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For Buddhadasa and all those who never give up









Introduction


Can the world change? Can we create an inclusive place, where equality reigns and everyone is at liberty to pursue their life goals? Answering this question has been a dream of mine. And this book is my attempt to realize it.


I’ve long been interested in how Buddhist philosophy and practice answer those tough questions. I perceive Buddhism, not from a religious viewpoint, but as a profound set of ideas that get great results in the real world. In fact, at their heart, Buddha’s teachings are what you might call ‘anti-religious’ because he didn’t ask us to accept on faith a single speck of what he taught. Indeed, Buddha explicitly asked us to challenge his ideas. And that’s about as brave as any teaching can be. It says, “Try this!” And: “Throw every single question at it that you can!” The madness of this idea, simply put, is that a truthful set of ideas will stand up to scrutiny and work for you. There will never be a need for faith if good results are tangible in your life. We-Topia takes this idea and applies it to our modern society. A good, healthy society will withstand scrutiny and criticism. But an insecure, superficial one will balk and shoot the messenger.


It is therefore appropriate that the works of one of Thailand’s great Buddhists, the Venerable Ajarn Buddhadasa Bhikkhu, inspires We-Topia. Between the 1930s and 1990s, his revisionist interpretation of the Buddha’s teachings challenged the conventional views of the clergy and laypeople alike but, like any iconoclast, Buddhadasa faced the broad shoulders of conservative inertia as he stepped foot on that thorny path!


However, Buddhadasa knew that Buddhism needs a spring clean every so often. The Buddha lived over 2500 years ago and, over such a long stretch of history, any philosophy can succumb to mysticism and superstition. Buddhadasa’s objective was not to laud his own ideas but to simply dust off some of the accumulated detritus and return Buddha’s teaching to its most practical, accessible roots. He wanted to show Buddhism in its most coherent form: an accessible tool to deal with life’s problems, a resource for the pursuit of happiness.


So, in 1931, in his hometown of Chaiya, Buddhadasa established his forest temple, Suan Mokkh, meaning ‘Garden of Liberation.’ There, he began offering retreats to both Thais and international students in the study and practice of Buddha-Dhamma.1 Since then, his talks and writings have been celebrated all over the world as a great contribution to Buddhism and world peace. In 2006, to celebrate the one hundredth anniversary of his birth, he was recognized by UNESCO as one of the Truly Great Personalities of the World. In this iconoclastic spirit, it is therefore appropriate, not only that Buddha-Dhamma is the lens through which I approach We-Topia, but also that Buddhadasa is my guide for the journey.


One of the most attractive qualities of Buddha-Dhamma is its unrivaled ability to demonstrate, with astounding clarity, how the human mind is the root cause of all our problems, a point eloquently made by Buddhadasa in his book Dhammic Socialism. This constructive application of Buddha-Dhamma to social problems ignited my interest in social philosophy and a search to find the answer to how we can all live together without killing each other or the planet.


What struck me upon reading Dhammic Socialism was the clear correlation between an incomplete understanding of ‘reality’ and the social problems that creates. Issues like inequality, ecological destruction, and ingrained social stratification are not just bad choices acted out with awful consequences. They begin as mental imbalances. The minds in which these choices begin are simply unaware of what is real and what is simply a figment of their imagination. This creates bias and selfishness in people’s actions. And if the mind is the source of this output, then all negative outcomes in society have psychological remedies.


I began to wonder if this same mental imbalance was evident in history and so I applied Buddha-Dhamma to humanity’s legacy, asking the questions of how and why our collective past has resulted in today’s materialistic society, so apathetic to the needs of the planet. If I applied the basic tenets of Buddha-Dhamma to the story of human evolution and development from the nomadic society to the modern digital society, what might it reveal about the true roots of our social issues and how to repair them?


The result is this book: We-Topia. And what I found was shocking to me.


I traveled back through history to discover that much of what I had been taught in history classes at school can best be described as wild assumptions and suppositions. When I began, I assumed that history was a long unimpeded journey towards progress, human evolution, and a more successful, happier society. Doesn’t everyone assume that? So it must be true, right?


But what I found was not a path of development at all, but a paradigm of confusion and illusions creeping across history that has hidden a higher pathway of potential from us all. So much of what we assume to be true about history is bogus. In fact, in the most crucial ways, our ancient ancestors may have been happier, healthier, and more spiritually conscious than all of us!


But the most shocking realization of all was concerning the state of this world we have fashioned from the best choices of our collective consciousness. In a time when every opinion is fact-checked, Siri can instantly quote any encyclopedia in the world, and debate forums across a million websites challenge every assumption with zeal, I made a startling discovery: the whole society of humankind is founded on a lie. And not just a small one. A global one.


We have somehow contrived to manufacture a reality that not only completely and utterly misunderstands the real needs of human beings, but has also perverted the course of human history away from our highest potential. We have regressed from egalitarian, spiritual societies where people forsake possessions and nurture each other, into an ego-led fiction that perpetuates human misery, hoards resources, and works best for the benefit of a few at the expense of our entire species’ evolution.


In 1516, Sir Thomas More coined the word ‘Utopia’ in the title of his book, a term that represented a fictional idyllic society. It was a pun on two Greek words that together meant ‘no-place.’ More wasn’t referring to either a future or a past iteration of a perfect society, but to an unattainable perfection forever beyond our reach.


With this definition ringing in my mind, I wrote We-Topia. I believe that Utopia is the unattainable goal we are already seeking: a world where we will make ourselves healthier and better by consuming more and caring less. This is the truest illusion going and, amid this illusion, I riff on More’s title, in full agreement with his assertion that a perfect society is a dream most worthy of a pun or three, and probably a good kick up its idealistic backside too!


But that doesn’t mean we can’t do better. At the very least we should all expect from society a place where people are treated equally, valued equally, and taught the most basic skills and concepts to engender happiness in their life. That shouldn’t be too much to ask, should it?


But here we are, living together in a world that not only fails to attain such an average ambition but also fails while destroying the planet and each other simultaneously. Thus, the purpose of We-Topia is not idealism in any shape or form. It expects no miracles or epiphanies. We-Topia is a pragmatic investigation into why we live the way we do and what we gave up to live this way. Moreover, it asks you whether you are ready to stop embracing the misconceptions of our past, the lies about our future, and the illusions we have all been taught to believe are real.


Simply put, We-Topia is a journey from ‘me’ to ‘we.’ And you don’t even have to set foot off your sofa.









Chapter 1


The Purest Natural Socialism


When Buddhadasa first presented the core ideas of Dhammic Socialism, his book landed on the conservative coffee tables of Bangkok’s elite with a percussive thud. He wouldn’t have been surprised by its reception. It was published in 1973; the country was embroiled in revolution; a bloody uprising by left-wing students had just toppled Thailand’s military dictatorship. Some perceived Dhammic Socialism as more grist for the mill of chaos.


It’s all about context. The 1970s were a time when domino theory was the greatest fear of the global political elite. Thailand was a US base for its secret war in Laos, and the Communist insurgency in the north of the country stoked fears that Thailand was about to crumble under the ‘Red Threat.’ In this mayhem, Buddhadasa’s book was widely misunderstood as something of a Commie manifesto, an outrageous overreach from one of the most celebrated members of the supposedly non-political sangha, the Buddhist community.


Yet, this concern was founded on many misconceptions. The title of his book was not proposing political ‘Socialism’ at all. Buddhadasa was merely doing his job by discussing how the principles of Buddha-Dhamma might be applied to Thai society. In a sense, it was something of a thought experiment, asking the question: how might society be organized if it pursued higher consciousness rather than higher technology? After all, the problems of the era were not products of wisdom. No one perceives bloody war or political violence as the finest output of our intellectual prowess. Everyone recognized that the world was spiraling into more suffering and that there had to be another way. Buddhadasa wasn’t about to sit around and do nothing when he had been practicing an alternative virtually his whole life.


Moreover, Buddhadasa was no Luddite. He believed higher consciousness and better technology could be partners in society if we applied nature’s creative principles to society rather than humankind’s destructive principles to nature. The problem he encountered was that the word ‘socialism’ held many negative connotations, as it still does today. It’s equated with Marxism, Stalin or Mao, the Cold War, gulags and totalitarianism, and so on. But he wasn’t stupid. He knew that. And named his book to get a response.


The fact is, Buddhadasa had a very different interpretation of the word ‘socialism.’ He viewed conventional political socialism with no less dismay than the current social system, which he called Capitalist Liberal Democracy (CLD). And he said as much:




Groups act against the harmony of nature, or the good of the whole, one from its position of financial power, the other from the power of its labor. The confrontation threatens mutual destruction. This sort of violent, bloody socialism arises from excessive selfishness which does not consider others’ right to live in the same world. The division of human beings into different groups at enmity with one another is neither the purpose of nature (dhammajati) nor any religion.1





Buddhadasa recognized that no political ideology, left or right, had been effective at building a tolerant and fair society, despite each portraying itself as a panacea for all ills. None had offered any real solutions to society’s problems and both engaged in the endless pursuit of political power. Perhaps Buddhadasa was reminded of John Kenneth Galbraith’s quip, when the American economist, public official, and diplomat said: “Under capitalism, man exploits man. Under communism, it’s just the opposite.”


So, why did Buddhadasa choose to use the word ‘socialism’ at all? Well, to answer this question, we need to understand why Buddhadasa built his celebrated temple and retreat center, Suan Mokkh, among the forests of Chaiya in southern Thailand. On this matter, he said:




As we sit here in this forest, surrounded by nature, we feel the calming effects of the natural environment. “Socialist” thoughts and feelings arise from such a calm state—socialist in the most profound sense of the truth of Nature. Here, we are not under the influence of a violent worldly socialism so our minds can remain undisturbed, allowing us to see and participate in the natural balance that pervades everything—earth, water, air, fire, and consciousness—the internal and external aspects of everything. Here is true socialism—the embodiment of Nature in a pure, balanced state. Here there is no deceit, no “me/mine” distinctions; they simply do not exist.2





So, Buddhadasa’s Dhammic ‘socialism’ does not hail from a political ideology at all. Its origin is the cohesive reality of nature, the same reality that resides within you and me. Nature favors no political system, nor holds any bias for one species or another. It is neither conservative nor liberal, neither left nor right. It is fair, consistent, and universal. Most of all, natural systems offer us profound guidance towards a better way of living:




Nothing in Nature exists independently; no creature, element, or molecule can exist by itself. All aspects of Nature combine in an interdependent relationship. Even an atom is a socialistic system of interdependent parts. A molecule also exhibits socialistic characteristics in that it is made up of several interdependent atoms. On and on it goes—molecules combine to form tissue, tissues combine to form flesh or leaves or whatever, all interdependent and in balance, according to the principles of Nature’s pure socialism.3





Buddhadasa’s interpretation of socialism was founded upon his perspective of interdependence. Just as he saw the interdependence of everything in every natural system, so too did he see the interdependence of all people in a society. From atoms to molecules, to cells, to entire bodies, and the social systems that organize those bodies into human culture, the natural patterns of interdependence form the structure of the systems that govern everything. It was only, well, natural that he would conclude these same natural patterns as being the best ones by which to govern ourselves.


And yet, society didn’t seem to agree with his viewpoint. What he saw around the world in the 1970s and 1980s was conflict, often deliberately being promulgated and stoked between diverse interests. In that respect, Buddhadasa’s world was no different from the twenty-first century. We had not then, nor have we ever since, been able to find an inclusive way to respect differences, tolerate diversity, or bridge the gap between our selfish interests and the interests of other people in the world around us.


Indeed, this problem seems to have deepened. Today, the world encourages us to divide into smaller and smaller groups fighting for our share, afraid we will lose out. We act at odds with our natural urge to unite and support one another. Our fears swell as we distrust other people’s motives and ambitions. It seems that we do not live in a world getting better but a world whose sickness is burrowing deeper into our psyches, isolating us in our homes and communities, separating us into smaller groups, magnifying our frustrations, and highlighting our differences.


Yet, the question that formed in Buddhadasa’s mind during the 1970s was surely the same one that sparked in my mind before I sat down to write We-Topia. If the entire universe is an interdependent and cooperative system, and we have known this for many, many years, why do our societies fail to engender anything like this same level of unity? They almost seem to revel in disunity! In short, why have we failed, for thousands of years, to create a society that respects nature’s pure socialism and seeks to fulfill the needs of us all?


Why, indeed.









Chapter 2


A Society of Winners and Losers


Buddhadasa believed: “All aspects of Nature combine in an interdependent relationship.” This was no metaphor. It was not his ideological position. It is a fact supported by the chemical, biological, and physical sciences. Go check Wikipedia. I did.


At the cellular level, each of us is composed of billions and billions of cellular examples of this very interdependence. Every living creature and the entire planet is the ultimate example of a society in which each life form, cell, or atom is but an interconnected piece.


Most profoundly, from this fact, we can also deduce that there is a profound commonality between all life forms on the Earth. Every living being struggles, suffers, and desires to achieve their definition of comfort and happiness, just like you and me. Fish, trees, birds, insects, plants: all sentient life wants to be safe, secure, fed, watered, comforted, and without suffering, sickness, or fear.


There are two ways we can respond to this understanding of interdependence. We can either respect it and cooperate or reject it and compete. Both choices have far-reaching implications for human society and the natural world beyond. Imagine, for example, if the cells of your body suddenly rejected interdependence and stopped cooperating. As they competed for resources with one another, you would soon be destroyed from the inside. So why would we assume that these larger aggregations of cells (human society) can survive by favoring competitive independence too?


Recognizing that the personal desire for independence can lead to mutual destruction, society should be at pains to cultivate a healthier balance between the competitive individual and the collective needs of the community. Stimulating trust, equality, and fairness attains this. It’s not a secret formula. You’ll not be surprised by it any more than I am. It’s about cultivating all those lovely interdependent attitudes in people that build closer bonds of community and cooperation. We can’t do this in isolation from one another. When we feel respected by others—safe, secure, and valued in a group—we reflect bonds of empathy and collaboration that unite society as one. It is symbiotic, just like nature. That’s clear. But, when this delicate balance between competition and cooperation tips in favor of competition, social values begin to erode and friction in the community emerges.


So how effective is CLD at building the bonds of trust, equality, and fairness that unite society? Well, let’s answer that question with a quick statistical review of life in the twenty-first century in that bastion of CLD, the United States of America:




• In 2021, the top 1% of American society possessed 27% of the country’s total wealth, which is more than the entire middle class combined.1


• In the same year, the bottom 20% accounted for just 2% of this total.2


• According to the Pew Research Institute: “The wealth gap between America’s richest and poorer families more than doubled from 1989 to 2016.”3


• In 2020, over 580,000 Americans (equivalent to the population of Copenhagen) were homeless and nearly 230,000 of them slept on the streets. That’s approximately 1 in 588 Americans without a home.4


• 50% of US adults were found to be unable to read an eighth-grade level book.5


• 66% of all Americans in 2019 were prescribed some kind of pharmaceutical remedy for health issues.6


• In 2019, 19.2% of adults received mental health treatment. That’s over 62 million people!7


• The Pew Research Center claims that “The difference in median household incomes between white and black Americans has grown from about $23,800 in 1970 to roughly $33,000 in 2018 (as measured in 2018 dollars).”8


• The current global extinction rate is 1000 times the natural level and this level is predicted to rise to ten times that rate soon.9


• Our consumption of natural resources is accelerating at such a speed that, by 2030, it is predicted we will need two planets to sustain our global economy.10





I’m not picking on the United States of America. And these statistics are not cherry-picked. I use the USA as my example because it is acknowledged as one of the world’s foremost advocates of the Capitalist Liberal Democratic model for society. And, as is evident, the truth is damning. CLD is anything but social. Enormous social disunity, inequality, and ecological chaos should not exist if you are designing a country to be social. But it does exist. I mean, I apologize if I am stating the obvious and I find myself somewhat ashamed to have to even state this, but it seems that I do: no healthy and functioning social system should have to treat nearly a fifth of its population for mental health issues each year. Something is clearly wrong. Not just with the USA, but with the paradigm that has built and sustains the systems of the entire world today.


What’s wrong is our unhealthy obsession with competition. Many might argue that competition is a natural system too, but in nature, competitive systems harmonize with their interdependent whole. They are situational, occasional, and contextual. They maintain a subtle presence in an otherwise interdependent natural system that ensures all creatures have enough space, resources, and opportunity to thrive.


However, in the case of humanity, there is no argument that we are social beings and that we exist in an interdependent natural environment. Yet, winning a global competition against each other and dominating all other species on the Earth seems to have been our mission! We have rarely cooperated with nature. Subdued it, possessed it, blasted it, exploited it, killed it, and controlled it: yes! But cooperated: not so much. This mentality is but a stark symptom of a mental imbalance that has come about, not because you and I, the ordinary people of this planet, want enough to survive. It is the result of some people, groups, corporations, or countries that insist upon having more than their fair share. They have fixated their minds on monopolizing global resources, which in turn unbalances the ecology of the planet, ignoring the needs of other species.


Why does humanity insist on competing when, in an interdependent natural system, if we are consistently creating losers, the winners will obviously lose out too at some point? It’s myopic madness to assume that just because you are winning today, the blowback from that victory won’t get you tomorrow! And this myopia deepens our sense of separation from nature; it fuels a mentality of selfish immediacy and has resulted in a catastrophic competitive global policy wherein the entire web of life has been pushed to the brink of collapse.


Do we see the competition between the tree and the chainsaw as being fair? Maybe we do. As we see from the statistics cited above, the game of social competition between rich and poor is loaded just as unfairly and we’re cool with that. In society, your hundred dollars and mine must compete for resources against another guy with a billion dollars. And yet we’re conditioned to accept that that is the way things must be. The truth of the matter is that both the battle for ecological supremacy on our planet and economic hierarchy in our society is the same battle repeated: a war of control, a war of power, a war of selfishness.


Here’s the deal: CLD does not seek harmony. Its system is rigged to ensure the winners keep winning and the losers keep losing. Even though we can statistically show that competition has the lowest number of advantages for the highest proportion of people, our wisest economists, politicians, and corporate leaders still persevere with it. Imagine if your own body made such a choice. What if your legs were favored over your arms? Or your lungs were considered less deserving of resources than your kidneys? You would be mad to choose such a method of determining which parts of your body deserve nutrients! How long would it be before you became diseased and died?


The fiction that prevails in the world is that CLD is the most humane social system ever devised. But for reasons that will become clear as we progress through We-Topia, I wholeheartedly disagree with this notion. Indeed, we have chosen to adopt the most extreme form of Darwin’s ‘survival of the fittest’ mantra, misinterpreting it as a doctrine of war against nature and each other. This pervasive, insidious ideology has nudged society towards unhealthy competitive policies that view compassion and fairness as weaknesses. The systems are designed to manufacture inequality so that the fittest must fight to rise to the top. Society has become like some global Roman Colosseum and in this brutal paradigm, normalized across the world, wealth and resources are the criteria of fitness. At the heart of CLD is a value system that has corrupted the very essence of what it means to be human.


Just spend a few moments carefully digesting this quote by Adam Smith, one of the founders of Capitalist thought, and you’ll see that, even 500 years ago, he knew very well society’s true direction of travel!




The rich, in particular, are necessarily interested to support that order of things which can alone secure them in the possession of their own advantages. Men of inferior wealth combine to defend those of superior wealth in the possession of their property, in order that men of superior wealth may combine to defend them in the possession of theirs. All the inferior shepherds and herdsmen feel that the security of their own herds and flocks depends upon the security of those of the great shepherd or herdsman; that the maintenance of their lesser authority depends upon that of his greater authority, and that upon their subordination to him depends his power of keeping their inferiors in subordination to them…Civil government, so far as it is instituted for the security of property, is in reality instituted for the defence of the rich against the poor, or of those who have some property against those who have none at all.11





And therein lies the most corrosive truth of CLD. It is a delivery system to legitimize unfair competition, overemphasizing its value to the point where society itself is harmed, sometimes to the point where it ceases to be truly social. It sorts us into groups of winners and losers, rich and poor, safe and struggling, powerful and powerless, until it becomes less of a social unit and more a collection of disparate groups seeking independence from other groups they no longer trust.


Weren’t we all taught that ‘all men are created equal’? That’s not just a nice idea. It’s nature’s way. We’re all given a body, a mind, and a spirit with which to experience this life and explore the world. Our equality is not a philosophical ideal. It is the natural order of the Earth, an order that only humankind would have the hubris to depose.


Yet, in how many countries does CLD ignore this natural order so that some niche group can assert competitive dominance? Whether in despotic regimes, insular kingdoms, or any iteration of CLD’s class systems, human equality is conveniently ignored in favor of some fabricated status. Wealth, historical hierarchy, racial dominance, religious supremacy, gender bias: each of these artificial constructs is a common rationalization, trotted out to explain why the ambitions of human beings should trump the laws of this universe.


Gandhi said, “I object to violence because when it appears to do good, the good is only temporary; the evil it does is permanent.” This idea, when applied to Capitalist Liberal Democracy, perfectly reflects its fundamental failings as a social system. Yes, it has appeared to do some good: global GDP (gross domestic product) has skyrocketed; general poverty is in decline; disease is being eradicated, and so on. There are fine achievements that cannot be denied. But it also should be acknowledged that it achieves this goal through immense violence, at a huge mental and spiritual cost, and by cutting a swathe through the very social fabric it is supposed to be stitching together.


John Maynard Keynes, the founder of modern macroeconomics, had a keen mind for identifying the false assumption within the economic premise of CLD. He said: “Capitalism is the astounding belief that the most wickedest of men will do the most wickedest of things for the greatest good of everyone.” This pithy quip perfectly captures why the biggest problem with CLD is the very reason it succeeds: it taps into the worst excesses of the human ego: selfishness and greed.


This is no small matter. We may laugh off the obvious outrage that CLD society gleans its power by pandering to our greedy desires, but this is a far more serious accusation than all the rest put together. The fact that we do not recognize it is just one more symptom of the highly effective social conditioning by which our outrage is subdued. We are indoctrinated to fear some illusions but to also trust the things that should terrify us.


Indeed, since prehistoric times our wisest spiritual sages have warned us to cork the human ego like a genie in a bottle. They have consistently sounded the alarm that our innermost demons have the potential to escape, run riot, and destroy us all. How many times do we need to hear the message that the human mind is a sucker for being tricked into believing its enemy is its friend before we look back and wonder, “Did we trust in a lie?” The story of ‘The Wolf in Sheep’s Clothing’ was no biblical fable. It was a warning ignored.


Be under no illusions, CLD systemizes social stratification. It needs it. It embraces it. By color, age, creed, sex, size, or whatever category is needed to differentiate us, competitive social systems always promote some people and demote others. Sometimes it’s subtle; sometimes it’s not. Sometimes it’s slight; sometimes it’s like a sledgehammer to the guts. Either way, the evidence is compelling. CLD proliferates social hierarchies, fragmentation, and polarization to the point where it eventuates in apartheid by wealth, by race, by opportunity, by potential, even by hope!


Maynard Keynes and Gandhi both pointedly pondered the question of a system’s social value if, by its application, we are all slowly divided by it. What good is a social system that slowly erodes society? And this is exactly the effect of CLD. Let me be even clearer: I am suggesting that Capitalist Liberal Democracy is not a real social system at all. It appears to be. Many of us live quietly within it. But it fails the fit-for-purpose test. Were we assessing it as a duck, it would fail to quack, waddle, or fly south for the winter.
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