work and leisure are complemen-
tary parts of the same living process and cannot be
separated without destroying the joy of work and the
bliss of leisure.

From the Buddhist point of view, there are therefore
two types of mechanisation which must be clearly dis-
tinguished: cne that enhances a man'’s skill and power and
one that turns the work of man over to a mechanical
slave, leaving man in a position of having to serve the
slave. How to tell the one from the other? *The craftsman
himself,” says Ananda Coomaraswamy, a man equally
competent to talk about the modern West as the ancient
East, “can always, if allowed to, draw the delicate distinc-
tion between the machine and the tool. The carpet loom
is a tool, a contrivance for holding warp threads at a
stretch for the pile to be woven round them by the
craftsmen’s fingers; but the power loom is a machine, and
its significance as a destroyer of culture lies in the fact
that it does the essentially human part of the work.”s It
is clear, therefore, that Buddhist economics must be very
different from the economics of modern materialism, since
the Buddhist sees the essence of civilisation not in a
multiplication of wants but in the purification of human
character. Character, at the same time, is formed primar-
ily by a man’s work. And work, properly conducted in
conditions of human dignity and freedom, blesses those
who do it and equally their products. The Indian
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philosopher and economist J. C. Kumarappa sums the
matter up as follows:

If the nature of the work is properly appreciated and ap-
plied, it will stand in the same relation to the higher faculties
as food is to the physical body. It nourishes and enlivens the
higher man and urges him to produce the best he is capable
of. It directs his free will along the proper course and dis-
ciplines the animal in him into progressive channels. Tt
furnishes an excellent background for man to display his
scale of values and develop his personality.6

If a man has no chance of obtaining work he is in a
desperate position, not simply because he lacks an income
but because he lacks this nourishing and enlivening factor
of disciplined work which nothing can replace. A modern
economist may engage in highly sophisticated calculations
on whether full employment “pays” or whether it might
be more “economic” to run an economy at less than
full employment so as to ensure a greater mobility of
labour, a better stability of wages, and so forth. His
fundamental criterion of success is simply the total quan-
tity of goods produced during a given period of time. *“If
the marginal urgency of goods is low,” says Professor
Galbraith in The Affluent Society, “then so is the urgency
of employing the last man or the last million men in
the labour force.”™ And again: “If . . we can afford
some unemployment in the interest of stability—a
proposition, incidentally, of impeccably conservative ante-
cedents—then we can afford to give those who are
unemployed the goods that enable them to sustain their
accustomed standard of living.”

From a Buddhist point of view, this is standing the
truth on its head by considering goods as more important
than people and consumption as more important than
creative activity. It means shifting the emphasis from the
worker to the product of work, that is, from the human
to the subhuman, a surrender to the forces of evil. The
very start of Buddhist economic planning would be a
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planning for full employment, and the primary purpose of
this would in fact be employment for everyone who needs
an “outside” job: it would not be the maximisation of
employment nor the maximisation of production. Women,
on the whole, do not need an *“outside” job, and the
large-scale employment of women in offices or factories
would be considered a sign of serious economic failure.
In particular, to let mothers of young children work in
factories while the children run wild would be as uneco-
nomic in the eyes of a Buddhist economist as the employ-
ment of a skilled worker as a soldier in the eyes of a
modern economist.

While the materialist is mainly interested in goods, the
Buddhist is mainly interested in liberation. But Buddhism
is “The Middle Way” and therefore in no way antagonistic
to physical well-being. It is not wealth that stands in the
way of liberation but the attachment to wealth; not the
enjoyment of pleasurable things but the craving for them.
The keynote of Buddhist economics, therefore. is simplic-
ity and non-violence. From an economist’s point of view,
the marvel of the Buddhist way of life is the utter
rationality of its pattern—amazingly small means leading
to extraordinarily satisfactory results.

For the modern economist this is very difficult to under-
stand. He is used to measuring the ‘“standard of living” by
the amount of annual consumption, assuming all the time
that a man who consumes more is “better off” than a man
who consumes less. A Buddhist economist would consider
this approach excessively irrational: since consumption is
merely a means to human well-being, the aim should be
to obtain the maximum of well-being with the minimum
of consumption. Thus, if the purpose of clothing is a cer-
tain amount of temperature comfort and an attractive
appearance, the task is to attain this purpose with the
smallest possible effort, that is, with the smallest annual
destruction of cloth and with the help of designs that
involve the smallest possible input of toil. The less toil
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there is, the more time and strength is left for artistic
creativity. It would be highly uneconomic, for instance, to
go in for complicated tailoring, like the modern West,
when a much more beautiful effect can be achieved by
the skilful draping of uncut material. It would be the
height of folly to make material so that it should wear
out quickly and the height of barbarity to make anything
ugly, shabby or mean. What has just been said about
clothing applies equally to all other human requirements.
The ownership and the consumption of goods is a means
to an end, and Buddhist economics is the systematic
study of how to attain given ends with the minimun
means.

Modem economics, on the other hand, considers con-
sumption to be the sole end and purpose of all economic
activity, taking the factors of production—Iland, labour,
and capital—as the means. The former, in short, tries to
maximise hwnan satisfactions by the optimal pattern of
consumption, while the latter tries to maximise consump-
tion by the optimal pattern of productive effort. It is easy
to see that the effort needed to sustain a way of life which
seeks to attain the optimal pattern of consumption is
likely to be much smaller than the effort needed to sustain
a drive for maximum consumption. We need not be sur-
prised, therefore, that the pressure and strain of living is
very much less in, say, Burma than it is in the United
States, in spite of the fact that the amount of labour-
saving machinery used in the former country is only a
minute fraction of the amount used in the latter.

Simplicity and non-violence are obviously -closely
related. The optimal pattern of consumption, producing a
high degree of human satisfaction by means of a relatively
low rate of consumption, allows people to live without
great pressure and strain and to fulfil the primary injunc-
tion of Buddhist teaching: *“Cease to do evil; try to do
good.” As physical resources are everywhere limited,
people satisfying their needs by means of a modest use of
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resources are obviously less likely to be at each other's
throats than people depending upon a high rate of use.
Equally, people who live in highly self-sufficient local
communities are less likely to get involved in large-scale
violence than people whose existence depends on world-
wide systems of trade.

From the point of view of Buddhist economics. there-
fore, production from local resources for local needs is
the most rational way of economic life, while dependence
on imports from afar and the consequent need to produce
for export to unknown and distant peoples is highly
uneconomic and justifiable only in exceptional cases and
on a small scale. Just as the modern economist would
admit that a hiéh rate of consumption of transport serv-
ices between a man’s home and his place of work signifies
a misfortune and -not a high standard of life, so the
Buddhist economist would hold that to satisfy human
wants from faraway sources rather than from sources
nearby signifies failure rather than success. The former
tends to take statistics showing an increase in the number
of ton/miles per head of the population carried by a
country’s transport system as proof of econmomic prog-
ress, while to the latter—the Buddhist economist—the
same statistics would indicate a highly undesirable deteri-
oration in the pattern of consumption.

Another striking difference between modem economics
and Buddhist economics arises over the use of natural
resources. Bertrand de Jouvenel, the eminent French
political philosopher, has characterised ‘Western man” in
words which may be taken as a fair description of the
modern economist:

He tends to count nothing as an expenditure, other than
buman effort; he does not seem to mind how much mineral
matter he wastes and, far worse, how much living matter he
destroys. He does not seem to realise at all that human life
is a dependent part of an ecosystem of many different forms
of life. As the world is ruled from towns where men are cut
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off from any form of life other than human, the feeling of
belonging to an ecosystem is not revived. This results in a
harsh and improvident treatment of things upon which we
ultimately depend, such as water and trees.8

The teaching of the Buddha, on the other hand, enjoins
a reverent and non-violent attitude not only to all sentient
beings but also, with great emphasis, to trees. Every
follower of the Buddha ought to plant a tree every few
years and look after it until it is safely established, and the
Buddhist economist can demonstrate without difficulty
that the universal observation of this rule would result in
a high rate of genuine economic development independent
of any foreign aid. Much of the economic decay of south-
east Asia (as of many other parts of the world) is
undoubtedly due to a heedless and shameful peglect of
trees.

Modern economics does not distinguish between renew-
able and non-renewable materials, as its very method is to
equalise and quantify everything by means of a money
price. Thus, taking various alternative fuels, like coal, oil,
wood, or water-power: the only difference between them
recognised by modern economics is relative cost per equiv-
alent unit. The cheapest is automatically the one to be
preferred, as to do otherwise would be irrational and “un-
economic.” From a Buddhist point of view, of course, this
will not do; the essential difference between non-renew-
able fuels like coal and oil on the one hand and renewable
fuels like wood and water-power on the other cannot be
simply overlooked. Non-renewable goods must be used
only if they are indispensable, and then only with the
greatest care and the most meticulous concern for con-
servation. To use them heedlessly or extravagantly is an
act of violence, and while complete non-violence may not
be attainable on this earth, there is nonetheless an ineluc-
table duty on man to aim at the ideal of non-violence in
all he does.

Just as a modern European economist would not con-
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sider it a great economic achievement if all European art
treasures were sold to America at attractive prices, so the
Buddhist economist would insist that a population basing
its economic life on non-renewable fuels is living parasiti-
cally, on capital instead of income. Such a way of life could
have no permanence and could therefore be justified only
as a purely temporary expedient. As the world’s resources
of non-renewable fuels—coal, oil and natural gas—are
exceedingly unevenly distributed over the globe and
undoubtedly limited in quantity, it is clear that their
exploitation at an ever-increasing rate is an act of violence
against nature which must almost inevitably lead to vio-
lence between men.

This fact alone might give food for thought even to
those people in Buddhist countries who care nothing for
the religious and spiritual values of their heritage and
ardently desire to embrace the materialism of modem
economics at the fastest possible speed. Before they dis-
miss Buddhist economics as nothing better than a nostalgic
dream, they might wish to consider whether the path of
economic development outlined by modern economics is
likely to lead them to places where they really want to be.
Towards the end of his courageous book The Challenge of
Man’s Future, Professor Harrison Brown of the California
Institute of Technology gives the following appraisal:

Thus we see that, just as industrial society is fundamentally
unstable and subject to reversion to agrarian existence, so
within it the conditions which offer individual freedom are
unstable in their ability to avoid the conditions which impose
rigid organisation and totalitarian control. Indeed, when we
examine all of the foreseeable difficulties which threaten the
survival of industrial civilisation, it is difficult to see how
the achievement of stability and the maintenance of individ-
ual liberty can be made compatible.?

Even if this were dismissed as a long-term view there is
the immediate question of whether “modernisation,” as
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currently practised without regard to religious and spirit-
ual values, is actually producing agreeable results. As far
as the masses are concermed, the results appear to be
disastrous—a collapse of the rural economy, a rising tide
of unemployment in town and country, and the growth
of a city proletariat without nourishment for either body
or soul.

It is in the light of both immediate experience and long-
term prospects that the study of Buddhist €économics could
be recommended even to those who believe that eco-
nomic growth is more important than any spiritual or
religious values. For it is not a question of choosing
between “modern growth” and “traditional stagnation.” It
is a question of finding the right path of development, the
Middle Way between materialist heedlessness and tradi-
tionalist immobility, in short, of finding “Right Liveli-
hood.”
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