
“Changing How We Approach Economic Change”





¡ First: To know that suffering (pathos) 
exists.

¡ Second: To know the origins or root causes 
of suffering.

¡ Third: To know that changes need to be 
made to free ourselves from this suffering.

¡ Fourth: To know a pathway that charts a 
course for this change toward heathy ways 
of living. 



¡ Economy
¡ Equity
¡ Ecology



¡ Sustainable economic development 
is that which “meets the needs of 
the present without compromising 
the ability of future generations to 
meet their own needs.”





Tsunami wave of new cash Tsunami wave of acquired 
“assets”















Oxfam Reports:
2014: 85 people control the same amount of 
wealth as half the world’s population.

2015: 62 people control the same amount of 
wealth as half the world’s population.

2016: 8 people control the same amount of 
wealth as half the world’s population.







¡ To know the origins or root causes of 
suffering.

¡ What are the root causes of these pathological 
system conditions?

¡ IPCC reports confirm that global warming is 
anthropogenic—habituated human activity

¡ Specifically, this means economic activity: 
producing and consuming.

¡ Pathological system conditions originate in 
economic activity that is habitualized… 
institutionalized.





¡ Thorstein Veblen, one of the 
founders of institutional economics, 
defined “habits of thought and 
action,” as the very substance of 
economic institutions—the ruled-
based social structures that govern 
our economy are reified habits.



¡ Greed, Hatred, Delusion—The Three Fires.
¡ If these fires are habitually burning, they can 

become institutionalized.
¡ This is what Buddhist and professor of 

comparative philosophy David Loy calls 
“Institutionalized greed, hatred, and 
delusion”. 

¡ Endemic in our modern corporate-dominated 
economic world?

¡ Part of the root causes of systemic pathology?





¡ A key point I want to make is to see these 
corporations not as business models but 
rather as powerful social institutions.

¡ As such case can be made for seeing the 
three fires embodied in corporate 
institutions: endless quest for financial 
gain, aggressive conquests of markets, and 
the notion that their industries can 
continually grow—ad infinitum—on a finite 
planet.



¡ Greed: Corporations thrive in the realm of 
Hungry Ghosts—never enough and never 
satisfied. Their heavy use of media advertising 
conditions conditions society to mirror this

¡ Aggression: Market conquests, domination, 
control—engenders ill will (hatred)

¡ Delusion: Centered on the belief that 
economic growth can continue ad infinitum on 
a finite planet.



¡ Holism
¡ Change, Impermanence, and 

Transformation
¡ Pragmatism

§ Institutionalism—healthy social provisioning
§ Buddhism—right livelihood.



¡ Right View, Right Intention [Thinking], 
Right Speech, Right Livelihood, Right 
Effort, Right Mindfulness, Right 
Concentration, Right Action.

¡ “Mindful Economics”
¡ Mindfulness holds the key to unlock the 

door that keeps us trapped in the flames of 
greed, hatred, delusion.



¡ David Ehrenfield reflects on such systemic 
change, “…our first task is to create a 
shadow, economic, social and even 
technological structure that will be ready to 
take over as the existing system fails.” 

¡ Joseph Schumpeter: “Creative Destruction”
¡ Rooted in Right Livelihood, healthy social 

provisioning.
¡ SDGs as the incentives; social returns.



¡ Right livelihood institutions: New charters, 
new bylaws, new articles of incorporation.

¡ Find best practices and document and 
replicate.

¡ A growing population of consumers and 
investors are looking for alternatives.



¡ Heather Rogers, “Green Gone Wrong”
¡ The Three Legged Stool (3 Es)



















¡ Identify the environmental goal: big or small.
¡ Pick your project that will lead toward 

achieving that goal: new source of energy, a 
new way of brewing beer, a new banking 
model, a new way to finance brownfield 
cleanup… anything.

¡ Make your project into an institution for 
change that leads toward your goal, including 
institutional governance statements, and how 
to make them binding.

¡ Start forming coalitions.



¡“Why Alternative Economics 
and Why Now”

¡Climate change, resource 
depletion, inequality, and 
instability remain as crisis-
level system conditions.





§ Substances extracted from the lithosphere 
must not systematically accumulate in the 
ecosphere. 

§ Society-produced substances… 
§ The physical conditions for production and 

diversity within the ecosphere must not be 
systematically deteriorated.

§ The use of resources must be effective and 
just with respect to meeting human needs.



¡“That nothing less than a 
transformation of our 
attitudes and behaviour
would bring about the 
necessary changes.”



¡ Thorstein Veblen, one of the 
founders of Institutional Economics, 
defined “habits of thought and 
action,” as the very substance of 
economic institutions—the ruled-
based social structures that govern 
our economy are reified habits.











$1.4 Trillion in 
Subprime 
Mortgages

Tens of Trillions 
of Mortgage 
Derivatives: 

CDOs, CDSs,, 
etc.

Tens of Trillions 
More In 

Leverage

Collateral

Collateral
Liquidity

Liquidity

Housing Market

Liquidity Collateral



Source 

Funds

Financial 
Aggregation

Economic 
Develop-
ment







¡ Complex system conditions can’t 
be fixed like a lawnmower, they 
have to evolve and transform with 
time. 

¡ Habits of thought and action reify 
into powerful social structures.

¡ This points us in the direction of 
Institutional Economics



¡If we want to evolve out of these troubling 
systems conditions, we need to develop a clear 
understanding of the economic institutions that 
dominate our economy and society.
¡We also need to have a genuine commitment to 
institutional change. 
¡And we need to change these institutions in ways 
that will foster very different habits of thought and 
different modes of action.



¡“That nothing less than a 
transformation of our 
attitudes and behaviour
would bring about the 
necessary changes.” 



¡ Sustainable economic development 
is that which “meets the needs of 
the present without compromising 
the ability of future generations to 
meet their own needs.”



¡We work outside the margins of 
conventional economics…

¡Use a holistic/evolutionary 
framework of analysis…

¡With a focus on institutions and 
social progress.



¡ Walton Hamilton… “cluster of social 
usages”

¡ Elinor Ostrom: “Structured Human 
Interactions”

¡ Simply put, institutions are the rules of the 
game; they are the dos and don’ts of our 
activities set by laws, structures of 
governance, codes, cultural norms, or 
shared strategies that we habitually abide 
by.



¡ Math homework must be done before 
dinner.

¡ Speed limit is 55 mph.
¡ Leave the hiking trail as you found it.
¡ Publish or perish.
¡ Only the 8 teams with the best records will 

make it to the playoffs.
¡ “I do”



¡ Dollars are legal tender in the US, bacon is not. 
¡ A state bank North Dakota is Legal, in Oregon it 

is not.
¡ Labor union strikes must be sanctioned by the 

National Labor Relations Board.
¡ The board of directors of a corporation has a 

fiduciary responsibility to shareholders to 
maximize share value.

¡ Corporations are “persons”.
¡ B corporations hold social and environmental 

impact on equal footing with returns to 
shareholders.





¡ Riegle Neal Interstate Banking and 
Branching Efficiency Act (1994)

¡ Gramm-Leach-Bliley Act (1999)
¡ Commodity Futures Modernization Act 

(2000)
¡ Federal Reserve, Wall Street’s ATM 

machine
¡ With these and other institutional changes, 

the Federal Government helped create the 
conditions for a massive crash.





¡ Thorstein Veblen called it “Invention and 
Diffusion”

¡ Ecological scientists call it “systems 
perturbation”

¡ New idea, new policy, new technology, 
new institution… get’s introduced into the 
systems as a positive force for change, 
causes changes, system evolves.

¡ Internet, central banking, solar energy…



¡ “…our first task is to create a shadow, 
economic, social and even technological 
structure that will be ready to take over as the 
existing system fails.”

¡ Dual Process: Reinventing our habits of 
thought and action—meaning changing our 
institutions—while established habits 
become obsolete.



Right Livelihood 
Banks (14,000)

State Public 
Banks (50)

Central Bank (1) Reformed Federal Reserve 
Charter

Bank of North 
Dakota

“Permaculture” 
Credit Unions

Community 
Banks

Bank of Oregon?

Social Impact 
Banks 

“Triodos”





¡ Social institutions are rule-based social 
structures that prescribe behavior. 

¡ Economic institutions are a subset: rule-
based social structures that prescribe 
economic behavior. 



¡ Riegle Neal Interstate Banking and 
Branching Efficiency Act (1994)

¡ Gramm-Leach-Bliley Act (1999)
¡ Commodity Futures Modernization Act 

(2000)
¡ With these and other institutional changes, 

the Federal Government helped create the 
conditions for a massive crash.



Core 
Institutions

Mutual 
Support 
Network 
Institutions

Ideological 
Support 
Institutions



¡ Core Institutions: Multinational 
corporations, Wall Street, 
Fortune 500, Oil Companies. 

¡ Mutual Support Network 
Institutions: The Federal 
Reserve, US Treasury, IMF, 
WTO, ECB, Chamber of 
Commmerce

¡ Ideological Support 
Institutions: Media, think 
tanks, academia, “The 
Neoliberal Thought Collective”



¡ Government agencies are centrally important 
economic actors.

¡ All social, economic, and environmental 
problems can be solved in the market system.

¡ The corporation is a public servant and is not 
accountable.

¡ Social classes or social structures of power 
don’t exist, only individuals

¡ Income and wealth inequality and greed are 
necessary.



Core 
Institutions

Mutual 
Support 
Network 
Institutions

Ideological 
Support 
Institutions





¡ When we talk about global warming and 
resource depletion as being 
“anthropogenic,” we’re talking about our 
economic behavior of producing and 
consuming without limit as these are the 
roles we play within the structure of our 
core and support institutions. 



¡ When we talk about “inequality,” we are 
talking about a condition normalized 
within the structure of our core and support 
institutions. 



¡ When we talk about financial system 
instability, we’re talking about a condition 
that is embedded within the structure of 
our core and support institutions.

¡ Crash of 2008 as a case in point… 











¡ “…our first task is to create a shadow, 
economic, social and even technological 
structure that will be ready to take over as the 
existing system fails.”

¡ Dual Process: Reinventing our habits of 
thought and action—meaning changing our 
institutions—while established habits 
become obsolete.



Descent of  Business 
as Usual

Ascent of New Business 
Models





Right Livelihood 
Banks (14,000)

State Public 
Banks (50)

Central Bank (1) Reformed Federal Reserve 
Charter

Bank of North 
Dakota

“Permaculture” 
Credit Unions

Community 
Banks

Bank of Oregon

(California?)

Social Impact 
Banks 

“Triodos”


