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Dedicated to the members of the International Brigades, 
volunteers from fifty-three nations, who fought for freedom 
and democracy in the Spanish Civil War. 
“No passaran!”






EDITOR’S PREFACE

 “How Much Is Enough?” Buddhism and the Human Environment

 Richard K. Payne

 

 

In the twenty-first century, the Buddhist tradition exists in a social environment radically different from any previous era. The global horizon of contemporary Buddhism creates new questions, questions that the tradition had never in fact confronted previously. In the Western cultural context, two of these are the therapeutic culture and the social activist culture. While the therapeutic culture, which presumes a psychological orientation, can tend to be highly individualistic, the social activist culture has the opposite orientation. In the second half of the twentieth century, Buddhism became involved in several struggles for social justice—perhaps most memorably the opposition to the war in Vietnam, opposition that included Buddhist monks using self-immolation as a means of protest.

Closer to the end of the twentieth century, environmentalism became an increasingly important part of the social activist world, and as a consequence Buddhism also became involved in the issues of environmentalism. One of the key ideas for all forms of Buddhism is the absence of any eternal, unchanging, or permanent essence to be found either in people or in the objects of our daily experience. For many contemporary Buddhists, this notion of “no-essence” is interpreted in a more positive form to mean that the existence of each and every thing, including people, is causally interconnected. Thich Nhat Hanh has coined the term “interbeing” in an attempt to express how deep mutually interdependent existence is.

It was out of this sense of mutually interdependent existence that the international symposium on “Buddhism and the Environment” was organized by Mitsuya Dake and David Matsumoto, members of the faculties of  Ryukoku University, Kyoto, and the Institute of Buddhist Studies, Berkeley, respectively. The conference was held in the Alumni House, on the campus of the University of California, Berkeley, on Sunday, September 14, 2003. Keynote speakers for the symposium were Lewis Lancaster, University of California, Berkeley (“Buddhist Strategies and Discourses: The Views of Causation and Contemporary Problems”), and Ryusei Takeda, Ryukoku University (“Where Should the True Encounter between Religion and Science Take Place?”). Panelists included Stephanie Kaza, University of Vermont; Duncan Williams, University of California, Irvine; Ryugo Matsui, Ryukoku University; Ruben Habito, Southern Methodist University; Tetsunori Koizumi, Ryukoku University; Malcolm David Eckel, Boston University; and Mitsuya Dake, Ryukoku University.

The emphasis that the symposium placed on the human environment highlights the interdependence of our human social reality with the encompassing and supporting natural world. By becoming aware of this interdependence we can see that the distinction between social and natural is itself an intellectual construct, an analytic tool for looking at things in one particular way. It is not a “natural” distinction, and we can look at things differently. Seeing the interdependence of the social and natural, we can experience more directly the karmic relations between our actions and the human environment around us, both social and natural.
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INTRODUCTION

 Just How Much Is Enough?

 Richard K. Payne

 

 

Having grown up during the Great Depression, my parents maintained a set of values based on frugality, rather than expendability and overconsumption. From the early 1960s on, my father became increasingly concerned with organic farming, a commitment that simultaneously brought together our family background in agriculture and his own radical politics. When he visited me in Japan in the early 80s, there were two things he insisted on doing. One was to visit a leading figure of organic farming in Japan, Masanobu Fukuoka, and the other was to see the memorial at Hiroshima.

My mother shared these values, and I grew up eating homemade bread and home-canned fruit. Where my mother learned this story, I have no idea, but at an early age she told me the following tale:Once two Zen monks were traveling from one temple to another. As they approached the temple, they discussed the question of whether it would be an appropriate place for them to pursue their practice. Passing over a bridge near the temple, they noticed a cabbage leaf floating downstream. They paused and began to reconsider whether a temple that would allow such waste could possibly be a true hall for training in the way. Just then, the temple gate opened and a monk with a long pole came rushing toward them. Startled, they watched as the monk caught the cabbage leaf, bowed to them and returned to the temple. Nodding to one another, the two monks entered the gates of the temple, confident that they had found a place where they would indeed be able to make progress on the path.





While she may have only intended to reinforce the importance of frugality, her story also laid the groundwork for my own conviction that Buddhism is a religion committed to respecting all life, not simply in some abstract sense, but concretely through individual actions.

 

The environment—what can Buddhism tell us about our relation to it? Frequently it seems that the environment is something distant—melting glaciers, or loss of habitat for polar bears. It can also seem abstract—average change of the oceans’ temperatures as measured over the last half century, or increasing concentration of pollutants as parts per million. Or at least, the environment is something separate from us—the natural world that we go to visit beyond the city’s edge. We need, however, to move beyond any idealized conception of nature in order to avoid having that socially constructed conception of “nature as separate from human” be the object of our concern. The idea of nature as something separate from the human, as either a material or spiritual resource for us to draw upon, maintains a dualistic separation between the human and the natural—a dualism that is itself at the very heart of our present ecological fiasco. The same is also true of the other polarity common to this discourse, that between nature and culture.

One of the things that Buddhism can tell us is that these images of the environment—distant, abstract, separate—are all mistaken conceptions of the way things are. The environment is right here around us; it is the air we breathe and the water we drink, and it is intimately interconnected with each and every one of us. The mistaken conceptions of the environment—distant, abstract, separate—are themselves based on a mistaken conception of the self. The self is not an isolated, independent, unchanging reality distinct from other people or the world around it. It is itself an ongoing process and an open system.

Perhaps as a consequence of our evolutionary history, the personal human self is motivated by a deep sense of insufficiency—the theme of this collection of essays. The Buddha’s diagnosis for our suffering, unease, and dissatisfaction is this pervasive feeling of existing in a state of insufficiency. Insufficiency (tanha, sometimes translated as craving) is not simply need. Needs can be fulfilled, but as long as we cling to the sense of self as a separate, independent, unchanging reality there will be a disparity between the actuality and the imagined—a disparity that is experienced as an insufficiency.

Modern consumerist society tells us that our felt insufficiency can be filled by acquiring things—the latest consumer technology, the latest automobile, the latest, most recent, best, improved, newest, rarest, most fashionable, as seen being worn/driven/eaten/drunk by some celebrity/ fashion model. Consumption, whether we need the whatever or not, drives the engines of our contemporary society, which itself needs to keep us ignorant of or at least distracted from attending to our own needs. The human drive to acquire more is not only doomed to fail, but because we have gotten so clever at trying to fulfill our insufficiency, our manic drive to feel fulfilled now poses a serious threat to our environment, which is to say we are a threat to ourselves.




GLOBAL PERSPECTIVES ON THE ENVIRONMENT 

It may seem obvious that environmental concerns require us to have a global perspective. But while we may think about the environment globally—climate change, for example—we also need to have a global perspective on our thinking about the environment. In other words, while we may be thinking about a global environment, our thinking may not be global, it may remain constrained by our own societal location. This collection of essays on the relation between the lived practice of Buddhism and contemporary concerns about the environment includes the work of both American and Japanese scholar-practitioners. In doing so, it broadens the perspectives available to the contemporary discussions, and in some cases challenges presumptions previously unexamined.

This collection is concerned with the question, How much is enough? The authors draw on the teachings of Buddhism as a resource for answering this question. They do so within a context that understands “the environment” as including the human, as the entirety of the human domain, both social and natural. At first glance, it might seem that “human environment” is a smaller category than nature or ecology, a kind of subset within one of those larger categories. One of the goals of this work is to point out the mistaken character of such a conception—the human environment is a broader category because it includes nature, society, and individual.

By identifying the object of concern as the human environment, the point is also being made that there is a single human environment—not an American one that is different from a Chinese or Indian or European  one. At the same time, there is not a Buddhist environment, nor a Christian environment, nor a Jewish, Muslim, or Hindu environment, but only the human environment.1

The need for working with a conception of the human environment as a single totality is demonstrated by the consequences of what might be called the American myth. Key to the American myth is the equation of prosperity and happiness. The occasional sentimental narrative of “poor but happy” aside, Americans seem to be quite cynical about the causal link that points from prosperity to happiness. But it is the second part of the national myth that makes it particularly problematic for the human environment. This is the self-image that America is a prosperous nation and that as a consequence Americans are happy. The inverse of this is, then, that if you are not happy or if you are not prosperous, there is something wrong with you individually. It is from this perspective that social action programs that relieve suffering carry with them a social stigma—consider the stigma attached to public transportation in much of the nation, a stigma so great that there is a refusal to fund it adequately since it “only helps the poor.”

The Buddhist perspective, however, is that suffering is universal. If we are aware of suffering as universal—as something affecting ourselves as much as the farmer in Bangladesh whose fields are flooded, or the inner city drug addict, or any of those “others” upon whom we can project our own suffering so as to protect ourselves from experiencing it—then the stigma of social programs intended to assist everyone can be diminished, the individualism that isolates each person, not only from others in the society, but also from the natural environment that supports and sustains us all, can be diminished. Each in its own way, the different perspectives offered by the essays gathered here contribute to creating a broader perspective on both the nature of the human environment and the ways in which Buddhism may relate us to that environment.




CONTENTS OF THE COLLECTION 

Duncan Williams’ opening contribution to this collection, “Buddhist Environmentalism in Contemporary Japan,” examines a number of programs undertaken by Japanese Buddhists to protect the environment. The opening vignette regarding an action to protect trees by the chief priest of  Gyōzenji Temple in greater Tokyo demonstrates one strategy for employing Buddhist ideas in the service of the environment, a strategy related to the doctrine of buddha nature. Asserting that plants and trees have buddha nature makes sense in the context of East Asian Buddhism where not only is the idea of buddha nature itself a well-established part of Buddhist thought, but the extension of the idea of buddha nature to plants and trees, pebbles and stones has long been part of the tradition.

Other actions discussed by Williams demonstrate the sophistication of the Japanese Buddhist community, not only in terms of the scientific aspects of environmental issues, but also in their ability to create effective volunteer campaigns and their initiative in utilizing the economic potentials of environmental actions. For contemporary Western Buddhists, the issues of the relation between social and economic privilege and environmental responsibility is raised by the work of Rev. Ōkōchi. His travels to areas of the world torn by strife and warfare—places such as Rwanda, Palestine, Cambodia—heightened his awareness of the palpable reality of suffering. The conditions that the people in these countries suffered from reminded Ōkōchi of the conditions current in medieval Japan when Hōnen, founder of the Jōdo sect to which Ōkōchi belongs, was active in establishing a form of Pure Land Buddhism.

Ōkōchi’s analysis of suffering provides us with a perspective important for contemporary Western Buddhists generally, not just in relation to environmental issues. As Williams puts it, “Ōkōchi interprets suffering as existing not only on a personal level, but at a deep structural level in the modern socioeconomic system.”

Our current socioeconomic system has been identified by the name “consumerism.” Economically, consumerism focuses on the consumption of goods and services. The public display of such consumption for the sake of demonstrating one’s social status was identified by Thorstein Veblen (1857–1929) who referred to it as “conspicuous consumption.”

Consumerism is the focus of the second essay, Stephanie Kaza’s “How Much Is Enough?: Buddhist Perspectives on Consumerism.” As Kaza makes clear in her opening, consumerism is driven by the creation of artificial needs by means of advertising. The purposeful stimulation of the Three Poisons—delusion, anger, and greed—in order to get someone to purchase an item is quite clearly contrary to Buddhist teachings. The Eightfold Path includes, for example, the ideas of right speech, right action,  and right livelihood. The pursuit of economic gain by creating an artificial need that the product being promoted promises to fulfill would certainly appear to be a breach of all three of these aspects of the Eightfold Path.

Kaza develops a Buddhist critique of consumerism by first examining the global consequences of the kinds of wasteful overconsumption that consumerism encourages. She then goes on to examine specific ways in which consumerism has been critiqued, including those developed on the basis of Western ideas, as well as newly developed ones that draw on Buddhist concepts. Kaza closes her discussion with a set of proposals of her own for moving toward liberation by the reduction—or elimination—of desire.

Several of the environmental activists discussed by Williams are members of the Pure Land traditions of Japanese Buddhism. Mitsuya Dake presents a Pure Land Buddhist perspective on environmental issues in his contribution to this collection. In an analysis that moves beyond an understanding of suffering as private, Dake challenges the standard conceptions of Buddhism prevalent in the West, which he describes as “forms of Buddhism that emphasize self-cultivation and that are usually connected with some sort of cognitive, personal, and empowering experience.” The representation of Buddhism as commonly found in the West is informed by the West’s own preconceptions about the significance and goal of religion as formed by Romanticism. Dake points out, however, that “for many Buddhists in East Asia, this image represents only part of the Buddhist belief system, which as a whole comprises more than just meditation or mental cultivation.”

The Pure Land tradition focuses its attention on the Buddha Amitābha, known in Japanese as Amida. Prior to his awakening, Amida vowed that when he became a buddha he would manifest a buddha-land that was pure, or as interpreted by some Chinese Pure Land masters, a land that purifies. Although the Sanskrit name of Amida’s buddha-land, Sukhāvatī, means “land of bliss,” it has come to be referred to as “pure land” (jōdo), or more typically in Buddhist English, “the Pure Land.” The significance of being a land that purifies is that in contrast to our present world, it is one in which not only is it easy to hear the teachings—the birds there sound the phrase “Buddha, Dharma, Sangha”—but also one can understand the significance of the teachings, put them into effective practice, and become awakened.

Analogies between Amida and the Pure Land, on the one hand, and the Christian God and his Heaven, on the other, have been made frequently and—as Dake discusses—quite erroneously. The Pure Land is not conceived to be an ontological absolute, but is rather identified with the state of nirvāṇa as being uncreated—a technical philosophic concept that is often, if not usually, misunderstood in the West as implying an absolute state of existence, but which actually refers to something simply not existing, in the same way that a candle flame when extinguished simply does not exist.

Dake then goes on to develop an interpretation of the Pure Land symbolism as signifying “interconnectivity and harmony in diversity.” He points out, however, that as valuable as such perspectives may be, they are not themselves solutions to our urgent environmental concerns. “In order to solve the environmental problems we face, it will be necessary to develop a connection between that method of thought and concrete norms of behavior in this modern age.” Turning to the teachings of Shinran, founder of the Shin school of Japanese Pure Land Buddhism, Dake suggests that such “concrete norms of behavior” can arise out of Shinran’s view of human nature in which “despair as to the self and one’s awakening to truth and reality” are understood to be mutually identical.

Here we encounter an aspect of East Asian Buddhist teachings that is important for Western, particularly American, Buddhists to hear. Implicit in our understanding of human nature in the West is a kind of simplistic optimism about individual self-sufficiency, encouraging us to believe that “Through my own efforts, I can attain whatever I really set myself to, including awakening.” (How many of us were raised with the children’s book The Little Engine That Could?) The Pure Land teachings confront this idea directly, pointing out the self-contradiction in the idea that the ego can overcome the ego. This is the “despair as to the self ” that Dake speaks of, and this—contrary to many Western treatments of Pure Land—places Pure Land firmly in the mainstream of Mahāyāna thought. It may be a different approach from the more familiar emphasis on the emptiness of the self found in Mahāyāna, but it is making exactly the same point, and can provide a critique of consumerist culture like that developed by Kaza in her paper. The challenge to the concept of an autonomous self here again brings us to conceptions of suffering as something that cannot be simply located in the private realm of the individual person. This  broadens the relation between Buddhism and environmental concerns to an “ecosocial” dimension.

The ecosocial perspective brought to our environmental concerns by Gary Snyder is presented by David Barnhill. Barnhill identifies three strains within Snyder’s thought that are themselves interdependent—Buddhism, ecology, and radical politics. These three themes are interwoven through Snyder’s poetry from an early period, Barnhill beginning with an examination of Myths & Texts, which dates from 1960. One theme that runs continuously through Snyder’s poetry from this early period is American labor history, a history that—like the histories of other disenfranchized peoples—has been “placed under erasure.”

Snyder also connects his radical social, environmental, and political ideas with the vows of Amida, the ones that created the Pure Land. The connection between the symbolic representation of what the world could be—the Pure Land—and the ideals of an environmentally motivated Buddhism that relates to broader social issues as integral to the personal/ social/environmental totality is asserted by Snyder’s use of the image of the Pure Land.

Barnhill then goes on to examine the anarchist roots of Snyder’s politics. Although largely ignored—placed under erasure—in contemporary political discourse, anarchist thought has deep roots in Western political thought, dating from at least the end of the eighteenth century, and having informed social reform movements in the United States for almost the entirety of its history.

In addition to the imagery of the Pure Land, the Buddhist strains of Snyder’s environmental thought are largely drawn from Huayan ideas, such as the image of Indra’s net. This is by now a familiar image for Buddhist environmentalism, one that promotes a nondual relation between individual and whole, a “mutual interdependence,” or as Barnhill calls it, a “relational holism.”

It is then from this complex of radical politics and Buddhist cosmology that Snyder develops his critique of contemporary society’s role in environmental degradation. Snyder’s mix of environmental and social concerns makes it possible for him to see the relations between the two. How, in other words, do we take action that is simultaneously protective of the environment and of people?

Snyder’s answer is, at least in part, that of bioregionalism. Places are not simply interchangeable units in an abstract Cartesian space. Rather, they form a living, integrated whole. Bioregionalism looks to the “natural divisions created by soil, climate, topography, river drainages, etc.,” rather than to the relatively arbitrary divisions of political units, such as nation or state.

Bioregionalism is, however, a way of thinking that, while promoting an awareness of interdependence in a very concrete way, does not define appropriate courses of action. Just as Dake discussed in relation to Shinran’s thought, it is another step to go from a vision of reality to action based on that vision. Barnhill first emphasizes the nonviolent dimension of Snyder’s message of the liberatory effects of creating a new awareness. This task is partly through meditation and study of the Dharma, but also by critical reflection on the power of “key images, myths, archetypes, eschatologies, and ecstasies.”

Where Snyder’s suggestion focuses on control of the cognitive dimensions of the culture to recast not only ways of thinking but also actions, Shinichi Inoue gives his attention to the development of economic relations based on Buddhist principles. In contrast to an economics of exploitation, in which the dominant attitude is one of taking as much as we can from the natural world, Inoue proposes what might be called an economics of restoration, one in which the dominant attitude is one of borrowing—that is, temporary use of those resources we need before restoring them to their proper place.

Turning to more specifically economic aspects of dealing with environmental concerns, Inoue presents us with a schema develop by Mitsuru Tanaka (Kawasaki Environment Agency). Tanaka proposes a four by four matrix that charts the environmental impact of both production and consumption. Production of essential goods with only minimal environmental impact would score a 1, while producing unnecessary or frivolous goods by highly polluting means would score a 16. Absolutely essential goods, such as medical supplies, whose production involved pollution would score much better than frivolous goods, such as many “luxury” items, even if the latter were produced with little pollution. Such a scale would allow for a system of environmental taxation that takes into account both production practices and the nature of the goods produced. Inoue suggests  that such policies are “increasingly important as we begin to understand that environmental destruction carries with it an economic price that may not become evident until much later.”

Inoue examines two agricultural industries that are economically, environmentally, and culturally significant for Japan—rice and dairy farming. Consideration of the production practices involved in these two kinds of farming connects to the issues of bioregionalism discussed by Barnhill. Japanese dairy farmers, for example, use pasturage in the mountains. This is similar to the practice of another mountainous country, Switzerland, but in sharp contrast to dairy farming in the United States, which is done on open plains.

From this perspective Inoue considers the importance of Buddhist values as they relate to economics. The areas he considers are: unconstrained greed, the presumption of competition as the sole fundamental economic principle, an appropriately positive evaluation of money as an opportunity for mindfulness, and the avoidance of waste. These are the positive principles that Inoue highlights as the Buddhist contribution to an environmentally sensitive economics.

Drawing on the structure of the Eightfold Path, Tetsunori Koizumi takes a more systematic approach to developing a Buddhist environmental program. Taking as his point of reference general systems theory, Koizumi reexpresses the elements of the Eightfold Path in such a fashion as to provide us with a practical guide for action, a prescription for sustainable living. He begins by interpreting the Buddha’s teachings as being structured by a metaphysical dualism. He uses the terms “manifest world” and “latent world” for saṃsāra and nirvāṇa, respectively. This is based on what seems to be a quasi-Aristotelian interpretation in which “name and form” (Skt. nāmarūpa) are “projected” from the latent into the manifest world.

Koizumi then further divides the manifest world into three—biosphere, sociosphere, and psychosphere. All existing entities in all three spheres are understood by Koizumi as evidencing the quality of impermanence, and as such, they move through three phases of creation, preservation, and decay.

Having set up this philosophic background, Koizumi is then ready to examine the specifics of the Eightfold Path. His first step is to group the eight into mental or physical activities, forming two complementary sets. When viewed in terms of the Middle Path, the elements of the Eightfold

Path constitute a systemic balance, a balance of potential and kinetic energies. In this way Koizumi equates latent world, nirvāṇa, mental actions, and potential energy on one side, and sets them in opposition to manifest world, saṃsāra, physical actions, and kinetic energy on the other.

Viewing the injunctions of the Eightfold Path in terms of the conservation of matter and energy in the service of physical, mental, and environmental health provides a way of integrating ecology, economics, and ethics. Echoing Dake and Barnhill, Koizumi says in conclusion, “translating the Buddha’s insight into an agenda for individual action and social policy is the challenge that confronts us today.”

It is just such daily, lived expressions of the Buddha’s insight that Ikuo Nakamura discusses in his “The Debate on Taking Life and Eating Meat in the Edo-Period Jōdo Shin Tradition.” By the Edo period (1600–1868) concepts such as karma and rebirth and the six realms of existence had become integral to Japanese conceptions of the ethical relation between humans and the environment—“the indigenous Japanese view of animals and the Buddhist concept of not taking life mutually influenced each other and brought about the creation of a unique understanding of the relation between humans and animals.”

The idea of buddha nature as extending to include not only humans but also animals, and even trees and grasses—found in the modern Japanese Buddhist environmental activists discussed by Williams—has its roots in early medieval Japan. Nakamura discusses how such ideas produced in Japan a “culture of memorialization” in which religious services and memorials allowed for the expression of remorse over killing and consuming animals. The merging of Buddhist and Shintō beliefs also led to the popularity of some Shintō deities, such as Suwa, who were believed to pardon hunters for having taken the lives of their prey.

Shinran, founder of the Shin sect of Japanese Pure Land Buddhism, mentioned previously, took a radical ethical stance on these issues. Rather than accepting the widely held ideas regarding purity and pollution, he asserted that we all share the same ethical status as hunters and fishermen, that is, those directly responsible for taking life. In contemporary terms we might say that Shinran saw how we are all complicit in a system of economic, ethical, social, and environmental relations.

In early modern Japan the issue of vegetarianism was closely linked with the issue of celibacy. Thus, debates about meat-eating simultaneously  involved the question of clerical marriage. The Shin view of these issues drew together three ideas. First, that the practice of austerities such as vegetarianism and celibacy conferred no special ethical status. Second, the idea that in this period of the decline of the Dharma (Jpn. mappō) in which we live, we are incapable of effecting our own awakening through our own individual efforts. And third, the idea that Amida had vowed that even the worst of us—such as hunters and fishermen—could be born into the Pure Land. Thus, based on a kind of “nonduality of good and evil,” meat-eating and clerical marriage came to be positively valued in the Shin sect. One expression of this is the ritual preparation and consumption of a carp at New Year’s in the Hōonji Temple. Nakamura’s examination of this practice draws attention to the confluence of indigenous Japanese conceptions of the sacrality of animals and Buddhist conceptions of karma as understood in the Shin tradition.

These ideas and practices confront us with very different conceptions of the relation between the human and the natural from those that commonly inform eco-Buddhist discussions in the West today. At the same time, our presumptions regarding what Buddhism teaches in relation to these issues are also challenged. This encourages us to think through more carefully, from a more globally Buddhist perspective, the question of appropriate Buddhist responses to our present environmental situation. In his “Is ‘Buddhist Environmentalism’ a Contradiction in Terms?” Malcolm David Eckel makes just such reconsiderations explicit.

Eckel begins by pointing out the pervasive role of Orientalist stereotypes of the West as exploiting nature and of the East as protective of nature in forming many of the presumptions about Buddhism and the environment. Calling these presumptions into question, Eckel suggests the importance of the origins of Buddhism in the yogic culture of ancient India. He also suggests other aspects of Buddhism that can serve to question the presumptions about environmental commitments. The issue of social location is intimated by a story that leads to the question of whether or not conservation is another form of attachment. When upper-middle-class American Buddhists want to protect natural environments that they themselves make use of for recreational purposes—skiing , hiking, camping, rock climbing—is this not simply another instance of concealing from ourselves our own egocentric motivations? This is just the kind of issue that Snyder raises when he points toward the importance of thinking  about the lives of lumbermen who cut down trees, as well as about the lives of spotted owls who live in those trees. To fail to think about both leads to just the kind of oppositional conflicts that have become all too familiar in recent years. These kinds of questions lead Eckel to conclude that “‘Buddhism’ and ‘environmentalism’ may not be contradictory in the strict sense of the word, but they make an uneasy combination, and each raises awkward and difficult questions about the other.”

Eckel appears confident, however, that this “uneasy combination” is not the end of the matter. Like Inoue, he turns to the idea of the Middle Path as a balance between two extremes, explaining this as a three-step process going from one extreme to its opposite, and then finally correcting back toward some midpoint between the two. In his analysis of the relation between Buddhism and the environment Eckel suggests that the naive assumption that “of course Buddhism respects the environment” comprises the first extreme. The second extreme comes as a reaction to the first when careful consideration throws the naive assumption into doubt. Eckel points out, however, that “the original problem remains: What to do about the environment, and what to do about the environment from a Buddhist point of view?”

Eckel raises a question that usually remains unasked, that of the location of awakening. Is the location of awakening Bodh Gaya? Or is it, as the highly psychologized interpretation that dominates the Western understanding of Buddhism would tell us, the mind? But mind, of course, is an abstraction, a construct. Eckel turns instead to the concrete character of embodied human existence, which is necessarily always located in some particular place. “While emptiness, in a sense, is everywhere, it is realized only in this moment, this place, and this body.” One can also see that this undermines the easy avoidance of realizing the way by thinking of it as something that happens someplace else. Eckel suggests that by attending to the immanence of awakening, a Buddhist sensibility regarding the environment can be developed and sustained. As others in this collection also have, Eckel closes with the image of the Pure Land as signifying the potential inherent within our own present world: “I wonder whether this could be a time for Buddhists to rediscover the utopian aspiration embedded in this concept—to purify this buddha-field and turn it into a Pure Land.”

The essay by Lambert Schmithausen reprinted here, “The Early Buddhist Tradition and Ecological Ethics,”2 has attracted a host of  misunderstandings, often criticisms based on the idea that a close, scholarly examination of early Buddhist teachings and attitudes toward the natural world should not be done in an intellectually neutral fashion. Rather it seems the expectation of scholarship is partisan, that is, providing already interpreted representations of early Buddhism that support the idea that Buddhism is “eco-friendly.” Schmithausen has been criticized personally for being anti-ecology. If one reads the essay included here, one discovers that nothing could be further from the case. His personal commitment to both the environment and to honest, accurate intellectual inquiry is evident.

What Schmithausen’s work does contribute to the consideration of the relation between Buddhist thought and environmentalism is, first, clarity about the nature of early Buddhist thought on the issues involved. Second, his research challenges some of the characterizations of the Buddhist tradition that have become unquestioned presumptions in modern Western Buddhist thought, apparently largely as a consequence of the dominance of the Mahāyāna tradition and the consequent uncritical acceptance of Mahāyāna polemics. One small gem is embedded in a note, where he critiques the characterization of the goal of becoming awakened oneself as in some sense “selfish.”

Through a very detailed philological analysis, Schmithausen examines the question of just what the early Buddhist tradition did think about the environment. The intellectual approach that Schmithausen takes has as its intent the sincere desire to understand what the Buddhist tradition has been. Such an approach avoids a neocolonialist gesture of exploiting Buddhism as a resource for our own purposes. It is only by finding out what Buddhism actually says, rather than what we want it to say, that an intellectually honest, and therefore sustainable, eco-Buddhism can be created.




FINAL THOUGHTS 

This collection does not seek to create a single answer to the question of Buddhism and the human environment, much less a master narrative about what all Buddhists should think or how all Buddhists should act. More humbly, it simply seeks to contribute to the discussion of how Buddhist thought—the variety of ideas, of concepts that are widely shared by  Buddhists—can inform a contemporary Buddhist worldview that integrates in an authentic fashion a wider environmental awareness. Much of what has informed environmentalism in the West to date, including “deep ecology,” has been Western cosmology and religious belief.3 Simply adopting that version of environmentalism into a Buddhist context—simply repackaging it as Buddhism—would introduce, as unexamined presumptions, values and beliefs that may not only be foreign to the tradition itself, but might actually subvert the critical perspective that Buddhism can provide to the global concerns with the environment. As the essays in this collection indicate, there are a variety of Buddhist concepts that can be brought to bear on environmental issues.

Impermanence is fundamental to the Buddhist perception of existence. As understood by many contemporary Buddhists, the opposite face of impermanence is interdependence—this is seen not as a logical consequence, but simply as a different way of expressing the same insight; the two are simply synonymous with one another. This provides one Buddhist approach to realizing—making immediately real for oneself—the environment as a religious issue: being impermanent, a person is not autonomously separate from his or her environment, but rather interdependent with it.

Understandings of the bodhisattva vow provide another immediate lived connection between the environment and one’s own Buddhist insight and practice. Personally, it has seemed to me that given the interdependence of all being, the bodhisattva vow—the vow to put off one’s own final awakening in order to assist all living beings to equally realize awakening—is not an ethical injunction. It is not some kind of external rule that one needs to adhere to, to force oneself to follow, a command. Rather, if we take interdependence seriously, the bodhisattva vow is instead simply a statement of fact. In other words, if we take interdependence seriously, no one obtains full and final awakening until all do. So, the bodhisattva vow is not something in addition to one’s life, it is not something external to oneself that one takes on, but rather it is a realization of one’s own actual existence as an interdependent being—and there is no other kind of existence. This is not optional.

In the essays that follow, various other Buddhist ideas are explored for their value in relation to our contemporary environmental concerns. The Buddhist voices that can be heard in these essays offer the opportunity to  think critically about both Buddhism and the environment, allowing us a chance to move beyond our preconceptions into a deeper, richer engagement with the living potential of the Buddhist tradition in today’s world.




NOTES 

1   Such divisions, whether ethnic, political, or religious, are inherently antihumanistic, and may all-too-easily be put to the service of authoritarian or fascist regimes. See Luc Ferry and Alain Renaut, Heidegger and Modernity, trans. Franklin Philip (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1990), 2–5.
2   Reprinted with the author’s permission from the Journal of Buddhist Ethics 4 (February 1997): 1–74. Available online at http://www.buddhistethics.org/4/current4.html.
3   See particularly Luc Ferry, The New Ecological Order, trans. Carol Volk (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1995), for a critique of deep ecology as antihumanistic.




Buddhist Environmentalism in Contemporary Japan

 Duncan Ryūken Williams




“TO THE HONORABLE MITSUI REAL ESTATE COMPANY: PLANTS AND TREES HAVE BUDDHA NATURE” 

Riding Tokyo’s Den’entoshi Subway Line due west, one emerges from the underground section of the train line just before Futako Tamagawaen Station. Before reaching the station’s platform, one can see a large temple on the hill to the left side. During the mid-1990s, for a period of several years, one would have also noticed a series of massive signboards along the temple hillside that collectively read “Mitsui fudōsan dono, sōmoku busshō ari” (To the Honorable Mitsui Real Estate Company: Plants and Trees Have Buddha Nature).1

This prominently displayed message to one of Japan’s largest real estate conglomerates had been put up by Shunnō Watanabe, the chief priest of Gyōzenji Temple. This Jōdo sect temple had been established in the 1560s on this hilltop in Tokyo’s Setagaya Ward and in the centuries that followed became well known for its view of the plains below. The priest had launched a campaign against the construction by Mitsui Real Estate Company of a massive apartment complex right next to the temple that would not only obstruct the view from the temple, but would involve clear-cutting 130 of 180 ancient trees.

Watanabe not only rallied his temple members, but also over the course of several years organized a major petition drive (eventually collecting over twelve thousand signatures submitted to the ward office) opposing the destruction of one of Tokyo’s few remaining wooded sanctuaries. Employing the slogan, “Plants and Trees Have Buddha Nature,” the Buddhist priest appealed to the conscience of the residents in the ward  (serving as the new head of the “Seta no Kankyō Mamoru Kai,” the Association to Protect Seta’s Environment), the ward officials, and Mitsui Real Estate Company. Declaring that his group was “not anti-construction, but simply for the preservation of trees,” the campaign successfully pressured the company to build the apartment complex with minimal environmental impact.

Today, most of the ancient trees next to Gyōzenji Temple still stand and the view from the temple over the region is still panoramic. This case highlights the increasing role of Buddhist priests, temples, and lay associations in environmental activism in Japan. Historically, environmentalism and concern with consumers’ rights had been associated with local citizens’ groups and environmental organizations that came out of the left and labor movements of the 1960s and 70s.

Buddhist temples have often served as stewards for much of the natural landscape of Japan since the early medieval period. But explicitly linking Buddhist doctrine with environmental protection is relatively recent. Beginning in the late 1970s, a number of Buddhist priests, temples, and lay associations dropped their traditional resistance to what had been perceived as a leftist cause, developing new forms of Buddhist environmentalism that resonated with a more conservative worldview. For example, in the 1980s Shōei Sugawara, a forward-thinking abbot of the Sōtō Zen Senryūji Temple in Komae, proposed to his parishioners a way to make the temple more ecological.2 Sugawara was appalled to learn of a major development project right next to his temple that would destroy the forest that his temple had protected for over four hundred years. With a keen sense of responsibility as the caretaker of this forest, which was partly on temple land and partly on private land, he was determined that the successive prior abbots of Senryūji Temple who had guarded the forest as a sanctuary would give him strength and guidance so that it would not be destroyed during his tenure as abbot.

During 1981–82, he was one of the leaders in a citizens’ movement to promote a vision of the town’s future development that would be more “green” (midori no machizukuri). The group collected the signatures of nearly 10% of the entire town’s populace (7,800 signatures) on a petition demanding a halt to the project. Their efforts won widespread support—ranging from the most left-wing activists to the most conservative town assembly members—by appealing to both the local citizens’ groups  and those concerned about preserving the traditional landscape of the Senryūji Temple. Not only was the development severely restricted, the twenty thousand hectare (approximately fifty thousand acres) forest and temple grounds were designated a nature preserve (ryokuchi hozen chiku) by the Tokyo Metropolitan Government, which bought the section of the forest that had been privately owned. Today, this nature preserve is open to the public only once a month to minimize human impact (unlike a park designation, a nature preserve under Japanese law is much more highly regulated). Roughly one to three hundred people visit the preserve on those days to enjoy nature and educate themselves about the forest ecological system. The August open preserve day draws many more people, since it has been arranged to coincide with the temple’s famous O-Segaki, “Hungry Ghost Festival.”

Once environmental awareness at Senryūji was raised in the 1980 campaign, the abbot followed up with a proposal to make the temple itself more ecological. Since one of the main characteristics of a Japanese Buddhist temple is the large roof on the main hall (hondō) containing the primary image of worship (honzon), Sugawara thought if that broad space were used for solar paneling, most temples should be energy self-sufficient. He explains that even though Buddhism has traditionally advocated friendly relations between humans and nature, the modern world has disrupted this relationship. His idea for a solar “temple,” using energy friendly to both nature and humans, took many years before it would be actualized. In the year 2000, his advocacy of solar temples among those in his sect culminated in a regional meeting of four hundred Sōtō Zen temples in western Tokyo. The gathering had, as its plenary speaker, Kōichi Yasuda (abbot of Eisenji Temple), who spoke on the practical steps to install solar paneling at Buddhist temples.

When Senryūji Temple finally installed the solar panels on top of the abbot’s quarters, it produced more than enough energy for the electrical needs of the entire temple complex. The excess energy was sold to Tokyo Electric Power Company at its daytime peak rate, while the temple bought back energy when necessary (cloudy days and nights) at the cheaper off-peak rates. This arrangement proved to be beneficial to the environment (no pollution), the temple (cheaper energy costs), and the power company (which was in power deficit during the peak hours, which is precisely when solar energy produces the most energy). Today, the temple  is working with an architectural firm, Taisei Kensetsu, to develop solar roof tiles made in the traditional Japanese Buddhist temple style. This is because many abbots who suggest placing solar paneling on temple roofs face strong resistance from parishioners who prefer the traditional architecture of their temple. With nearly fifteen thousand temples affiliated to his sect, Sugawara sees the solution to this problem as the key to a majority of Buddhist temples, not only of his sect, adopting solar energy in the future.

These two success stories of a Buddhist priest spearheading a local environmental initiative represent a small portion of the many individuals who understand their commitment to Buddhism and the traditions of temple life as requiring engagement in environmental issues. This paper will provide an overview of this type of “Buddhist environmentalism” in Japan and offer some preliminary ideas on how the Japanese case can be understood primarily as a “conservative conservationism.”




ESTABLISHMENT BUDDHISM AND SECT-WIDE ENVIRONMENTALISM: THE CASE OF THE SŌTŌ ZEN “GREEN PLAN” 

While the energy advocacy of Sugawara stemmed from his personal interests, they were not out of line with the sect to which he belongs. Since 1995, the Sōtō Zen have maintained a nationwide campaign for the environment, taking up key issues of energy use and consumer waste. The earliest of Japanese Buddhist sects to promote environmentalism on a sect-wide basis, they developed a comprehensive “Green Plan” and promoted it to the more than fifteen thousand temples of Sōtō Zen Buddhism.

The “Green Plan” has been part of the official Sōtō Zen strategy to engage pressing contemporary issues under the slogan “Heiwa, Jinken, Kankyō” (Peace, Human Rights, and the Environment). Through pamphlets, books, and symposia, the sect has encouraged both individual priests and temples and sect organizations (such as regional districts, women’s and youth associations) to take up the environmental cause as a part of affiliation with the Sōtō Zen sect. The promotional materials emphasize the teachings of Dōgen and Keizan that promote sensitivity to the natural world (such as Dōgen’s view that grasses, trees, and forests are manifestations of buddha nature). They also point to conservation measures (such as monastic rules on not wasting water and food).3 In  one pamphlet, the 1998 Green Plan: Kōdō no tame no Q&A (The “Green Plan”: Q&A for Action), the question is asked, “Why does a Buddhist sect like Sōtōshū get involved with environmental issues?” In response, the official doctrine highlights eco-friendly teachings of Śākyamuni Buddha, Dōgen, and Keizan that encourage increasing wisdom and decreasing desire, for example, Keizan’s “heijōshin” or “mind of equanimity.”

The Plan also draws on teachings from the traditional lay-oriented manual, the Shushōgi.4 Mimicking the traditional five-line verse (gokun) used by monasteries before a meal, the sect advocates the following verses for reflecting on the environment:(Green Plan gokun):

Save the Earth! Five Verses to Living the Green Plan in Everyday Life

1] Let’s Protect the Green Earth. The Great Earth Is the Home of All Life.

2] Let’s Use Water Sparingly. Water Is the Source for All Life.

3] Let’s Limit Our Use of Heat. Heat Is What Propels All Life.

4] Let’s Maintain Clean Air. Clean Air Is the Open Space for All Life.

5] Let’s Live in Harmony with Nature. Nature Is the Buddha in Form.5





The pragmatic character of these verses reflects a general tendency of the Green Plan to focus on everyday acts at the individual or temple level, rather than doctrinal justification for its advocacy of green thinking. Green Plan pamphlets for sect households and temples include items such as checklists to monitor the use of television and other electrical appliances (meet a sect-wide goal of reducing energy use by 1%), information on purchasing “eco-products,” warnings on genetically modified foods,6  and detailed guides on how to properly separate recyclables from general garbage. As a sign of the times, the sect manufactured and distributed to sect households over 1,500,000 cell phone straps with the slogan “Sōtō Zen Buddhism, Green is Life.”7

To chart progress on these initiatives, the sect established a fund, the Sōtōshū Green Plan Kikin, to raise money for nonprofit environmental  groups in Japan. To measure carbon emissions output, the sect headquarters distributed a chart to calculate the amount of CO₂ each household produces per year. For each activity such as washing dishes, car idling, bath use, and aluminum can recycling, the member household is encouraged to calculate the amount of CO₂ reduced and to donate the equivalent savings to the fund (e.g. 10.2 kg of CO₂ reduced is equal to 2,010 yen). Based on the Buddhist teachings of using less (chisoku) and donating (fuse), the fund has been a way to link Buddhist practice, environmental awareness and action, and fundraising. By focusing on carbon emissions reductions, the Sōtō Zen Green Plan supports the goals of the Kyoto Protocol, addressing consumption concerns in a global warming context.

Individual temples have also been sites of Buddhist environmental practice. At a 1997 Green Plan symposium attended by 1,600 people in Ōmiya City (Saitama Prefecture), one participant stated that, “The temple should be a ‘kakekomidera’ for environmental problems.”8 From the medieval period, a “kakekomidera” (“a temple to run away to”) was a temple where women seeking a refuge from their husbands ran away to seek a divorce. However powerful the husband might have been in the secular world, the temple served as a sanctuary for desperate women seeking refuge. The speaker at the symposium might have meant that the Buddhist temple was the last refuge for the environment in a time of crisis.

Whether it be the establishment of a green corridor and biotope at Kōzen’in Temple (Kawaguchi City, Saitama Prefecture), collaboration with forest ecologists in the large-scale reforestation campaign at the head temple Sōjiji (Yokohama City) as part of the “Sennen no mori” (the Thousand-Year Forest), or the installation of a nationwide acid rain monitoring system at 650 Sōtō Zen temples, the Buddhist temple as a site for environmental practice has become increasingly accepted.9 As the abbot of Kōzen’in Temple, Hayafune Genpō, has suggested, “A temple is not only a sanctuary for future human life, but for all living beings.”10

In the case of Sōtō Zen, while individual households and temples have made efforts to implement the Green Plan, probably the most active group in promoting the campaign has been what are called Fujinkai (women’s associations) that are organized at most temples and in various districts across Japan. Over a hundred districts have been involved in “street campaigns” promoting the Green Plan in front of schools and shopping areas,  riverside trash clean-ups, promoting the use of kenaf11 and other eco-friendly products for housewives, and tree-planting projects.12




JAPANESE ENGAGED BUDDHISM AND THE SEARCH FOR AN ALTERNATIVE PARADIGM: THE CASE OF JUKŌIN TEMPLE 

In contrast to sect-wide activities of established Buddhist organizations, a number of individual priests and their temples have developed alternatives outside the sectarian establishment and the mainstream economic system. A good example is Ōkōchi Hideto, a Jōdo sect priest, a leading figure in the Japanese “engaged Buddhism” movement. As abbot of Jukōin Temple, founded in 1617 and with a current parish membership of 250 families, he could easily have settled for the life of a typical parish priest performing funerary rites and organizing annual services around the temple calendar. 13 But over the years, he has served in all kinds of social and environmental justice movements including the JVC (Japan Volunteer Center), Kokusai Kodomodomo Kenri Center (JICRC, a children’s rights group), and ARYUS (Bukkyō Kokusai Network), and has authored a number of books on small-scale development. Though some of the groups are Buddhist-inspired, many are secular, nongovernmental organizations working on social welfare issues in Japan and around the world.

The key to Ōkōchi’s engaged Buddhism is his interpretation of the Buddhist teaching of “suffering.” Over the years, he has made numerous trips to Southeast Asia, the Middle East, and Africa. From the effects of warfare in Rwanda and Palestine to genocide in Cambodia, coming into contact with the palpable suffering of people encouraged Ōkōchi to reflect on the relative comfort of Japanese Buddhists. For him, Buddhism is based on feeling the teaching of suffering not as an abstract concept, but as something in one’s guts. In war-torn countries and poverty-stricken regions, Ōkōchi experienced the type of conditions that inspired Hōnen, founder of the Jōdo sect, to develop a Buddhist approach to suffering for the common people. Hōnen was responding to the severe socioeconomic conditions of medieval Japan, which left many people starving and impoverished.

Working with suffering, Ōkōchi draws on Buddhist teachings such as the Four Noble Truths for inspiration. In an essay explaining his involvement with a local environmental group, he states:When Shakyamuni Buddha (Siddhartha Gautama) gained enlightenment, his first teaching was the Four Noble Truths, that is, first, get a solid grasp of suffering (the problem), second, ascertain its causes and structure, third, form an image of the world to be aimed for, and fourth, act according to correct practices. Then, one gains a sense of the meaning of life in modern society as a citizen with responsibilities in the irreversible course of time. The suffering of the southern peoples and nature, from which we derive support for our lives even as we exploit it, has caused the Edogawa Citizens’ Network for Thinking about Global Warming to think, and therefore we have achieved concrete results. The problem is structural in nature, so by changing the system and creating measures for improvement, we achieve results.14





Ōkōchi interprets suffering as existing not only on a personal level, but at a deep structural level in the modern socioeconomic system. This brings him in line with the analysis of many engaged Buddhists such as Sulak Sivaraksa or A. T. Ariyaratne. For Ōkōchi, Buddhism is not simply a religion for transforming oneself, but a religion for transforming society. “The ‘awakening’ sought by the Buddha was an awakening to the entire universe. The Buddha is someone who lives responsibly based on this self-awareness of the universe, that is, as a ‘citizen’ of the world.”15

Ōkōchi combines this emphasis on a “return to the original teachings of the Buddha” with Pure Land Buddhist rhetoric about making this  world the Pure Land. Many in the Jōdo and Jōdo Shin traditions interpret Amida’s Pure Land to be a heavenly land where believers transfer after death. In contrast, Ōkōchi believes that heavens and hells are manifest in this world and that this world is itself the locus for the development of the Pure Land. This notion is, of course, not original, but it is nevertheless a minority tradition within the Pure Land sects. Another well-known advocate of this Pure Land approach is Keisuke Aoki, Jōdo Shin priest and abbot of a temple in Himeji. Aoki was one of the first Buddhist priests to get involved in environmental issues.16 He has long advocated a Pure Land Buddhist theology in which hell (jigoku) can be found in the human mind and in a society based on competition and oppression, while the Pure Land (jōdo) can be found where the interconnectedness of life  is celebrated and filled with infinite light (muryō kōmyō do). In his 1997 book, Edo to kokoro: Kankyō hakai kara jōdo e (The Impure Land and One’s Mind: From Environmental Destruction to the Creation of a Pure Land), he emphasizes human responsibility in “the destruction of the earth, which is the creation of hell.”17 Well known locally for protecting the sea from overdevelopment, he has energetically campaigned for many years against oil refineries and other industrial production that caused the “red-lake phenomenon” in Harima Bay, ruining the local fishing industry. According to his theology, this hell, which he describes more globally as the “shadow of a society centered on money,” can be replaced by an “ecology of the Pure Land,” where the Buddha, enlightenment, infinite light, and compassion permeate this world.18

In his environmental work, Ōkōchi linked this concept of building a Pure Land on Earth with his critique of existing social structures. As an increasing number of Japanese became aware of global warming issues through the 1997 Kyoto conference (officially, the Third Session of the Conference of the Parties to the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change, or COP3), Ōkōchi was mobilizing citizens in his locality in Tokyo. He helped establish the Edogawa Citizens’ Network for Thinking about Global Warming (an offshoot of an earlier organization, Group KIKI), which was dedicated to alternatives to nuclear power, garbage recycling, and other energy and waste issues. After a study tour to Sarawak, Malaysia, to document the destruction of the rain forest by Japanese multinationals, the group successfully pressured the local council to not use wood from tropical rain forests. In addition to small projects such as collecting aluminum cans, the Citizens’ Network raised funds for CFCRECOVERY equipment to donate to car demolition businesses in their local Edogawa Ward, a district responsible for 60% of CFC emissions in the twenty-three wards of Tokyo.

By far their most ambitious project was to establish an alternative energy power plant in the ward to end their neighborhood’s dependence on Japanese fossil fuel and nuclear energy. In 1999, the Edogawa People’s Power Plant No. 1 was constructed as a citizens’ effort to withdraw from the energy companies and the financial institutions that funded them, as well as further environmentally destructive investments. The power plant was located on the roof of Jukōin Temple.

The temple name, consisting of the Chinese characters Ju (life) and Kō  (light), reflected the Jōdo tradition’s teachings that existence is the unlimited life and light of the Buddha. In his rationale for the power plant project, Ōkōchi proclaimed, “Human life as well as all life existing in nature is mutually interlinked and dependent on each other. This Buddhist concept aims at creating a global society of coexistence and co-prosperity. Jukōin, in solidarity not only with Buddhists but also with other citizens, NGOs, and various other groups, is dedicated to ecological development and human rights issues.”19 This dedication meant that the four-hundred-year-old temple faced a radical rebuilding in terms of temple architecture. After obtaining the understanding of his parishioners, the temple was completely modernized using eco-friendly concrete and wood building materials. The traditional roof tiles were replaced with two sets of fifteen large solar panels that would generate 6,000 kw/hour. This was enough to receive official recognition from the local government as the first of several planned People’s Power Plants in Edogawa Ward.

The funding for this project—six million yen—came from local environmental groups, individual donors, and loans from an independent bank that the group established, the Mirai (or Future) Bank. Ōkōchi adapted a temple fundraising strategy from the premodern period when donors bought roof tiles for a new temple’s construction over and above the actual cost. He asked locals to buy solar panels as a gift to the temple power plant. The “taiyō kawara” or “sun tiles” were sold at Yen 5,000 per panel and the funds deposited in the new bank.

The model for the Mirai Bank was based on medieval and early modern Buddhist mutual aid societies (kō) with the goal of supporting environmental sustainability. Instead of giving their hard-earned money to the big national banks (which often use people’s savings for environmentally destructive projects), the Edogawa citizens chose to invest in building and protecting the future (mirai). Inspired by microcredit banking in Third World countries, Mirai Bank not only criticized the existing capitalist system, but offered an alternative economic model for a new kind of sustainable society in Japan. In addition to funding the power plant, the bank embarked on a consumer campaign to encourage the purchase of eco-products. Because 60% of energy in Japanese households is consumed by refrigerators, air conditioners, and lights, the bank decided to focus on environmentally friendly refrigerators. Understanding that average families cannot take up new alternatives if they need to sacrifice comfort or  pay exorbitant fees, the bank provided interest-free loans to buy environmentally friendly refrigerators. These refrigerators could reduce energy consumption by 400 kw/hr per year (equivalent to Yen 9,000), thus a bank loan of Yen 50,000 could be paid off in 5 years.20

The solar power plant not only generated alternative energy, but it also generated new, small-scale economics. Excess energy beyond the temple’s energy needs was sold to Tokyo Electric Power Company at Yen 22/kWh with the income plowed back into paying off the initial investment. The Edogawa Citizens’ Network for Thinking about Global Warming decided to encourage local citizens to “buy” this excess energy at a premium (using the green energy standard in Germany of Yen 55/kWh) with Green Power Certificates. By selling 200 certificates for Yen 1,000/30kWh, the power plant could return its initial investment in just nine years. To emphasize the involvement of the local community and to build a more mutually dependent society, each Green Power investor also receives Edogawatt bills, a local currency the size of a calling card that can be used to pay for babysitting , translation, and other services “deepening interpersonal relationships and trust.”21 Since solar energy has the lowest maintenance costs associated with energy production (almost zero), the idea is that each People’s Power Plant can be profitable within a decade, generating clean, zero-emissions energy, and building a more intimate society at a time when modern Japanese society has grown increasingly impersonal. As the power plant enters the consciousness of the local community and attracts media attention, the temple has continued efforts to link grassroots activism with community development. On the third-year anniversary of the plant in October 2002, the temple organized a community-wide workshop on how to implement a low-energy, low-consumption lifestyle.

Ōkōchi’s approach has been very practical and reflects his Jōdo sect background in his belief that ordinary Japanese citizens can participate in this type of “engaged Buddhism” without engaging in asceticism or sacrificing comfort. His ideal of “engaged citizenship” or the spirit of volunteerism in society is active social reform:A volunteer, according to Jukōin thinking , is not a person who provides his/her cheap labor to fill in cracks left by the administration, or a person looking for his/her own satisfaction. Volunteers look for the true nature of the problems and  promote movements oriented toward social reforms. . . . They should take the side of the weaker (the people) and not the strong side of the system. They begin by experiencing problems of suffering. Then, they move to reflect on the structures and the mechanisms concerning those issues. . . . Those volunteers rich in work experiences with NGOs show us the face of the Buddha and famous Buddhist saints.22





Thus, Ōkōchi aligns himself with ordinary citizens, disdaining what some might consider elitist asceticism. His approach differs from the Sōtō Zen establishment Buddhism because it is based in a critique of the current sociopolitical and capitalist system. With much of mainstream Buddhism aligned politically with the right and big business, Ōkōchi’s leftist rhetoric of siding with the poor and oppressed offers an important, but marginal, voice in the contemporary Japanese Buddhist landscape.




CONSERVATIVE JAPANESE BUDDHIST ENVIRONMENTALISM IN LOCAL AND GLOBAL CONTEXTS 

In contrast to the type of progressive politics of Ōkōchi, Japanese Buddhist environmentalism is by and large conservative. While it is undoubtedly true that socially engaged Buddhism is generally characterized by forms of progressive politics, many Japanese Buddhists involved with environmental issues come out of a strain of conservatism that celebrates local tradition and involves Japanese nationalism on the international stage.

A good example of an environmentalism based on the rhetoric of “conservation” is that of Shinchō Tanaka, the Shingon sect abbot of Shimyōin Temple in Kyoto. Born in 1940, Tanaka became the abbot of the ancient Shimyōin Temple in 1967 after training at the Shingon headquarters temple of Kōyasan. Located in the Kumogahata district of Kyoto at the very source of the Kamo River, which runs through the old capital, Shimyōin Temple has served as the protector of this important watershed since the medieval period. Taking pride in the temple’s role of the centuries, the temple abbot has viewed it as a calling to help maintain the cleanliness of the water source and protect a site that in times past was considered a sacred zone in which only the initiated and purified mountain ascetics could enter. Indeed, over the years, Tanaka himself notes that many  Kyotoites would say that “the abbot of Shimyōin is picky” because of his strict rules about banning visitors from eating and drinking in or bringing bags of any kind into the temple area. He says he did this to correct the bad manners of visitors and tourists, whose numbers probably went down because of the rules, to keep the watershed pure and free of trash, as “the river is born from the mountain.”23

The environmental activism of this priest began in the spring of 1988 when a proposal was made to build a major dam on the Kamo River between Kamigamo (the Lower Kamo) Shrine and Shimyōin Temple. Knowing that both the river that defined the character of Kyoto and the mountain on which his temple stood would be destroyed, he became determined to fight the dam project. It was a noble thought, but in the postwar history of dam building in Japan, once a decision to build a dam was made, even with protests and petitions, to this point not a single project had been halted.24 In this seemingly impossible task, Tanaka put his faith in the protective deity of Shimyōin Temple, Fudō Myōō (the Immovable One), a deity in the esoteric Buddhist pantheon. Drawing on the esoteric Buddhist tradition’s emphasis on the nonduality of body and mind, form and formlessness, Tanaka claims that “unlike other sects which focus on the other world, esoteric Buddhism focuses on this world,” which is composed of the six elements (earth, water, fire, wind, space, and mind) that manifest the enduring truth of Dainichi Nyorai (the cosmic Buddha, Mahāvairocana).25 With esoteric Buddhism as his philosophical ground and Fudō Myōō as his protective deity, Tanaka decided that “the anti-dam movement would start from our mountain temple.”26

In his 1992 book, Damu to oshō: Tekkaisareta Kamogawa damu (The Dam and the Buddhist Priest: The Abandonment of the Project to Construct the Kamo River Dam), Tanaka chronicles the meetings and development of the anti-dam movement which began as a small group in January 1989, holding its first meeting at the temple. The group, with Tanaka as its spokesperson, began attracting supporters among civic groups, artists, and scholars, raising enough money to initially hire a consultant company to assess the potential for environmental damage. Raising its profile through such events as sponsoring anti-dam classical music concerts in the mountain temple or large demonstrations in Kyoto City, the movement drew the attention of local, national (including the NHK), and even international media (an August 16, 1989, article on the movement appeared in  the Los Angeles Times). By June 1989, the movement had joined forces with ten other groups concerned with protecting Kyoto’s water and greenery and began to exert political pressure on the governor and assembly. With opposition to the dam across the political spectrum, the campaign to “conserve” traditional Kyoto (its temples, the Kamo River, and greenery) managed to stop the project and become the first of several major campaigns to block the damming of Japanese rivers.

The appeal to tradition and conserving the old ways proved effective for this local campaign, which needed the support of conservative politicians. Conservatism of another strain marks the Buddhist environmentalism of Seiei Tohyama. Born in 1906 into a Jōdo Shinshū temple, Daishōji (Fuji Yoshida City, Yamanashi Prefecture), Tohyama and his son, Masao, are well known around the world among environmentalists working on desertification.

The Tohyamas trained as agriculturalists focusing on recovering desert regions for productive agriculture. Seiei began his work in Japan with the Tottori Sand Dunes Project, experimenting with various trees and plants to make desert conditions blossom. With nearly sixty thousand square kilometers transformed into desert every year, the Tohyamas believe that there is an “important link between greening of the world’s deserts and world peace” given the increasing number of global conflicts over water.27  Going global with their techniques, Tohyama looked at the massive desertification in China and decided to focus his efforts there. In 1979, he joined the Western China Scientific Inquiry Tour for an inspection of Chinese deserts. Describing why he focused his attention not on Japan, but on China, he states:Sino-Japanese relations are said to go back two thousand years. In ages past the Japanese were avid students of Chinese culture. The Chinese priest Jianzhen (688–763) took a set of Buddhist precepts to Japan, living out the rest of his days in Nara. Even during the centuries of Japan’s self-imposed isolation from the rest of the world, its government made special efforts to acquire classical Chinese texts. Then there were the tragic years of the Sino-Japanese War of 1937–45. China received nothing in reparation for Japan’s invasion. As a Japanese and a devout Buddhist (born and raised in a Pure Land sect temple), I feel  deeply aware of Japan’s debts to China. My efforts to contribute to the development of China’s deserts is just a small gesture of gratitude, one person’s endeavor to make amends.28





Here we can see the Buddhist motivations to Tohyama’s work. Several years later, with the support from China-Japan Friendship Association, Academy of Sciences of China, and the Chinese government, Tohyama began his project of greening the world’s deserts at the Shapotou Experimental Station in the Tengger Desert using kudzu (the fastest growing vine in Asia) to hold the ground together.29 Not knowing if the techniques he developed in Japan would work in China, he began the project “with a simple purification rite, scattering grains of rice that had been part of an offering to the image of Jianzhen at Yakushiji temple in Nara, Japan. We prayed that the spirit of Jianzhen, the virtuous eighth-century Chinese high priest, would bless the model vineyard at Shapotou.”30

The Shapotou project was a great success, and by 1986 he was invited to begin the Lanzhou Desert Research Facility. This project required massive numbers of kudzu seeds, which only matured in the fall when a flat pod would contain two or three seeds. Thus, he approached Nikkyō Niwano, the founder of the lay Buddhist organization Risshō Kōsei-kai, who nostalgically remembered his mother weaving kudzu cloth, and who respected Tohyama’s project.31 Mobilizing the Risshō Kōsei-kai young people’s groups in autumn 1986, by February 1987, two hundred thousand Risshō Kōsei-kai members collected 550 kilograms of kudzu seeds for the project. This project to green the desert along the Yellow River was a major success and attracted great media attention. Tohyama reflects, “my kudzu idea and our meeting [with Niwano] might have been part of the Buddha’s plan.”32

These beginnings led to Tohyama’s volunteers planting over a million poplars (to promote a local Chinese species) and willows in the Mu Us Desert in Inner Mongolia and over 2.4 million poplars in the Kubuqi Desert (also in Inner Mongolia) during the 1990s. The hard work of volunteers and a ten million yen donation from Risshō Kōsei-kai Fund for Peace helped to actualize these projects. Success brought with it increased media attention and Tohyama began to talk of these greening projects in terms of the slogan, “Sekai no sabaku ni Amida no mori o tsukurō” (Let’s Create Forests of Amida Buddha in the World’s Deserts). As a Jōdo  Shinshū Buddhist, he believed that these forests could serve as manifestations of Amida Buddha’s vow to save sentient beings in all ten directions (jippō shujō). Inspired by a Jōdo Shinshū temple, Kyōsenji (Hiroshima Prefecture), which had come up with the term “Amida no mori” (Forests of Amida Buddha), Tohyama drew on the tradition discussed above of Pure Land Buddhists’ attempting to “build the Pure Land” on Earth.33  The initial staff of seven volunteers developed into a large movement which raised over fifty-two million yen during a fundraising campaign between September 1997 and May 2000 (used to buy 440,000 poplar trees). The effort, which began in China as an attempt to repay China for transmitting Buddhism to Japan as well as for Japan’s aggression during World War II, has gone global: Tohyama’s group has become involved in “greening the desert” projects in Iran, Mexico, and Egypt.

Although the Tohyama project is couched in terms of creating “world peace” through these environmental efforts, we should also note that Tohyama is an ardent nationalist who joined the Japanese military in 1928 believing in the East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere (in which he has said he still believes, because Ōtani Kōzui, the leader of the Jōdo Shinshū Honganji tradition, promoted it during the war). He continues to support the notion of the twenty-first century as an “Asian century” led by Japan, and has upset some observers with his denial of the Nanking massacre and his advocacy of the Yasukuni Shrine (in which are enshrined the spirits of the Japanese war dead, including a number of war criminals).34

Without delving into the details of the politics of the Tohyama case, what is of interest here is the preponderance of politically conservative Buddhist environmentalists. While engaged Buddhism, particularly in the West, tends to draw from the progressive end of the political spectrum (as with convert Buddhists in general), Japanese engaged Buddhism is far more complex. The leading Buddhist economist in the postwar period, Shinichi Inoue, is another case in point.35 Although his work on developing “a Buddhist economics to save the earth”—the title of one of his books—can be understood as part of a Schumachian tradition of a “small is beautiful” economics and a critique of American economics, Inoue was a well-known nationalist and former member of the kamikaze corps during World War II. As a leading banker (Bank of Japan and Miyazaki Bank) and board member of several major lay Buddhist organizations, he had deep connections to powerful members of the conservative Liberal  Democratic Party (he was a cousin of former Prime Minister and Finance Minister Miyazawa). His model for a uniquely Japanese form of capitalism—to be a counterbalance to what he thought was an immoral American model (he had respect for the German model and Tony Blair’s British model)—was an attempt to recast capitalism in a kinder, gentler Japanese mode based on the morality of Buddhism. Rather than developing a new theory of economics, Inoue was a firm believer in capitalism and a critic of leftist movements like labor unions. Inoue and Tohyama both have had extensive influence in the Japanese political world through either the media or personal connections. They represent an important strand of Buddhist conservationism that is truly conservative.




CONCLUSION 

To conclude, let me raise the case of Rinnōji Temple (a Sōtō Zen temple in Sendai City, Miyagi Prefecture), whose abbot has been active in volunteer efforts such as a Thai AIDS hospice and earthquake relief for victims in Turkey and Taiwan, setting an example with its recycling and environmental education programs.36 From the idea that the Buddhist spirit of attention to small things and “not wasting” starts at home, the temple looked to its own practices leading to waste and overuse of natural resources.

As a typical, though large, parish temple, the primary activity of the temple was not Zen meditation but the performance of funerary and memorial services for its parishioners. These services take place at death and in subsequent intervals over a period of thirty-three years. In addition, parishioners would visit the temple, with flowers and other offerings for the deceased, during the annual summer ancestral festival of Obon. At this season, when the spirits of the deceased are thought to return to the temple graveyard or to the memorial tablet (ihai) normally kept in the family altar (butsudan), the abbot noticed that an enormous number of flowers were being donated at the temple graveyard—nearly five thousand flower bundles during the Obon season alone—and then were simply discarded into the landfill. The temple conceived of a plan to take these flowers and develop a high quality composting system, the fertilizer from which would be donated to local farmers. By 2000, the temple had expanded this recycling project to include the composting of leftover temple food. They also recycled into charcoal from the bamboo offering  stands used at gravesites. Once every two months and more frequently during the Obon season, the monks of the temple undertake the process of making organic fertilizer for the farmers.

Environmental education has also become a big part of the temple’s activities since 2001. Each year the monks offer a presentation on recycling to the local middle school students using the temple recycling system as a model. In 2003, the temple produced a home video for its parishioners entitled Kankyō no tame ni (For the Sake of the Environment) that gave instructions on home composting and how to “not waste” water used to clean rice. The video targets housewives, who are most often responsible for cooking rice and monitoring recycling at home. By working with housewives and young teens, the temple reinforced the message that environmental education must begin early and at home.

The Rinnōji example illustrates antiwaste activism that functions within the traditional boundaries of what some have termed “funerary Buddhism based on the parish system.”37 This system, which characterizes mainstream Buddhism in contemporary Japan, tends to emphasize the continuity of tradition and customary/formalistic relationship between parishioners. The fees paid for funerary and memorial services constitute the vast majority of a temple’s income. For the most part, any Buddhist consumer or environmental activities in Japan have had to operate within this system, which has been the mainstay of Japanese Buddhism since the beginning of the Tokugawa period (1600–1868). Thus, rather than an environmentalism that would be a radical departure from social and political norms, the Buddhist institution in Japan represents a conservative bastion from which it is not easy to move forward on environmental issues. For example, several years ago, the Japanese Sōtō Zen environmental division produced a CD of songs encouraging sect members to avoid disposable chopsticks. The message was to carry around “my chopsticks (mai ohashi)” as a way to save forests. Upset by this anticonsumerist message, the national chopstick manufacturers’ association pressured sect headquarters to block the CD release. The project came to a halt. In Japan, when competing interests of labor/industry and environment come to a head, Buddhist organizations almost always side with industry. Institutional Buddhism in Japan not only tends to support the establishment, but it is perhaps the most conservative pillar in contemporary Japanese society. The result has been that despite the exception of the Sōtō Zen  Green Plan, most Buddhist environmentalism in Japan has had to remain small-scale, localized, conservative, and organized primarily on the initiative of an individual or (at times) at the level of an organization like the Buddhist women’s association.

At the same time, whether it be empowering consumers through temple education (Rinnōji), creating energy off the grid through solar roof panels (Jukōin), or making use of sect-wide organizations to promote “green Buddhism” (the Sōtō Zen Green Plan), Japanese Buddhists are beginning to make structural changes that directly impact the environment. Precisely because establishment Buddhism is a pillar of mainstream Japanese society, even small changes at the over one hundred thousand temples have the potential to make dramatic changes not only at local temples, but in the environmental patterns of the millions of lay Buddhist members of those temples. In this way, a “conservative conservationism” seems to be one model for a hypercapitalist Japan and generally conservative Buddhist establishment.




NOTES 
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 How Much Is Enough? Buddhist Perspectives on Consumerism1

 Stephanie Kaza




INTRODUCTION 

Modern industrial nations have unleashed on the world a frenzy of product manufacturing, resource exploitation, and consumer shopping, which is having unprecedented impact on local cultures and ecosystems. Fast food, biotechnology, sweatshop clothing, and global trade in oil are all taking their toll on human, plant, and animal communities around the world. Advertising permeates almost every facet of modern urban life. It appears the ethic of greed is fast overtaking any other morally based ethics that might serve the sustainability of the planet.

Choosing what and how much to consume can be informed by ethical guidelines, such as those promoted by environmentalists and consumer advocates. Religions have also held a traditional role in critiquing materialism on moral grounds. As capitalist values penetrate more and more regions of the globe, there is a fresh call for ethical inquiry and religious reflection on the impacts of these values.2 To what degree are capitalist values harmful to human health, spiritual development, or the environment? Christian, Quaker, and Jewish groups have taken up issues of consumerism related to holiday shopping , global climate change, and spiritual materialism. Do Buddhists have anything to add to this discussion? As a new religion in the West with growing popularity, I believe Buddhism offers a distinctive critique with liberating methods that may be useful in challenging the Western habits of overconsumption.

The primary goal of Buddhist practice, as the Buddha taught, is to reduce suffering. In his classic teaching of the Four Noble Truths, the Buddha pointed to desire as the source of suffering or dissatisfaction. In  modern globalized society, desire is central to economic function: desire for goods, desire for energy, desire for entertainment, desire for “a better life.” Over a matter of a few decades, the economy of manufacture has been replaced by an economy of desire whose object is arousal, manipulation, and the creation of human want to serve profit-making ends. At its 1997 international meeting in Japan, the Buddhist Think Sangha defined consumerism as:the dominant culture of a modernizing invasive industrialism which stimulates—yet can never satisfy—the urge for a strong sense of self to overlay the angst and sense of lack in the human condition. As a result, goods, services, and experiences are consumed beyond any reasonable need. This undermines the ecosystem, the quality of life and particularly traditional cultures and communities and the possibility of spiritual liberation.3





Reducing suffering in today’s world calls for examining both the proliferation of desire and its ecological and social impacts. This essay first provides background on the scope of global consumption, asking: how much do we consume and who is most responsible for the impacts of consumerism? Some of the environmental, cultural, and psychological impacts of consumerism, as well as the traditional critiques of consumerism, are then reviewed. Subsequently, three Buddhist critiques will be explicated. In closing, liberative methods that lead to the opposite of suffering—a sense of well-being and contentment—will be offered. This paper is part of a much larger political and economic critique of the dominant paradigm of materialism and capitalism that is ravaging the Earth’s organic systems to the point of severe instability. As Buddhism evolves in the context of North American consumerism, I believe it has tremendous intellectual and practical gifts for people concerned with these problems.




THE SCOPE AND IMPACT OF CONSUMPTION 

How much do people in northern industrialized countries consume? Here are some indicator figures: Americans consume their average body weight (120 pounds) every day in materials extracted and processed from farms, mines, rangelands, and forests.4 In the United States, the number  of shopping malls (close to 35,000) eclipsed the number of high schools in 1987. The Disneyland in Japan attracts as many people as the Vatican or Mecca.5 Since 1950, Americans have used up more resources than everyone who ever lived on Earth before then. In an average lifetime, each American consumes a reservoir of water (43 million gallons, including personal, industrial, and agricultural uses) and a small tanker full of oil (2,500 barrels). The 102 million households of the United States currently contain and consume more stuff than all other households throughout history put together. Americans spend more for trash bags than 90 of the world’s 210 countries spend for everything.6

In a 1991 report, the United Nations Human Development Program divided world economic activity into five income sectors. The top or richest fifth accounted for 85% of global income, trade exchange, and savings. After that it dropped dramatically, forming the so-called “champagne glass” figure. Members of the top fifth are mostly from the northern and western industrialized nations, where comfort and choice are everyday privileges. Countries in the expanding second fifth—parts of Brazil and Costa Rica, much of Eastern Europe, and East Asian nations such as Thailand and Malaysia—are approaching consumption levels of the top fifth due to international development investments. The remaining three fifths contribute much to the global population but relatively little to the global economy.

Alan Durning categorizes these income sectors into three broad socio-ecological classes based on degree of environmental impact: he calls these the consumers (top fifth), the middle income, and the poor (bottom fifth). The table on the following page summarizes the types and scale of consumption for each of the three classes.7

In Durning’s assessment, the top and bottom groups create the greatest ecological impact—the top for its extravagant use of resources (luxury foods, expensive cars, throwaway materials, comfort-controlled shelters), the bottom by its desperate poverty and overuse of limited local resources.

Specific indicators show that the consumer class is responsible for most of the environmental impact to the planet. For example, in the arena of climate change, the poor release one tenth of a ton of carbon dioxide emissions /person/year, the middle income group one half of a ton/person/ year, but the consumer class releases seven times this, or three and a half  tons/person/year. Americans comprise only 4.7% of the Earth’s people yet they produce 25% of greenhouse gas emissions. The global consumer class is responsible for 90% of the chlorofluorocarbons destroying the ozone layer, and 96% of the world’s radioactive waste.8 Fossil fuel use is conspicuously highest per capita for the United States. The total number of cars producing carbon waste has gone from 50 million in 1950 to 500 million in 1990, and is projected to double again by 2015.9 Consumption of fossil fuels links directly to atmospheric destabilization, causing large-scale swings in global climate patterns.
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FIGURE 1. CONSUMPTION AND CONSUMER CLASSES

Most products sold to the consumer class generate significant ecological damage to plants, animals, ecosystems, and people in the process of production. Some describe this as casting an ecological shadow on the middle income and poor classes who bear the burden of the hidden economic and moral costs to the environment. Very few items in Western countries have not drawn on labor or natural resources from the global reaches of the world. One metaphor for the load imposed by a given population on nature is its “ecological footprint,” or the land necessary to sustain current levels of resource consumption and waste discharge. If we divide the Earth’s biologically productive land and sea by the number of people on the planet, the average use is five and a half acres per person  (with nothing set aside for all other species). Five years ago, the average world citizen used seven acres as his or her ecological footprint. That is over 30% more than what nature can regenerate. In other words, it would take 1.3 years to regenerate what humanity uses in one year. The average American has a thirty acre footprint. If all people lived like this, we would need five more planets.10

A consumer society is characterized by its use of leisure time for spending money (shopping, travel, entertainment) and for its belief that owning things is the primary means to happiness, which is itself assumed to be the primary goal in life. Individual lifestyles and identity become linked to consumption activities; “consumerism” is then based on accepting consumption “as the way to self-development, self-realization, and self-fulfillment.” 11 What are some of the cultural impacts of consumerism? Americans now spend six hours a week shopping, and only forty minutes playing with their children. In another poll, 93% of teenage girls cited shopping as their favorite activity; fewer than 5% listed “helping others.”12  In each of the past four years, more Americans declared personal bankruptcy (often due to credit card debt) than graduated from college.13  Western culture has become inundated with advertising, causing some degree of psychic numbing. The average American is exposed to three thousand advertisements per day, and will spend nearly two years of his or her lifetime watching just the commercials on television.14 From 1980 to 1997 the amount spent on children’s advertising alone rose from $100 million to $1.5 billion per year.15 It is not uncommon for households to have a personal television set for each child in the family.

David Loy, Buddhist philosopher, considers whether consumerism has impacted culture so much that it has surpassed the influence of traditional religions and become its own religion.16 The cultural power of this new religion lies in its extremely effective conversion techniques. Seductive product messages replace religious approaches to the pursuit of meaning in life. Loy expresses the concern that this consumerist religion actually depletes rather than builds moral capital. Producers evade moral responsibility in the name of profit maximization, exploiting people as laborers and consumers, eroding the health of ecosystems and species populations. Consumers also evade moral responsibility as they rationalize their choices to spend and collect endless products of materialism, professing ignorance of their sources.

Consumerism produces psychological as well as cultural impacts. Self-identity for consumers is tied strongly to material possessions; consumer goods are symbols of economic status, political or religious views, social group, or sexual orientation. In the consumer society, “I am what I have” is the unstated slogan that defines self. Advertising actively promotes a climate of self-involvement, playing on people’s needs for happiness, acceptance, and security. By setting up idealized role models, advertisements foster envy, anxiety, health fears, and at root, a sense of dissatisfaction and inadequacy. When self-identity depends on products, addictions arise—to brand names, styles, tastes, and even to shopping itself. “Shopaholism” is a widespread chronic problem, allowing people to escape from suffering in the same way people use drugs and alcohol. Consumerism can have a negative effect on self-identity, eroding psychological capacities that could be engaged in more life-affirming activity. Filmmaker John de Graaf defines affluenza as “a painful, contagious, socially transmitted condition of overload, debt, anxiety, and waste resulting from the dogged pursuit of more.”17

A central root-cause of overconsumption is the ideology of consumerism, promulgated by those who stand to benefit the most from it. In a society based on capitalist ideology, consumerist psychology serves those in power by generating wealth for those who promulgate the ideology. For those in power it is a lucrative equation; for those at the bottom of the economic ladder, it usually means poverty and debt. Consumerism rests on the psychological assumption that human desires are infinitely expandable; if there are an infinite number of ways to be dissatisfied, there are infinite opportunities to create new products to meet those desires.

Psychological values associated with consumerism are clustered around the human need for security and happiness. Marketers want people to think that buying products means buying happiness. Similarly, some products assert their worth through associating with values that emphasize freedom and individuality. Perhaps strongest of all are the values associated with affluence: having enough to be able to throw away what others could use, having so much that others cannot threaten you, having enough to generate and guarantee certain privileges (entry to exclusive clubs, for example). This ideology is now so effectively ingrained that it has become part of the internalized social order in the United States. But such strong  conditioning calls forth critics, and over the past century there have been many who have challenged the tenets of consumerism.




TRADITIONAL CRITIQUES OF CONSUMERISM 

Most critiques begin with the assumption that material goods drive our lives, and that a materially simpler life would allow more engagement with moral or aesthetic concerns. Defining the simple life and distinguishing between necessities and culturally conditioned needs is not an easy task. Sociologist Michael Schudson lists five traditional critiques, the first of which is the “Puritan” critique.18 This line of thinking refers to the early New England colonists who believed people should invest less meaning in what they owned and more meaning in their religious practices. Goods should serve practical human needs, but should not be objects of desire themselves. Acquisitiveness was thought to corrupt the person, impairing his or her capacity for spiritual attainment.

The “Quaker” critique focuses less on people’s attitudes toward material goods and more on the wasteful nature of the goods themselves. From this perspective, unlimited choice and excess proliferation of products is seen as luxurious and unnecessary. Planned obsolescence, as in the development of new models of cars and cell phones, is particularly objectionable. If goods cannot be designed to endure, keeping the limits of the Earth in mind, then they should not be produced at all.

What Schudson calls the “republican” critique addresses neither the attitudes toward goods nor the wastefulness of goods, but the impact on public society as a whole. In this view, a consumerist approach shifts attention to private involvement with personal goods and away from public engagement with politics. It also shifts a person’s identity away from work (how one contributes to society) and toward lifestyle (what one consumes), thereby undermining the political task of making our work lives more just and sustainable. Further, a consumerist orientation turns people away from social activity. “People abandoned the town square for the front porch, and then later the front porch for the backyard or the television room.”19 Schudson does point out, however, that there are good counterexamples of consumerist engagement on behalf of political and moral principles. An iconic instance from American history is the Boston Tea Party.

To these three, Schudson adds the Marxist critique and the aristocratic critique. The “Marxist” or socialist critique objects primarily to the exploitation of labor under the economics of capitalism. Consumerism can even be seen as an opiate or distraction, leading workers to seek satisfaction in shopping rather than improve the abusive workplace. The “aristocratic” critique focuses more on aesthetics, attacking mass-produced cheap goods as ugly and in poor taste. Items that are rare or exclusive hold the greatest value, thus reinforcing a sense of class privilege.




BUDDHIST CRITIQUES 

What can Buddhism contribute to these critiques of consumerism? Are Buddhist critiques simply a variation on the critiques expressed above? Or can Buddhism offer new insights that could be helpful in today’s accelerating rush to consume the planet?

To date, Buddhist initiatives in this conversation have been modest. Several popular books have brought Buddhist perspectives to bear on consumption issues, most notably E. F. Schumacher’s Small Is Beautiful  and Gary Snyder’s The Practice of the Wild.20 Both works popularize practices of simplicity and restraint, inspired by Western fascination with Eastern thought. Several Buddhist teachers in the U.S. have taken up particular themes relating to overconsumption. For example, early on the Zen teacher Philip Kapleau sounded a call for vegetarianism. Robert Aitken, another Zen teacher, has written about reducing wants and needs. Thich Nhat Hanh interpreted the fifth precept—“no abuse of delusion-producing substances”—to include junk television, advertising , magazines, and candy.21

As for Buddhist analysis of consumption, the field of literature is still relatively small. Rita Gross developed Buddhist positions on population, consumption, and the environment.22 From Thailand, Sulak Sivaraksa has campaigned tirelessly for economic development linked to spiritual development, based in Buddhist principles of compassion and skillful means.23 And philosopher David Loy has produced in-depth work on the concept of “lack” as it applies to both self-development and globalization. 24 Two recent anthologies bring together essays on consumerism with a Buddhist focus.25

Building on these commentaries, I suggest three primary critiques  based in Buddhist understanding. First, consumerism can be seen as a central force in the process of identity formation or production. As Buddhist activist Jonathan Watts points out, consumerism as it has developed has given “corporations, governments, and other powers a tool which takes advantage of our dispositions to concoct ‘me’ and ‘mine.’”26 From a Buddhist perspective, identity formation or ego-based views of self promote ignorance, which means attachment to false views of self and the world. This generally refers to either of two extremes—that things are separate, fixed, and permanent or that things are insubstantial, lacking in reality.

Material accumulation strongly reinforces the first view, that things are separate, fixed, and permanent. The more we relate to material objects as real and permanent, the more deeply we tend to think of ourselves as a fixed object (or self ) with specific identity. This confusion prevents us from experiencing the world as interdependent, co-creating , and in dynamic flux. Attachment to a false view of self as object can lead to more and more need for self-reinforcing possessions. The view that things lack any reality at all can itself be used as a rationalization for consumerism. Since nothing is real, then nothing matters, so why not indulge in whatever offers some momentary pleasure? This confusion prevents us from fully engaging the actual relationships of the world that shape and condition our lives. Attachment to insubstantiality can lead to false reasoning and undervaluing of the relations behind what is consumed.

The second critique is that consumerism promotes, rationalizes, and condones harming. Consumer products of all kinds depend on loss of animal and plant life, unpleasant or even debilitating factory conditions, increased climate impact from trade, and harmful behavior between people. Slavery in the name of product manufacturing is not uncommon even today.27 Tremendous harm to many forms of life is justified for the sake of profit and gain. Buddhist ethics would seriously question such a justification. The foundational principle behind all Buddhist ethics is nonharming or ahimsa; this is expressed as the first of the five prohibitory precepts—“do not kill,” or “do no harm.” Following this precept as a guiding principle would mean investigating the origins of all consumer products and doing the best one could to choose those for which no harm has been committed.

A third Buddhist critique of consumerism is that consumerism promotes desire and dissatisfaction, the very source of suffering as described  in the second of the Four Noble Truths. Other words for dissatisfaction are: clinging, craving, thirst, discontent, attachment. Craving in its most comprehensive sense is the fundamental desire for existence. Just to want to be alive is the most deep-rooted biological drive. Often identified in terms of karma and rebirth, this is said to be the “thirst that gives rise to repeated existence.” Marketers play on this strategically, stimulating the desire to feel alive through delicious foods, powerful cars, or exotic vacations. Another way to think of this is the suffering that comes from wanting something other than the present experience. This can take endless forms as one strives continually for some new state, new feeling, new experience, or for satiety and permanence. But because of the ever-changing nature of reality, this striving is always frustrated. Craving also includes aversion, the desire for non-existence. In this case, one craves relief or escape from what is unpleasant or undesirable—a headache, for example, or a wilting heat wave. Marketers take advantage of this too, offering a parade of products that profess to relieve almost any form of human suffering.

Early Buddhist texts teach that desire results in four types of clinging or attachment.28 One kind of clinging is to sense-objects or the experience of sensing. Consumer addictions offer graphic examples of this clinging, such as the need for tobacco or alcohol and their attendant sensory pleasures. Sexuality as consumption generates attachment to the stimulation of touch. A wide range of consumer products depend on constant restimulation of sensory experiences—fast food, sport vehicles, films and videos, even the consumption of energy in response to temperature fluctuation. This critique can also be seen to apply self-reflexively. Buddhist materialism in shops and catalogs promotes “Tibetan Treasures,” Zen bells, and various meditation accoutrements from bamboo screens to prayer flags, all to help provide the “right” kind of sensory experience in support of one’s practice.

Another type of attachment is clinging to views and values. Here a view or value can become objectified as something “right,” which one identifies with a sense of self. Promoters as well as critics of consumerism can be strongly attached to their views on the subject. In today’s world, views about wealth and poverty, scale and speed, knowledge and freedom have become objectified as absolute ends to be sought after through material means. Consumerism has an entire set of values that are now being  promulgated internationally as central to the promotion of globalized trade. Economic development often incorporates consumerist ideology as fundamental to social well-being. Buddhists too can be attached to attitudes about poverty or simplicity, developing an identity around their Buddhist views.

Clinging can also take the form of clinging to rules, methods, or actions. Here attachments develop around behaviors seen as necessary to support the views described above. Choosing what clothes to wear, which foods to eat, and whom to impress can all become part of the consumer’s identity, as analyzed by market specialists. Buddhist consumers have their own identifiable marketing behaviors well known to modern advertising firms. They are by now a defined market niche, vulnerable to marketing psychology designed to create good feelings associated with the identity of “being Buddhist.”

Lastly, self-clinging means literally clinging to one’s own experience of personal identity. This represents a futile attempt to bridge the sense of separation, fragmentation, comparison, and inadequacy, which arise from the experience of objects as separate from one’s self. Paradoxically, this can never bring satisfaction because such identity building exacerbates the gap it is trying to eliminate.

These three critiques—that consumerism facilitates the formation of a false identity, promotes harm to other living beings, and impels clinging and attachment—overlap to some extent with the five traditional critiques identified by Schudson. Yet there are also some new contributions to this discussion. The Buddhist critique that consumerism promotes a false sense of self might be parallel to the Puritan critique of material goods as distractions from true spiritual development. A Buddhist concern for nonharming would reinforce the Marxist critique regarding worker exploitation. However, I believe the greatest strength of the Buddhist contribution is its analysis of the fundamental role of desire in promoting an endless cycle of suffering. Awakening or enlightenment rests on realizing the all-pervasive nature of this existence-based drive. To the extent that we ignore the role of desire, we are easy prey for the marketers and the expansion of consumerism as the dominant set of social values across the globe. Taking up the study of desire in its myriad consumer forms offers endless opportunities for spiritual insight.




BUDDHIST METHODS FOR LIBERATION 

The Buddhist teaching of the Four Noble Truths provides a useful and relevant approach to investigating consumerism. This teaching is phrased literally in terms of a medical diagnosis: suffering is the disease, craving is the cause of the disease, there is a cure for the disease, and that cure is the Eightfold Path to enlightenment. In the Buddhist view, all craving is a manifestation of three basic tendencies known as the Three Poisons: greed, aversion or hate, and delusion. In terms of consumerism these become wanting more of something, wanting less of something, and wanting something that does not exist. Each of the three is key to marketing strategies, whose purpose is to generate endless desire.

The way out of this craving or dissatisfaction lies in cutting through the root causes. This is the third Noble Truth—that liberation from ceaseless suffering is possible. For the oppressed and deluded consumer, the third Noble Truth is the shining jewel in the Buddhist cure for consumerism. One can choose to remain sick with the disease or one can choose liberation and healing. Ethically acceptable choices for liberation from consumerism are those that bring personal and environmental healing. Ethically unacceptable actions are those that perpetuate the socially and environmentally destructive activities of consumerism.

In everyday terms, the effectiveness of the cure for the disease could be evaluated in terms of “well-being.” Development ethicist David Crocker has formulated a definition of well-being based on Aristotle’s ethic of human flourishing. “To have well being, to be and to do well, is to function and to be capable of functioning in certain humanly good ways.”29  He describes physical, mental, and social dimensions of well-being, with the good life being that which achieves a certain balance among them. Sustaining well-being is seen as more important than momentary experiences of well-being.

The Buddhist concept of santuṭṭhi—or contentment, satisfaction—expresses this goal succinctly. The opposite of suffering is to be free from desire and attachment, to be content with what one has and is. Thai scholar Pibob Udomittipong describes how deeply this concept challenges modern consumerism.30 Soon after the first Thai National Economic Development Plan was drafted in the 1960s, the government banned Buddhist monks from teaching about contentment. The official governing body of  the monks sanctioned this decree, apparently accepting the reasoning that  santuṭṭhi was a barrier to economic growth. The late Buddhadasa Bhikkhu, a revered Thai monk, argued against the ban, pointing out that contentment leads to the development of wisdom and, as such, is necessary for real human progress.

The second concept of well-being is mettā—the capacity to offer positive well-wishing or loving kindness on behalf of one’s self and others, to help create a world of less suffering. Traditionally, the mettā meditation is taught as an antidote to fear and other expressions of the error of separateness. Loving kindness is the first of the four brahmaviharas. The other three are compassion, sympathetic joy, and equanimity. One of the traditional phrasings goes:

	May I be free from danger 	(safety)
	May I have mental happiness 	(peace of mind)
	May I have physical happiness 	(health)
	May I have ease of well-being 	(manifesting loving kindness)




This is said first for one’s self, then extended to family and friends, to enemies, and to all beings in the world. This way of framing well-being emphasizes the second element of Crocker’s definition: being capable of taking positive steps to create a world of well-being.

What, then, are useful liberative methods to extinguish desire and thereby be relieved of the suffering of consumerism? Methods consist of insight into the nature of desire and practices that embody this insight in action. Here I will look briefly at aspects of Buddhist philosophy as they address the three Buddhist critiques: the fallacy of the false self, the ethics of the precepts, and the links of co-dependent causation. Right conduct provides guidelines to expose the process of identity formation. The bodhisattva vow offers a paradigm for the practice of nonharming. Co-dependent origination addresses the root work of breaking the links that perpetuate desire.

 

Exposing Identity Formation. The first Buddhist critique points out that the problem with consumerism is its constant reinforcement of ego-identity. Misunderstanding the self as either fixed or insubstantial misses the empty nature of self. This is almost impossible to grasp through  armchair reflection. You need a more vigorous method to challenge the false views of the consumer self.

In Dōgen’s well-known verse from the Genjō kōan, we find one approach to dismantling these false views:To study the Buddha way is to study the self 
To study the self is to forget the self 
To forget the self is to be confirmed by the myriad things 
To be confirmed by the myriad things is to drop off 
body and mind of self and others.31





Zen priest Shohaku Okumura explains that the original Japanese word for “study” in Dōgen’s text was narau. This derives from nareru, which means “to become familiar or intimate with.”32 Dōgen approaches this in the biggest sense—studying one’s mind, body, sense organs, speech, and social relations as deeply conditioned by self-centered needs. Studying and forgetting the self, in Dōgen’s view, is fundamental to becoming human.

How does one study the consumer-constructed self? Suppose, for example, you really love coffee. You can study how your identity is constructed around drinking coffee. You can observe your preferences for certain brands or coffee shops. You can study what pleases you about the act of drinking coffee. It might be the flavor, the stimulation, or the social company. You can study your history of experience with coffee and see how over time it adds up to your identity as a coffee drinker.

Looking closely at any one of these aspects of self, you can see how dependent your idea of self is on outside conditions. Time of day, quality of coffee, source of the beans, the staff at the coffee shop—all of these contribute to your experience. There is no such thing as a separate self enjoying a separate cup of coffee. It is all happening at once. Observing the endlessly connected web of conditions and relations, you can go beyond the small self to see yourself as part of the co-creating universe. The delusion of separate self crumbles.

“Self and others are working together. The working done by self and all others are called our actions.”33 Okumura points out that we think “we” are “driving” a “car.” But actually the “car” is “driving” “us.” The car we drive is being driven by the oil economy, its parts produced across the globe. Our driving is the action of highway builders, car designers, city  planners, and congressional policymakers. All these beings contribute to our existence, nudging us to let go of confused views of a separate self.

But how is this “dropping off body and mind”? Dōgen’s teacher Nyojo said, “Dropping off body and mind is zazen. When we just practice zazen, we part from the five desires and get rid of the five coverings.”34 The five desires come from contact with the five sense organs; they generate a false sense of self that is attached to the pleasures or aversions we experience with our senses. The five coverings are the hindrances of greed, anger, sleepiness, distraction, and doubt that keep our minds from functioning in a healthy way. Parting from sensory attachment and hindrances is one path to deflating the consumer self. Studying deeply the myriad aspects of consumer identity, you see into the delusion of self as consumer, of self as anything separate from anything else.

The insights from studying one type of attachment can be applied from one context of consumerism to another. Studying yourself as coffee lover gives you practice in studying yourself as a clothes shopper, for example. Seeing how self construction works, you become less gullible to the consumer industry and its endless hooks. As you consider various purchases, you can check your conditioning and attachment to self. This self-examination is not in itself the experience of enlightenment but it may open the door for awakening to the actual experience of the selfless state. This more profound level of insight can only strengthen your capacity for seeing through the lures of the consumer self.

 

Practicing Nonharming. The second Buddhist critique of consumerism is that it promotes harming. This critique raises questions of right and wrong—how do you decide what is harmful in the realm of consumerism? The Buddhist texts on ethical behavior offer specific guidance in the form of right conduct or the five precepts: not killing, not stealing, not abusing sexuality, not lying , and not using or selling intoxicants.35 The precepts represent practices of restraint, calling for personal responsibility in reducing environmental and human suffering. Taken together they indicate choices one can make to avoid harming others.

I will work primarily with the first precept here, though each precept can apply to aspects of consumerism. The first precept is the injunction to abstain from “destroying , causing to be destroyed, or sanctioning the destruction of a living being.”36 A living being is anything that has life,  from a small insect to a complex forest. Clearly, every act of consuming raises the issue of harm—just to stay alive we have to eat food that has been killed or harvested. Accepting this paradox, we nonetheless can choose how much harm we want to be responsible for. For example, many people practice vegetarianism because they don’t support the harming of animals from industrial agriculture.37 Others eat organic fruits and vegetables to reduce harm to soil from chemical fertilizers and pesticides. Some avoid fast food because of labor exploitation and human health impacts.

Consumer awareness movements are now promoting “chain of custody” verification that can document the source and treatment of material goods. Forest certification and green building are two arenas where knowledge of production processes have given consumers the option to choose the more ethically produced goods. Buying locally often shortens the chain, making it easier to track harmful impacts. Under pressure from student activists, for example, many university campuses are now constructing green buildings and buying fair trade coffee.

Traditionally the precepts have been oriented toward individual conduct; the Buddha Śākyamuni did not offer a counterpart set of moral guidelines for institutions. Because social structures (governments, schools, churches, etc.) contribute significantly to consumer-related harming , ethical guidelines for social structures would also be useful. Individuals and institutions influence each other. More conscious standards of restraint in public arenas (such as no advertising in schools) can encourage greater personal practice of nonharming , and the reverse can also happen. This means holding social or institutional agents accountable for the impacts of their actions. By taking initiatives in this arena, consumers can reclaim moral integrity that has been eroded by consumerist agendas. It is not necessary for one to have perfected moral practice before asking others to consider their own actions. The point of the precepts is to reduce harm and to practice interrelationship rather than self-interest.

 

Breaking the Links of Desire. The third Buddhist critique of consumerism is that consumerism promotes desire and dissatisfaction, the cause of suffering. A classic liberative method for working with desire is the twelve limbs (or links) of co-dependent origination, sometimes portrayed as a  wheel of becoming. This cycle has been used to analyze the process of reincarnation and rebirth, but here I use it to describe the patterns that arise over and over in every moment of desiring or grasping. Consumerism utterly depends on this process, from beginning to end, in a relentless drive that spans generations and ecosystems.

The twelve links follow each other in order: ignorance, karmic formations, consciousness, name and form, six sense fields, contact, feelings, craving, grasping, becoming, birth, death, ignorance, and so on.38 The pull of each link, based on the strong experience of the one that precedes it, is so powerful that people (and other beings as well, in their own ways) are said to be continually in the grip of this meta-pattern. Because each of the twelve limbs is a condition upon which the others depend, if any of the conditions cease to exist, the entire cycle ceases to function. Release from this cycle of grasping and suffering is what the Buddha called nirvāṇa. As consumerism is a never-ending field of desire, it offers an ideal platform for studying the twelve links.

One can begin at any point in the cycle; for this discussion, it makes sense to start with consumer craving—for new shoes, the latest camera, specialty chocolate, and so on—the list is endless. Craving is the experience of being hooked by an object, a thought, a need, and then yearning to grasp it.39 In the twelve-link cycle, craving depends upon feelings, which arise following contact with objects in the sense fields. Feeling states in Buddhist psychology are categorized as positive (pleasant), negative (unpleasant), or neutral (indifferent). It doesn’t matter so much whether one is angry, sad, joyful, or affectionate; for each feeling, one either wants to perpetuate it (usually the positive feelings) or get rid of it (usually the negative feelings). Since feelings are transitory, advertisers must continually restimulate potential buyers to keep the pleasant feelings going. This is done by generating an endless assault of contact points for the sense organs: bright and colorful signs, mood music playing, tantalizing aromas in the air. The point of contact is where the object of perception, the sense organ, and the sense consciousness all come together. The purveyor of goods provides the object; the consumer provides the already-conditioned sense organ and consciousness. Where consumers have become resistant to excess contact, advertisers are forced to try harder to get their attention, using shock images outside the morally acceptable realm, such as nudity and violence.

The six sense fields of the eye, ear, nose, tongue, body, and mind are gateways for consciousness. They themselves are conditioned by name and form or the actual material and immaterial aspects of a specific being. What one perceives in the sense field is completely conditioned by one’s experience. A young child who has not yet learned to differentiate sound or shapes has not yet developed a coded sense consciousness to explain what he or she perceives through a specific cultural lens. Thus the young toddler watching hours of television can develop a consciousness dominated by products rather than living beings. With such an avalanche of products and sales pitches entering a child’s sense fields today, parents must take very seriously their role in influencing what a child comes to recognize as real.40

Name and form are conditioned by previous experiences that mold  consciousness and the material form it comes to take. Such conditioning is well documented for alcoholism, gambling, and other abusive addictions. Repeated use of alcohol or drugs can change people physiologically so they are more attracted to the highs induced by the substance. Apply this conditioning to other forms of excess consumption, and the addictive cycle extends to luxury foods, brand name clothing, and television serials. Advertisers do their best to capture teenage consumer consciousness by imprinting brand name loyalties for clothing , pizza, and hygiene products at an early age. Teen-product companies even hire teen trendsetters, passing out free samples to establish brand loyalty. Resisting the slogans of consumerism becomes one way to break the conditioning that is being so aggressively promoted.41 Culture-wide consumer consciousness eventually results in long-term karmic formations, which will require culture-wide attention to transform.

Turning back to craving, we can see how craving perpetuates the other links. In craving pleasant experiences, one yearns for their continuation, and in craving the absence of unpleasant experiences, one yearns for their cessation. These forms of grasping are especially strong where the ego or sense of “I” attaches to what is craved or avoided (as for example, “I avoid meat, I’m a vegetarian”). Marketers are masterful at using human grasping to create specialty niches—even green consumers and dharma practitioners are well-established market groups.42 Grasping generates  becoming: the more one grasps after consumer goods or values, the more one becomes a consumer, leading to “birth” of the self-identified ego that  sees life primarily as consumption. Thus, we have the phenomena of suburban “mall rats,” tupperware queens, and eBay treasure hunters.

Eventually, of course, even the consumer must face death—when the self can no longer be propped up by possessions. Fueled by ignorance of the nature of dependent origination (compounded by massive denial in consumer culture), karmic traces carry over from previous actions or lifetimes. Consider the alcoholic father who models the pattern of alcohol abuse to his son, or the shopaholic mother who fosters an appetite for fashion in her daughter. From generation to generation, consumer consciousness flourishes, taking new and diverse forms year after year.

Observing the nature of co-dependent origination can provide a penetrating tool for analyzing consumerism. The cycle can also be studied in terms of cessation as well as origination. Breaking the driving energy from one link to the next slows down the desire-generating cycle. If you reduce contact with consumer stimulants such as television, your sense fields are less flooded with product messages. If you overcome a debilitating addiction, that craving has less impact on your consciousness. The point here is not that the cycle of causation can be brought to a halt, since beings keep taking form and are conditioned just by existing. But by applying mindfulness, one can observe the process and even learn to unhook from the craving. Each moment of consumption can thus be an opportunity for insight, tasting, if only in a small way, the freedom from grasping and dissatisfaction.




BUDDHIST CONSUMER ACTIVISM 

Extreme suffering calls for strong and committed ethical response. There is no question that consumerism is rapidly depleting what remains of our global ecological heritage. Buddhist consumer activism could contribute a significant voice to this much needed ethical response. Thus far, socially engaged Buddhist activism in the industrialized world has focused more on social problems: AIDS, death and dying, prison work, gay liberation, etc.43 Environmental concerns have been left to environmentalists to solve. I believe that consumerism may provide an appropriate and easily accessible arena for Buddhist activists eager to engage environmental concerns. This may involve personal lifestyle change or structural change within Buddhist institutions. Or Buddhist activists may take up social  or political initiatives based on Buddhist principles. In some cases it may be most effective to work collaboratively with non-Buddhists, practicing Buddhism with a small “b.”44

We would like to offer here a few suggestions for launching a Buddhism consumer activism movement. First, Buddhist centers could make it a priority to model the reduction of consumption, promoting a lifestyle based on simplicity and restraint. In California, Green Gulch Zen Center and Spirit Rock Meditation Center already have strong commitments to vegetarianism, waste recycling, and land stewardship.45 As visitors come to these centers for teaching, they pick up the culture of the place; interpretive booklets and signs could be added to make such practices more obvious. Buddhist centers could also take up structural policy change by developing green operations principles and green mission statements. Very few centers have taken these first steps of codifying their consumer practices as an institution. A small working group representing a range of lineages and cultures could develop a peer alliance code to raise the standards and expectations among centers.

Green ceremonies could be developed at Buddhist centers or as inter-faith projects to strengthen commitment to ethical principles of consuming. Such gatherings offer community-building alternatives to shopping or watching television. For example, in addition to the regular Buddhist events, a few centers celebrate Earth Day, Arbor Day, and Thanksgiving as Earth holidays. To catalyze institutional action, members could establish social action groups to take up particular consumer issues, such as fair trade coffee or sweatshop labor, to increase awareness of the implications of consumer choices. They might advocate that their center serve only organic produce, for example, as a way of demonstrating the importance of farming ethics.

Second, Buddhist activist organizations can support Buddhist resistance to consumer values. The BASE program (Buddhist Alliance for Social Engagement) of the Buddhist Peace Fellowship already offers training for socially engaged activists. Members meet regularly for meditation, discussion, and mutual support. The program is organized somewhat to parallel the Catholic base community model; it could easily be extended to encourage consumer activism groups. The International Network of Engaged Buddhists based in Southeast Asia has been very active in hosting several conferences on the theme of “Alternatives to Consumerism.”46  The issues raised in these discussions need to be shared more actively with Buddhists in the privileged and overconsuming industrial world.

Third, Buddhist journals such as Turning Wheel and Seeds of Peace could publicize stories of individuals or organizations who have taken on consumer education projects. Every activist movement needs its stories and heroes. Buddhist publications could help promote those who have shown leadership in questioning runaway consumerism. These might eventually be collected in a guidebook to consumer activism from a Buddhist perspective. Such stories might inspire other Buddhist leaders to write or speak on consumer issues, using examples that illustrate the Dharma in action.

The Buddha Śākyamuni told his followers that his teachings should offer pragmatic relief for their suffering. If they weren’t useful in everyday life, then the teachings were not of value. It seems to me that Buddhist methods of working with consumerism offer very practical methods to address the suffering it generates. Consumerism is a dominant practice field of our times; if the Buddha’s teachings have merit, they can be used to untangle the complex web of all-consuming relations.

It seems not only possible but desirable for Buddhist activists, teachers, and thinkers to take up the ethical challenges raised by consumerism. I believe that such a consumer activist movement would engage many aspects of the traditional Buddhist enlightenment path: eliminating desire and attachment, seeing through the illusion of separate self, choosing to reduce the suffering of others, and acting from an understanding of co-dependent arising. The liberative methods of the Dharma provide powerful tools of analysis and practice that can help with this task. We have the choice to wake up in the midst of this planetary suffering. The beauty of this work is that it is so accessible and there are opportunities for awakening everywhere.
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