
AN APPLICATION OF BUDDHIST TEACHINGS TO ECONOMIC ACTIVITIES

I. Principles and Methodology of Capitalism
First, it is important to understand the meaning and nature of capi­

talism:
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and methodology, and to arrive at a conclu- 
m.

1. Meaning and nature of capitalism
In general “capitalism” is an economic system as well as political 

economics. In other words, “capitalism” sometimes means an eco­
nomic system in which capital constitutes an important means of pro­
duction, or it could mean an economic doctrine or school of thought 
led by Adam Smith (1723-1790). However, there are some problems 
with the word “capitalism”. The current capitalist economic system 
does not really correspond to Smith’s idea. It is, rather, a combination 
of capitalism and socialism, characterized by monopoly and exploita-
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This paper intends to present the findings of the research on “Appli­
cation of Buddhist Teachings to Economic Activities in Capitalist Society: 
A Case Study”. The objectives of the research are to show how Bud­
dhist teachings can be applied to economic activities, to compare them 
with capitalist principles
sion whether or not they are in conflict with capitalis
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the word 
to 

“capitalism” are Carl Marx 
German socialist thinker, and Max Weber (1864-
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tion. Some Thai academics consider “capitalism” a system in which 
capitalists own all factors of production and benefit from the practice 
more than any other group of people. In addition, the economists of 
this school of thought prefer to call it “liberalism” advocating liberal 
economy or free market and do not consider capital as an important 
factor of production. Thinkers like Adam Smith never use 
“capitalism” to describe their economic system. The first persons 
use and popularize the words “capital” and 
(1818-1883), a
1920), a German sociologist and political economist.

Marx refers to capitalism as a mode of production that came into be­
ing as history changed its course. In this mode of production capital is 
an important factor of production just as slaves were in the time when 
slavery was a common practice and just as property was in feudalism. 
In light of Marxian philosophy “capitalism” is a mode of production or 
an economic system with capital as a major factor of production. Es­
sentially the means of production are controlled by capitalists who hire 
yorkers to produce goods and services that will bring even greater 
•enefits or profits, leading to what Marx calls “surplus value”, labor 

oppression, exploitation, and monopoly.
Marxist capitalism therefore focuses on real economy whereas liberal 

economists, hitherto believed to be the advocates of Adam Smith, pay 
attention to the economy with free private enterprise competing freely 
in the market without monopoly. It can be said, therefore, that capi­
talism in die liberalist viewpoint is different from real capitalism. Ac­
cording to Chatthip Nartsupha, economic liberalism is different from 
real capitalism which he calls “the capitalist system”.

Chatthip Nartsupha explains that the liberalist model consists of a 
large number of small free economic units vying with one another in 
the imaginary world (as opposed to the real world). The economic sys­
tem of Western Europe since the democratic revolution has been 
dominated by monopoly. Capital is in the hands of the few. It is the
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capitalist system or bourgeoisie, not liberalism. Liberalism, therefore, is 
not the same as capitalism. In economic liberalism business units are 
small and compete freely. Capitalism, on the other hand, sees capital 
concentrated in the hands of a small number of capitalists who mo-r 
nopolize the economy. The capitalists use liberalism as a pretext for 
their action, which true liberalises ardently oppose. For liberals like 
Bentham or those from the neo-classical school, economic liberalism 
means a system that allows for competition and no monopoly and in 
which the economic units are small and powerless. On the other hand, 
when capitalists refer to liberalism, they mean laissez-faire with no gov­
ernment intervention in a market economy, free pursuit of profits and 
monopoly, and possession of disproportionate income and property. 
Although proponents of the neo-classical school like Adam Smith rec­
ommend that the State restrict its economic roles, they do not mean 
that monopoly should be tolerated. Smith hopes to see full competi­
tion in the market, for the practice will act as mechanism against mo­
nopoly and capital concentration. Utilitarian neo-liberals recommend 
greater State intervention in the economic activities than neo-classical 
liberals to set a framework for true competition and prevent monopoly 
as well as capital concentration (Chatthip Nartsupha, 2006, 122-123).

Yet, many academics have regarded such liberal concepts as capital­
ist. Admittedly, liberalism and real capitalism share a number of no­
tions including private property ownership. In this light the researcher 
wishes to call such liberalism capitalist as well. The difference lies in 
the fact that capitalism that Marx attacks is an economic system or 
doctrine known by such names as “monopoly capitalism”, “crony capi­
talism” or “mean capitalism” as opposed to “liberal capitalism”. The 
latter is more idealistic and, therefore, more difficult to practice.

When academics talk about capitalism (or liberalism), they make a 
liberty-based distinction between traditional or classical liberalism on 
the one hand and new or neo-classical liberalism on the other. The 
economists often refer to the former as classical economics and the lat-
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2. Principles of capitalism
Capitalism or liberalism is characterized by the following concepts:
1. Individualism and liberalism: Importance is attached to individ­

ual persons, companies or other business units. Individualism accounts 
for the right to own property, an integral part of capitalism. Individu­
alism makes the individual the focus of capitalism, with the good of 
individuals as its ultimate goal. Each individual is different. An indi­
vidualist enters into society to further his or her own interests or de­
mands the right to serve his or her own interests. Self-interest guaran­
tees that society as a whole will benefit.

Individualism promotes the exercise of one’s right and liberty. Such 
iberalism goes well with Adam Smith’s laissez-faire principle. (It must 

be noted that it is not the same as mean capitalism that has often been 
the target of attack.) The laissez-faire principle opposes the State’s in­
terference in individual economic enterprises and is presently extended 
to include the State not engaged in commerce or production in compe­
tition with the private sector. In other words, there is minimal gov­
ernment interference (Preecha Changkwanyuen, 2002, 4)

Although individualism forms the basis of liberalism, proponents of 
classical liberalism or libertarianism such as Smith and Hayek hold dif­
ferent views from thinkers of modern liberalism or reform liberalism. 
This is especially true with the role of the government. The former 
believe that the government should not interfere with economic activi­
ties and private enterprises, while the latter advocate the government’s 
role in welfare services such as health, housing and education as well as 
in the management or at least in the regulation of economy (Heywood,
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ter as neo-classical economics. Neo-classical economics is the current 
mainstream. For the purpose of this research, “capitalism” is used in 
the general sense of the word.

Therefore, although this research does not disregard historical capi­
talism, it wants to focus on the philosophy of capitalism or liberalism.
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the grounds that man is an 
reasonably choose to produce or

1998, 26).
2. Mechanism: Mechanism views society as a huge machine com­

posed of parts or units in the form of human beings interacting or 
counteracting with one another driven by the will. The human will is 
a force or mechanism not designed to do common good but to bring 
about overall social harmony (Suntharaporn Techapalokul, 1991, 10- 
11).

3. Egoism and rational thinking: Egoism argues that a person is by 
nature selfish and greedy, acting only in self-interest. To the capitalist, 
greed or selfishness is not necessarily bad on 
economic and rational being who can 
consume anything with a view to achieving maximum utility. Like­
wise, a company seeks maximum profits based on the demand and 
supply under free market competition mechanisms, resulting in an 
equilibrium whereby goods are produced in the quantity and at prices 
beneficial to everybody (Witayakorn Chiengkul, 1999, 67).

4. Utilitarianism, materialism, and consumerism: As capitalism h 
influenced by utilitarianism, capitalist economists maintain that eco­
nomic achievements and pursuits of maximum wealth are determined 
by the individual’s decision-making activities (Suntharaporn Techapa­
lokul, 1991, 10).

Neo-classical economists view that utilities are “pleasures” or “pref­
erences”, probably including tastes or desires intrinsic in human na­
ture. Utilities are basic to an economic paradigm, shaping philosophi­
cal substance, modes of analysis, and contents of the neo-classical para­
digm (Suntharaporn Techapalokul, 1991, 10).

All this has moved capitalism closer to materialism, with its empha­
sis almost exclusively on rights, liberty and such physical interests as 
profits and capital. In other words, capitalism seeks wealth exclusively. 
Evidently, most classic and neo-classical economists view all things, 
including humans, as “resources” or “capital” as part of the economic 
system. In this regard, human status is equivalent to commodity and
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property. However, some economists or thinkers maintain that in eco­
nomic terms human beings are more than just wealth, giving rise to 
humanistic economics (Apichai Phanthasen, 2001, 280). In addition, 
there are other neo-classical economic schools such as welfare econom­
ics and normative economics that attach importance to society and 
morality as well as economic activities in a different way from positive 
economics. Positive economics tends to focus on facts to the exclusion 
of values.

In the capitalist mode of thinking producers strive to achieve maxi­
profits from their production. This is possible only when con- 

buy or use the greatest number of their commodities or services.
mum
sumers
In this way capitalism shares certain aspects of consumerism with focus 
on consumption and expenditure.

5. Welfare economics with its optimality and balance: Welfare eco­
nomics analyzes situations in which an individual or society derives 
greatest pleasure from production, consumption and exchange of 
commodities and services. In its view, the optimal situation is one in 
which demand and supply are equally balanced. Such balance of de­
mand and supply brings greatest utilities to the producers and consum­
ers alike; it is called “general equilibrium”.

3. Capitalist methodology
There is not much difference between the old and new schools of 

capitalism, The methodology is characterized by the following:
1. Free competition: The economic system in which self-interests 

can bring about collective interests must be based on perfect competi­
tion in a free market with price mechanisms as a tool. Free competi­
tion as seen by the neo-classical capitalist thinkers is perfect competi­
tion, a fundamental methodology of capitalism.

2. Profit-oriented investment: In the capitalist view, when an indi­
vidual enjoys the ownership of property he can make an investment in 
the production of goods and services and sell them for greatest possible
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as Keynes, 
a greater role in the running of 

For instance, not only should it 
function freely, but it should also 
mechanisms in order to prevent

profits under the free competition system above. Profit-motivated 
capital and investments are another important methodology of capital­
ism.

3. Mechanistic administration and management: The mechanistic 
administration and management of a business organization or company 
is a capitalist methodology based on mechanism. Economists or busi­
nesspersons often adopt a mechanistic approach to the running of 
business, reflecting Adam Smith’s view on the division of labor.

4. Use of market mechanisms or free market: A free market is one 
of the most efficient tools of income or resource distribution. Adam 
Smith views that a free market can lead to more public good than does 
Hobbes’ all-powerful sovereign state. Such a sovereign power is a visi­
ble “hand” (Beauchamp and Bowie, 1993, 19). In other words, a free 
market is an invisible hand that can do more for society than such visi­
ble hands as state sovereignty in the guise of monarchy or dictatorship.

5. Consumption encouragement and savings: Attempts to encour­
age as much consumption as possible is a business marketing strategy 
to secure greatest possible profits, resulting in advertisement and pro­
duction of goods and services designed to stimulate even greater con­
sumption. However, savings are another important strategy. Without 
savings for investment, business operators will not have enough capital 
to further invest in the production of goods and services.

6. Government assistance and support for economic activities: In 
the view of classical liberal capitalism, the government should have lit­
tle or no role in private business enterprise, nor should it compete with 
the private sector. It should focus on other functions such as national 
defense.

On the contrary, proponents of modern liberalism such 
argue that the government should play 
economy including private business.
help enable the marketing system to 
exercise market control through tax
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1. Belief that morality is associated with capitalism
The proponents of this view maintain that morality is associated 

with or can go along with capitalism and morality plays an important 
role in business success. Although most neo-classical economists do 
not share the classical economic view that morality is associated with 
capitalism, some like Alfred Marshall hold that economic activities 
have something to do with morality. This view is shared by modern 
economic academics. The belief that morality is associated with or can 
go along with capitalism is characterized by the following aspects:

1. Selfishness is related to moral values: Although Adam Smith 
views selfishness as part of human nature, it is not necessarily evil. Self­
ishness or self-interests can motivate people to pay more attention to 
luck and success of others, leading to such virtues as benevolence.

2. Selfishness leads to collective good: Here, selfishness is not evil 
or in conflict with morality. In Adam Smith’s view, selfishness that 
leads to others’ interests can go well together with utilitarianism that 
favors the collective good. .

3. Self-interest is different from selfishness: Hayek defends the mo­
rality of self-interests on the grounds that there is confusion about self­
interest and selfishness because of the limits of human knowledge. He 
argues that much aversion to individualism is caused by confusion in 
the 18th century writing in the way self-love and self-interest, to cite 
just an example, are used. In essence, they do not denote a sense of 
narrow egoism. Rather, the real meaning of the words lies in the un-

II. Capitalist views on morality
Liberal capitalist thinkers hold different views on morality. How­

ever, on the whole many recognize the important relationship of mo­
rality to capitalism. A big number of economic academics today also 
attach importance to the morality issue.
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rules to 
kind of

deniable fact that an individual’s knowledge is limited; what he knows 
is confined to a narrow cycle of the world that revolves around him 
(Hayek, 1980, 14, quoted in Shand, 1990, 74). Bound by limited 
knowledge, the individual can only think or act on the basis of self or 
self-interest. For all the good intentions, his efforts are inevitably lim­
ited from birth by what he knows.

4. Morality is important to business or is a component of the 
economy: Several economic and business management thinkers recog­
nize the importance of morality on economy or view that it is an essen­
tial component of business.

2. Belief that morality has nothing to do with capitalism
The proponents of this notion argue that capitalism or business has 

nothing to do with morality or needs not involve morality for the fol­
lowing reasons:

1. A business relationship is a means to an end, not an end in itself 
A business relationship or exchange in a free market is a means to an 
end, not an end in itself, and has nothing to do with morality. Nor is 
self-interest the objective of a business relationship, just as a knife is a 
tool that by itself is neither good nor bad depending on the user’s in­
tention. It can be used to cut vegetables or to harm others. Being 
good or bad depends more on the objective of the use. Thus, a busi­
ness relationship or exchange in the market has nothing to do with mo­
rality.

2. Business has nothing to with morality as it has its own 
follow just like a game: This approach views business as a 
game with its own rules that have nothing to do with the moral rules 
that govern society.

3. Economics has nothing to do with moral decisions: Economics 
is a science. As a science it must be objective, empirical, and value-free. 
It does not involve thinking or deciding what should or should not be 
done on a moral or ethical standpoint.
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2. Belief that religion has nothing to do with capitalism
This approach argues that capitalism has nothing to do with religion 

or cannot go together with religion, especially Christianity, 
thinkers maintain that the Bible preaches against greed and selfishness.

can go well with relig-

III. Capitalist concepts in relation to religion and spirituality
“Religion” and “spiritually” here in this research are used in the gen­

eral meaning of the words embracing beliefs, values, and practices con­
cerning the unknown or supernatural, as well as other human values 
beyond such materialistic concerns as property or wealth. There are 
divergent views among capitalist thinkers on the relationship between 
capitalism and religion and spirituality as follows:
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4. Business needs not be moral because it is a war in which every" 
one has to fight for survival: This notion is rather rare and not well" 
received, as it views business as having nothing to do with morality and 
therefore having no moral concerns. One of the academics who share 
such a viewpoint is James H. Michelman whose thinking is influenced 
by economic Darwinism.

1. Belief that religion is related to capitalism
Religion is related to capitalism, or capitalism 

ion. There are quite a few approaches here.
1. Protestant ethic promotes the growth of capitalism: According 

to Max Weber and some economists, the Protestant ethic, sometimes 
called “work ethic”, teaches that a life marked by discipline, thrift and 
devotion to hard work and money-making is a correct and desirable 
one. Such teachings form a powerful basis for development of capital­
ism or creation of modern capitalist psyche.

2. Capitalism goes along with Christianity: According to this ap­
proach, capitalist free market economy goes along with Christian 
teachings or theology. There is no serious conflict between the two.
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needs on the assumption that the right approach to economy 
profits or other

IV. Principles and methodology of Buddhist economics
This section touches upon a number of selected Buddhist principles 

and explains how they form the basis of the principles and methodol-

R. H. Tawney concludes that the modern way of life whose value is the 
complete opposite of Christian teachings is to set a pursuit of material 
wealth as the highest target of human efforts. There is no way to com­
promise Christian values with capitalist ideology on wealth. Tawney 
cites Keynes’ view in support of his argument, saying that modern capi­
talism has nothing to do with religion whatsoever. Capitalists are 
merely a group of (property) owners and seekers (Shand, 1990, 77).

3. Belief that capitalism has something to do with spirituality
There are a few interesting approaches.
1. Humanistic economics attaches importance to human values: 

Born in the eighteenth century, humanistic economics focuses on hu­
man 
should be concerned with human development, not 
external materialistic motives.

2. Spirituality is the foundation of sustainable of economy: One of 
the present dynamic trends of thought is that sustainable economy or 
sustainable capitalism will lead to sustainable society and that the es­
sential ingredient to such sustainability is the kind of spirituality that 
embraces long-term visions, long-term thinking, social responsibility, 
and human values.

3. Morality, religion and spirituality form part of economic enter­
prise: At present a number of companies have applied moral, religious 
and spiritual principles to their workplace. For instance, in North 
America, Xerox Corporation and Motorola provide training on medi­
tation practice to their employees. Exxon includes spirituality into its 
executive training programs, while the Bank of Montreal develops 
training material of spirituality for its 36,000 employees at all levels.
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worldly desires,
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see fit. At the same time

1. Buddhist economics:
There are a large number of Buddhist teachings or concepts, called 

“Buddha Dharma”, that touch upon economy or can be applied to 
economic activities. However, Buddhism does not have a systematic 
approach to economics in the way that do the Western economic sys­
tems. Nor does it offer any clear preference one way or another. Peo­
ple tend to think that Buddhism does not have any economic model. 
It has only “principles” that can be applied to all economies. This is in 
line with the approach adopted by the Buddha who does not support 
or reject any kind of government or State in a clear-cut manner. His 
principles can be applied to all governments. However, if one is to pre­
sent Buddhist economic principles in comparison with the Western 
model, the researcher thinks that one could call it a “mixed economic 
system” similar to the way real capitalism is being practiced. Like capi­
talism, Buddhism recognizes the ownership of property by individuals 
and their liberty to use such property as they
it recognizes the necessity of the economic role of the State; one may 
call the approach “statism”. Such thinking, in combination with mo­
rality and human values, may be called “Dharma-based economics” or 
any other name depending on what one wants to emphasize. For in­
stance, if the system relies on wisdom (Panna) as a major factor of pro­
duction, one may call it a “P/zwwzz-based approach” as suggested by 
Apichai Phanthasen (Apichai Phanthasen, 2001, 436). If the system 
focuses on doing charitable deeds (Punna) or reducing
it might be called a “Pwwhz-approach” as suggested by the Santi-Asoke 
group (Samma Sambhutta Sawok, 1988, 19). If the emphasis is put on 
sufficiency similar to that recommended by His Majesty King Bhumi­
bol’s Sufficiency Economy Philosophy, the system might be called 
“sufficiency economy”. Therefore, Buddhism-based economics may be 
called by different names including “Buddhist economics”, “Dharma-
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or “sufficiency’ econ-based economics', “P«H7/tf-based economics”, 
omy”, depending on the point of focus.

Here are some of the main characteristics of Buddhism-based or 
Buddhist economics:

1. Possession of private wealth: In Buddhist economics individuals 
groups of individuals can own private wealth as long as its acquisi­

tion is justly and morally done. The ownership of private property is 
evident in “Pancastld” or the Five Precepts, especially the second pre­
cept “AdinnadaiuT which states that taking the property of someone 
else without his/her consent is a moral violation and a sinful act.

2. Freedom to do business: Private property can be used to conduct 
an honest work to support oneself and to perform good deeds in soci­
ety in accordance with the Buddhist principles. In the Buddha s time a 
large number of Buddhist lay-followers, both male and female, were 
traders or wealthy citizens living an honest life and financially support­
ing the Buddhist cause, e.g. Millionaire Anathapindika.

3. Cooperation in doing business for the good of self and others: 
Buddhist livelihoods focus on cooperation and mutual support in the 
manner similar to the practice of community economy or cooperatives. 
Buddhist economics is not really capitalist. Although competition is 
allowed, it is not a cut-throat competition designed to take the utmost 
advantage for self. Rather, the competition takes the form of 
producing quality goods and services for the benefits of the consumers 
rather than taking away customers and destroying competitors. The 
objective of Buddhism is to develop the quality of life for self, 
physically, spiritually and morally, not to seek greatest possible benefits 
in the capitalist manner.

4. Observance of moral principles with due regard to all sectors 
concerned: In various Buddhist scriptures one will find many traders 
and wealthy citizens engaged in transaction or exchange of goods and 
services. This shows that Buddhism accepts the market or transaction 
system as long as it is morally correct. In an exchange of goods and
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services, any methodology will do as long as it is morally conducted, 
does not involve fraud or exploitation, and takes into consideration all 
factors concerned. Such practice constitutes the holism of Buddhism 
underlying long-term thinking with no adverse effects on other people 
and the environment. Production that causes damage to natural 
resources or ecology as well as other adverse social impacts is, therefore, 
not acceptable to Buddhism. In the light of such practices, Buddhist 
economics will lead to sustainable economy, a topic currently receiving 
considerable attention. It is part of sustainable economic and social 
development focusing on the long-term quality of life of the people 
and avoiding destroying natural resources or the environment. An 
example of the practice is organic farming (Witayakorn Chiengkul, 
1999, 22).

5. Economic practice based on the middle path and sufficiency 
principles. The Buddhist economics follows the principle of the mid­
dle path. Nothing is done to the extreme; the focus is on simplicity, 
sufficiency, and balance. For example, excessive investment beyond a 
person’s capacity is discouraged. Investment must be manageable, and 
consumption kept within the bounds of reason, both financially and 
physically, with all the values kept in check in line with the Middle 
Path concept. This approach is based on sufficiency and balance. It 
involves the value of having enough (the principle of contentment) and 
knowing when to suffice (the principle of moderation). This is in line 
with His Majesty King Bhumibol’s Sufficiency Economy Philosophy. 
Thus, one could call Buddhist economics “sufficiency economics”.

6. The State’s duty to support and facilitate economic activities: 
The State or government can intervene in the economic activities of 
the individuals as long as it does not exploit or force the people to 
comply with its orders without good reasons. In addition to keeping 
law and order, a legitimate state needs to give a helping hand when an 
unjust issue occurs or when the public faces an economic crisis.

Thus, Buddhist economics may be practiced by a democratic gov-
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ernment or an authoritarian state including absolute monarchy if it 
allows the people freedom to do economic activities to a certain degree. 
In this connection, Buddhist economy can be applied equally to capi­
talism and to other systems including socialism if the government or its 
ruler allows its people sufficient freedom to conduct economic activi­
ties. This may take the form of mixed economics like present-day capi­
talism.

2. Buddhist economic principles
Buddhist economic principles may be explained in the manner used 

to describe capitalism above.
1. General principles:
(1) Holism: Some thinkers maintain that Buddhism is collectivist in 

its approach similar to socialism with some differences (Preecha 
Changkwanyuen, 2002, 41). In the researcher’s view, it may seem that 
Buddhism in some ways respects the wish of the majority as it is only 
natural to do so. However, in general or metaphysically, according to 
the Buddhist principle of Dependent Origination {Paticcasamuppada), 
all things depend on each other or relate to each other in an unbroken 
chain. Individualism is not a means to a collective end, and the end or 
society is not just an illusion for certain groups of individuals. Judging 
from the importance attached to individualism and statism described 
above, one can see that all parts are important and related. It is not 
possible to say once and for all whether the parts are more important 
than the sum or the other way round. Likewise, the natural environ­
ment is related to humanity. Buddhism attaches no less importance to 
the environment than to man. In the Buddhist code of monastic disci­
pline {Vinaya code) there are rules forbidding monks to do certain acts 
toward nature such as trees and rivers. Therefore, it is not conclusive 
that Buddhism is all for majority rule. In this light the author would 
rather use “holism” in its place. Admittedly, this word has been used 
by some thinkers to refer to a collective approach; however, it also cov-
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things relate 
people depend 
They

to one another and depend 
on each other as well as on 

interdependent in order to survive.

THE CHULALONGKORN  JOURNAL OF BUDDHIST STUDIES, VOLUME 4, 2010

several meanings (Weera Somboon, 2007, 6-7). In Buddhism, all 
on one another. Likewise, 
the environment or nature.

are interdependent in order to survive. Likewise, economic ac­
tivities are part of human acts and do not exist in isolation. They too 
relate to other activities; their impacts are felt by other spheres. In gen­
eral, any economic, social and political events are inter-related and mu­
tually affect one another. They have repercussions all over the world. 
In this way knowledge and expertise in all fields are inter-related.

(2) Human nature: man cares for self as well as for others: In Bud­
dhist terms, a “common man” is governed by a number of desires, 
good and bad. These desires include care for self and others at various 
degrees. Depending on the level of self-development, some are less 
selfish and more moral than others. A common man must possess 
>oth good and bad desires. In Abhidamma, a common man has whole- 
jme as well as unwholesome thoughts. As he develops to become a

holy person, moral thoughts increase in greater numbers. When he 
attains the highest level and becomes an ar ah ant, he will have only 
functional consciousness and a supramundane state of existence.

(3) Liberalism: Man has the right to life and property,and liberty 
to act accordingly: Although there is no direct allusion to rights in 
Buddhism and the issue remains academically controversial, the notion 
of rights goes well with the Buddhist thinking. Buddhism has a similar 
approach to rights in that it recognizes the ownership of life and prop­
erty. Its advocacy on self-control through moral precepts {Sila) is tan­
tamount to granting rights to others. Similarly, the notion of liberty 
goes well with the Buddhist approach although Buddhism focuses on 
nirvana {Nib ban a), freedom from the control of desires. This may be 
completely different from the Western notion of liberty governed by a 
set of desires. In addition, Buddhism recognizes the right to physical 
liberty. It recognizes a person’s ability to choose and support the le­
gitimacy of his choice in accordance with his wish. In its teaching on
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karma and rejection of the nation of castes, a person can choose his 
status and livelihood of his own accord. There is no coercion involved. 
A person who decides to be a merchant or a thief does so by choice. 
Thus, it can be said that Buddhism recognizes the notions of rights to 
life and property and liberty to act accordingly in a manner similar to 
the Western model except for some minor details.

2. Moral and spiritual principles: Besides advocating some general 
economic principles, Buddhism is “spiritual” in nature. In conducting 
economic activities, consideration must also be given to moral and 
spiritual principles in two ways:

(1) Adherence to morality and social assistance: There are a large 
number of Buddhist teachings, such as Right Livelihood, Abstention 
from Immoral Business, karma, and Ways of Making Merit. In par­
ticular, the sections on giving (Dana) and precepts (Sila) teach Bud­
dhist followers how to conduct activities based on moral principles 
without harming or exploiting others. The teachings on Six Directions 
(Disd), Five Religious Offerings (Bali), and Sarigahavatthu deal with 
doing good for others and society in the Buddhist manner. Economic 
activities must be conducted on moral grounds and for social good.

(2) Spiritual objectives: Besides morality and ethics, spirituality or 
spiritual values and inter-personal relationships constitute major Bud­
dhist economic principles. Buddhism attaches importance to spiritual­
ity and human values above materialistic gains. Achieving maximum 
profits is not the target of Buddhist economics. What is more impor­
tant is the spiritual dimension, embracing meritorious act, spiritual lib­
eration and other moral issues including loving kindness and compas­
sion. Helping people and society thus is one of the major principles, 
leading to the development of quality of life or spiritual development.

3. Methodology of Buddhist economics: The methodology that ac­
companies the principles of Buddhist economics can be summarized as 
follows:

(1) Cooperation, sharing and mutual assistance: One of the pri-
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mary methodologies for doing business in Buddhist economy is to co­
operate and share the work or other economic activities without turn­
ing its back on competition. Most Venerable P.A. Payutto explains 
that “in economic terms people say that it is human nature to compete, 
but Buddhism says that it is human nature to compete and cooperate” 
(P.A. Payutto, 2000a, 102-103).

(2) Action taken within the framework of morality and social ser­
vice: As Buddhist economics is essentially based on morality, any eco­
nomic activity must be undertaken within the moral framework. No 
unethical or improper code of conduct is allowed. All action must be 
socially acceptable at least to a certain degree. It must have no serious 
social impact. Morality or legitimacy must govern all economic action. 
This is in line with the current trend of “good governance” or “corpo-
ate governance” in management or decision making.

(3) Work driven and motivated by spiritual values: With spiritual­
ity as one of the objectives of Buddhist economics, the Buddhist meth­
odology is driven by spiritual values rather than monetary or material 
gains or wealth. Morality, development of the quality of life, and hu­
man worth are forces that motivate economic activities in a more 
peaceful and sustainable manner.

(4) Adoption of the middle-path approach focusing on simplicity, 
sufficiency and balance: All economic activities must not be too rigid, 
lax, or greedy. One must know what constitutes the right balance. For 
example, a balanced diet is an example of the middle path approach in 
line with the Buddhist teachings of the Middle Path, Contentment and 
Moderation.

(5) Exercise of wisdom, knowledge, reason and prudence: For the 
Middle Path approach to be effective, one must also exercise wisdom, 
knowledge, reason and prudence. Moderation is a result of careful re­
flection backed up by wisdom, knowledge, and reason. The Buddha 
himself often talks about moderation in conjunction with the restraint 
of the senses. The later deals with care in the sensory perception as de-
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V. Comparison between capitalism and Buddhism
1. Principles: There are some similarities and differences.
1. Individualism and mechanism in capitalism versus holism in 

Buddhism: Capitalist individualism attaches importance to indivi­
dualists and rejects the existence of what is known as “society” or

scribed in Sukhaviharasutta {Khuddakanikaya Itivuttaka., 25/29/376). 
Moderation and sense restraint also relate to other dharma principles, 
including wisdom, mindfulness, and the state of a person with great 
learning. The examples can be found in the Buddhist teachings on 15 
conducts (the 15 Carana) or on “the way of a constant learner” (Sekha- 
Patipada) in Sekha-Patipada-Sutta (Majjhimanikaya Majjhimapanna- 
saka 13/23-26/25-30). In other words, the teachings and guidelines 
for action lend force to each other.

(6) Economy and savings: Economy and savings are inherently part 
of the above mentioned methodology. Sufficiency, moderation and 
wise consumption will result in prudent and money-worth spending. 
This is what is meant by economy, leading to savings and increase in 
wealth. All this is made possible by surplus money. To put it in an­
other way, when one saves, one spends carefully, knowing what tc 
spend and what to save. Those who can save must know what t 
spend and what to keep. Economy and savings thus accompany each 
other.

(7) Self-reliance: All the methodologies mentioned above show that 
Buddhist economics focuses mainly on self-reliance. All economic ac­
tivities depend to a large extent on the people who exercise moderation 
and possess knowledge. It can therefore be said that Buddhist econ­
omy places an emphasis on “self-reliance”.

(8) State participation: In a number of sutta, such as Agganna-sutta 
and Kutadanta-sutta, mentioned is made of the role of the state or the 
administration to help facilitate the economic activities of its subjects 
to ensure quality and efficiency.
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“collectivism”. It also supports mechanism in which things are treated 
separately without real inter-connectedness. This notion may initially 
seem to be in conflict with the Buddhist view in which all parts are 
important, socially and collectively, and are inter-connected. The 
conflict is not serious despite their inherent differences. Holism as 
advocated by Buddhism attaches no less importance to individualists 
than do individualism and mechanism.

2. Liberalism in capitalism versus Buddhism: Buddhism does not 
directly advocate liberalism in the same way as capitalism, 
focuses more on duty than on 
Buddhist notion of duty encourages people 
an
pm
luty” to violate the rights and liberty of others. A dutiful person has 

no right to commit such acts.
3. Selfishness and reasonableness in capitalism and Buddhism: 

Capitalism maintains that it is human nature to be selfish or favor self­
interest within the bounds of reason in such a way that it is possible for 
people to conduct economic activities together. This is not in serious 
conflict with Buddhism. Adam Smith recognizes in man such virtues 
of compassion and care for others, while Buddhism accepts a capitalist 
view of man’s fundamental selfishness. While Buddhism admits that 
man 
sutta (Khuddakanikaya Itivuttaka, 25/41/254)), it mentions that 
can love others as well. Sometimes people are 
interest or self-love, as 
evolve to a level at which others’ interests can 
interest and put an end to selfishness at the same time.

4. Utilitarianism, materialism, and consumerism in capitalism ver­
sus Buddhism: While capitalism focuses on materialistic utilitarianism 
and consumerism, Buddhism’s attention is on the mind, morality, and 
spiritual values. Nevertheless, the two systems are not in serious con-
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2. Comparison between capitalist and Buddhist methodologies
1. Competition in capitalism and Buddhism: According to P.A. 

Payutto, Buddhism maintains that it is human nature to compete as 
well as to cooperate (P.A. Payutto, 2000a, 102-103). In other words, 
Buddhism acknowledges legitimate or moral ways to compete and co­
operate. Emphasis, however, is on cooperation as an ideal method to 
pursue, as it leads to stable economy and mutual friendship. In ideal 
capitalism free competition is also legitimate.

2. Profit-oriented investment in capitalism and Buddhism: There 
is nothing morally wrong about profit-oriented investment whether in 
the capitalist or Buddhism framework. It is only natural that when a 
person invests, he expects a profit in return so that his business and

flict. Recognizing the importance of materialism and necessity of con­
sumerism, Buddhism complements the approach by giving a value- 
added dimension to the pursuit of wealth and materialistic consump­
tion

5. Optimality and balance in capitalism versus Buddhism: Welfare 
economics seeks the optimal situation in which every party or everyone 
concerned will receive the maximum satisfaction from the distribution 
of resources and income. Within this conceptual framework capitalism 
attaches importance to optimality whereby no one will be adversely 
affected leading to a balance between demand and supply. In a sense, 
this is similar to the concept of the Middle Path and balance advocated 
by Buddhism against economic extremes that would harm self and 
others;

6. Religion, morality and spirituality in capitalism and Buddhism: 
As having discussed above, we find that many capitalists, includ­
ing economic thinkers and modern business management, are aware of 
the importance of religion, morality and spirituality in economic af­
fairs. Likewise, Buddhism has contributed to economy through a 
number of Buddhist businesspersons.
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livelihood could continue. In Buddhism there is a mention of trade 
and profit in several places. For example, in Kutadanta-sutta. the Bud­
dha advises a prince to grant funding to those who are keen on doing 
business. A pursuit of maximum profits, if honestly acquired, is not 
morally wrong. This is acceptable to Buddhism. Although it does not 
put maximum profits as its real target, it does not deny such a pursuit 
as long as the practice is morally conducted. That is to say, a pursuit of 
profits must observer certain propriety. For instance, no dishonest 
means is employed. Profiteering is discouraged. Advantage must not 
be taken over others or society. Profits must be fairly distributed to 
other co-producers and society. This implies that profit-making is not 
an end in itself but a means to further distribution for collective good 
(Preecha Changkwanyuen, 2002, 51).

3. Mechanistic administration and management in capitalism ver- 
us Buddhism: Mechanistic administration and management in capi- 

.alism is based on the notions of individualism and mechanism as men­
tioned above. The conflict between such an approach and a holistic 
cooperative practice in Buddhism is not really very serious, thus mak­
ing it possible to integrate Buddhist methods into the capitalist prac­
tice.

4. Market-driven consumerism and savings in capitalism versus 
Buddhism: The exercise of marketing mechanisms, including pricing 
in the exchange or
Buddhism if it is legitimately and morally conducted, without any dis­
honest and exploitative practice. Buddhism recognizes the notion of 
exchange. Market-driven consumerism, as part of the marketing 
mechanism, is acceptable to Buddhism as long as it is honest and le­
gitimate. With regard to savings, this is something that Buddhism al­
ways promotes, the difference being in the goal and motivation advo­
cated by capitalism and Buddhism.

5. Government role and function in capitalism and Buddhism: 
The laissez-faire as advocated by traditional capitalism about govern-



AN APPLICATION OF BUDDHIST TEACHINGS TO ECONOMIC ACT1V111ES

89

ment non-interference in the running of business of the private sector 
is in conflict with Buddhism. Buddhism argues that the State or gov­
ernment should assist the private sector in the running of business. 
However, the new generation of capitalists views that the State should 
play a role in the running of the private business. This approach is not 
in conflict with Buddhism. So, as a whole, there is little conflict be­
tween Buddhism and capitalism.

VI. Application of Buddhism to economic activities
In the present capitalist setting a large number of Buddhist business­

persons have applied Buddhist principles to their economic activities. 
Many have given interviews and written articles and books about their 
practice, e.g. Paron Isarasena na Ayudhya, former Managing Director 
of the Siam Cement Group, Danai Chanchaochai, CEO, DC Consult­
ants and Marketing Communications, Wisit Chaisuwan, Managing 
Director, ESTEL Co. Ltd, Pavichaya Sriwanwat, Managing Director, 
Bucky Fabric Co. ltd., Somdet Supradit-apon, President, S.N. Sports­
wear Com Ltd., Watcharamongkol Benchathanchat, President, Bad 
room Design Co. Ltd., and Chantana Wartanarom, Vice CEO fc 
Marketing, Volvo Cars (Thailand) Co. Ltd. The ways that these Bud­
dhist business executives have incorporated Buddhist principles in their 
businesses could be summarized as follows:

1. Reason for applying Buddhism to business
Thai Buddhist entrepreneurs who use Buddhism as a basis for their 

business usually practice the faith in their daily lives. They see that 
Buddhism is applicable and can turn business into a successful venture. 
The benefits and satisfaction thereof are greater than those brought 
about by capitalism-driven profits.

2. Principle for applying Buddhism to business
According to a number of Thai business executives, the application 

of Business to business is based on the following principles:
1. A number of Buddhist teachings can be selected to suit different
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roles, functions, or missions: Buddhist entrepreneurs will choose cer­
tain Buddhist teachings for different tasks. For instance, in financial 
management, they can choose the principle of contentment or 
ing when to stop, the principle of balance and sufficiency, as well as the 
principle governing the division of money (Bhogavibhagd). Bhogavib- 
hdga teaches how to divide the earnings into expenditure and savings. 
In personnel management, there are principles on the Four Prejudices 
(Agati), the Four Sublime States of the Mind (Brahamavihara), the 
Four Virtues for Group Integration and Leadership (Sangahavatthu), 
and the Ten Virtues of a Ruler (Rajadhamma). All these principles are 
about how to offer help to co-workers and employees and how to treat 
them without prejudice or unfairness. Some Buddhist business people 
may put these principles into practice without knowing the names of 
the principles, because they have not studied Buddhism in great depth 
or they apply the principles automatically. Paron Isarasena na Ayudhya 
once said that he never analyzed how he followed the religious princi­
ples; his work ethic follows the same principle of how he lives his life, 
i.e. “do your duty at the best of your ability” (Paron Isarasena na 
Ayudhya, 2007, 48-49).

2. An effective application of Buddhism requires a substantial 
amount of practice and internalization: The real practitioners often 
have to undergo a long period of self-improvement and practice of the 
dharma until the internalization or a profound understanding of the 
dharma occurs. Once reaching that stage, they can readily put the reli­
gious principles to good use and will have a natural tendency to do so. 
In other words, they apply Buddhist teachings automatically.

3. The notion of capitalism is adjusted to fit in with the Buddhist 
framework: Certain aspects of capitalism need to be modified or toned 
down to fit in with the Buddhist economics, for instance, a pursuit of 
maximum profits or a tendency to mechanically treat the workforce 
merely as a resource in capitalism.

4. Buddhist teachings can be applied, modified
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in with the model of running a business alongside the Western 
model: Such application, modification or expansion will make it easier 
to integrate Buddhism into business or mission. The approach to be 
adopted is “the Middle Path”. Teachings will not be treated rigidly in 
a traditional idealistic mold of thought; care is also taken for them not 
to be too lax or distorted. In addition, some useful Western notions in 
line with Buddhism can be applied.

5. Buddhist teachings can be gradually integrated into business: 
The application of Buddhist principles is such that no-one is coerced or 
hard-pressed to follow. Coercion will cause resentment and a feeling of 
discomfort. When the application is done too quickly, co-workers will 
not understand its implication or outcome. A gradual approach will 
enable the workforce to better adjust themselves and appreciate the 
benefits of Buddhist principles. The more they practice, the better the 
results. Inspiration and motivation will follow suit. The introduction 
of Buddhist teachings into business settings takes time. The worked 
should not be rushed into the practice.

6. Workers should be allowed to have direct experience: One of 
the principles that facilitate the successful application of Buddhism to 
business is to create a scenario allowing the workforce to apply Bud­
dhist principles as often as possible until the practice becomes natural 
to them.

7. The law of cause and effect (the Karmic law) is used to persuade 
and inspire the workforce to apply Buddhist principles at work: The 
cultivation in the workers about the law of karma will contribute to the 
desire to apply Buddhist teachings to their work. They feel that good 
deeds will reap good results. This applies equally to the management. 
As Buddhists, business executives and owners believe in the karmic law 
and are more willing to practice the dharma. Such application can be 
seen in people like Wisit Chaisuwan who has a strong belief in karma 
and runs his business on the teachings of karma (Wisit Chaisuwan, in 
an interview, 23 September 2008).
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3. The application of Buddhism to various aspects of business
Under this section, the researcher presents the thinking of Thai 

businesspeople to illustrate how they apply Buddhist teachings to their 
business.

1. General organizational principles or philosophy: Buddhism 
forms part of the general organizational principle or philosophy of Thai 
business as follows:

(1) Consideration is given to every stakeholder: This constitutes 
one of the most fundamental organizational principles. Consideration 
is extended to all stakeholders, including local people. The business is 
stakeholder-oriented in line with the Buddhist principle of Dependent 
Origination (Paticcasamuppada) governing the chain of causes and ef­
fects. It rejects a capitalist culture of business that regards shareholders 
as the most important group of people. The people-centered approach 
is in line with the principle of Dependent Origination {Paticca.- 
samuppadd) and with other Buddhist tenets including giving {Dana)' 
loving kindness {Metta), as well as doing good for self {Attadatthd) and 
for others {Parattha).

(2) Business is conducted within the moral and ethical framework 
with spiritual values as guiding principles: Buddhist moral values and 
teachings provide an important organizational framework. Buddhist 
businesspeople invariably pay attention to them when conducting their 
business. All activities follow the moral and ethical principles. Hence, 
Buddhist businesspeople are moral, compassionate and honest. They 
conduct their business with transparency. No dishonest or fraudulent 
act is committed. They do not take unfair advantage of others and do 
hot hurt or harm other fellow beings.

(3) Buddhist businesspeople accept change and learn something 
new all the time: They recognize that nothing is constant. Everything 
is in a state of flux. They are prepared physically and mentally for any 
change that may occur. They constantly learn how to problem-solve
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to
All Buddhist businesspeople

on a sustainable manner.

and make adjustments accordingly. This is another philosophical mile­
stone of Buddhism, especially the notion of impermanence (Aniccata} 
and tenets on wisdom, knowledge, and education. Recognizing the 
impermanence of things, constant change, and importance of constant 
learning will enable the company or organization to survive any busi­
ness adversity and prosper

2. Goals: Buddhist businesspersons base their business goals or aims 
on Buddhist teachings:

(1) Goods and services produced with quality and beneficial 
consumers, society and environment:
have similar goals in producing goods and services. The products must 
be of high quality and reasonable in price. The producers do not take 
advantage of consumers or deceive them. Their products are beneficial 
to consumers, society and the environment or at least do no cause 
them any harm. Such goals revolve around such concepts as honesty 
loving kindness, and compassion.

(2) Work intended for the benefits of others as well as for Bu< 
dhism: Buddhist-based business is directly aimed toward the good < 
others. It is not concerned only with production of quality goods and 
services. There is a selfless aspect to doing good deeds for others, 
something that Danai Chanchaochai called “public mind”.

(3) Self-development: It is the view of many Buddhist-educated 
businesspeople that work is a form of dharma practice or self-training 
to develop the quality of life or heighten their moral virtues. The ulti­
mate aim is their spirituality. These people see that they attain happi­
ness while at work and need not wait for materialistic gains. They are 
not afraid of the consequences.

(4) Doing charitable deeds (Punna) as a profit in itself: Doing 
charitable (Punna) or wholesome (Kusala) deeds is one of the goals of 
practicing Buddhists. The act of Punna will bring about good and fe­
licitous outcomes, enabling the doer to reach nirvana, the state in 
which there is no more suffering but true happiness, the Summum Bo-
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num of Buddhism. Thus Punnd, rather than materialistic profit, is the 
aim of Buddhist businesspeople.

(5) Development of quality people: Another Buddhist business goal 
is to develop quality people, both within the company and the public 
at large.

3. Ways to achieve the goals: To conduct their business with great 
efficiency, Buddhist businesspeople adopt the following practices:

(1) Exercising mindfulness (S/zri), wisdom (Paniid), perseverance 
(Viriyd) or the Four Bases of Accomplishment (the Four Iddhipada)'. 
Some of the most important Buddhist tenets for doing business are 
mindfulness (Szzr/), wisdom (Pannd), and perseverance (Viriya). They 
provide a correct, stable and efficient way of doing business, as well as 
laying the groundwork for other Buddhist principles.

(2) Working within the framework of the Five Precepts (Pancasila) 
and the Five Ennobling Virtues (Pancadhamma}'. Pancasila work in 
tandem with Pancadhamma and form the basis of Buddhist business 
undertaking. Pancasila are basic principles for everyday life in all its 
aspects. Practicing Pancasila also means doing all the accompanying 
virtues of Pancadhamma.

(3) Working economically and paying attention to details and 
speed: The teachings on economy, attention to work details and no 
backlog give rise to what is called” a livelihood free from complica­
tions”, one of the 38 blessings (Mangala). Such tenets when practiced 
lead to work efficiency.

4) Management: Good management, whether personnel or finan­
cial, is key to business success based on a number of Buddhist princi­
ples.

(1) Management with the Four Brahamavihdra, the Four Sanga- 
havatthu, and Agati-. The Four Brahamavihdra, consisting of loving 
kindness (Metta), compassion (Karund), sympathetic joy (Muditd) and 
equanimity (Upekkha), are religious teachings for adults, including 
managers, administrators and rulers. They are used as a rule by all
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cur status

his performance. In management 
a bad karma or mistake has been 

needs to come up with a different set of karma to re-

!
Buddhist businesspeople. Usually they go together with another set of 
tenets called the Four Sangahavatthuy designed to win the hearts of 
others. The latter consist of giving (Dana), speaking kind words (Pi- 
yavdca), doing good deeds to others (Atthacariya), and conducting one­
self properly in all circumstances; however, they are not as often re­
ferred to as the Four Brahamavihara. In addition, the correct applica­
tion of the Brahamavihara and Sangahavatthu must be made in con­
junction with the Agati principle in which care is taken against preju­
dice caused by love, enmity or delusion.

(2) Management in full knowledge of reality: In the carrying-out 
of management, good as well as bad things can occur. It is important 
to take cognizance of the situations and try to improve upon them. 
This is in line with the teaching on tathata (such is the reality) that tells 
us to accept that all things in nature follow the rule of cause and effect. 
They are not always under our control.

(3) Karma-based management: The law of karma constitutes a 
principle of justice in Buddhism. It motivates people to work with 
moral justice and is a keystone of fair and just management. A worker 
is rewarded according to his performance. In management terms, a 
problematic management shows that 
committed; one 
solve the issue.

(4) Management with less focus on self and more on 
dhism teaches us to attach less importance to self including 
and all things that have something to with ourselves. The practice will 
bring us less suffering and is a management technique.

(5) Management by the principle of Four Noble Truths (the Four 
Ariyasacca)-. Not only can the Four Noble Truths be used to free us 
from suffering and provide us with a problem-solving approach, but 
they can also be applied to the management and solution to personnel 
problems.

(6) Management with a combination of Buddhist principles and
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other modern management methods: Buddhism needs not be the 
only management tool. Other modern Western non-Buddhist man­
agement models can also be applied alongside for greater efficiency.

5. Personnel development: Buddhist businesspeople often apply 
Buddhist teachings to personnel development through a number of 
religious trainings, especially insight meditation and development. 
These programs are intended to enhance spiritual 
ment of the workers, leading to greater work efficiency.

6. Organizational culture: There are a number of practices based on 
Buddhist teachings that go to form various organizational cultures.

(1) Culture of mindfulness: Mindfulness is crucial to work. Care is 
taken to do things properly and avoid making unnecessary mistakes. 
This will enhance work efficiency. The Buddha has attached great im­
portance to mindfulness or non-negligence (Appamadd). He urges the 
people to perform their duties with mindfulness (Dighanikdya Maha- 
vagga, 10/218/166). Many Buddhist businesspeople pay attention to 
the issue of mindfulness, such as Danai Chanchaochai (in an interview 
on 20 November 2008).

(2) Culture of giving: Giving is one of the most fundamental 
Buddhist teachings contributing to winning over the heart of people 
and fostering greater friendship. It is, therefore, a crucial part of doing 
business. If giving is made an integral part of the organizational 
culture, greater work efficiency will be insured. Thus, it is adopted by 
many Buddhist businesses.

(3) Culture of collaboration: Buddhist businesspeople often adopt a 
collaborative approach to work commonly called “team work”. Such 
collaboration is similar to the teaching on unity {Sdmaggi) and mutual 
assistance (Sangahavatthu) based on the notion of Dependent Origina­
tion (Paticcasamuppadd) whereby all things relate to one another. The 
compliance with this law of nature will bring fruitful results.

(4) Culture of learning: Knowledge is important to all aspects of 
life. In business, businesspeople or executives must possess enough
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4. Principles and methodology of applying Buddhism to business
From the discussion above, one can conclude that there are five 

aspects to the application of Buddhism to business:
1. Buddhism provides a moral and ethical basis for doing business 

without causing harm to self, others, society and the environment. 
Buddhist business operates within the framework of Right Livelihood 
(Samma-djlvd) and the Five Ennobling Virtues (Pancadhammd), mak­
ing sure that no harm is done to resources and the environment.

2. Buddhism helps to promote business ethics, creating a good 
working condition and relationship among the workers and with out­
side organizations. Fairness and effectiveness go hand in hand. A prac­
tice of Brahamavihdra, Sangahavatthu, and Agati will help to win the 
support of all parties concerned.

many teachings on this issue, such as 
of 38 blessings in life (Mangala),

knowledge to carry out their tasks. Knowledge is something the Bud­
dha values highly. There are
Great Learning (Bdhusacca}, one

7. Production: Buddhist-based production of goods and services 
makes sure that the products are of good quality and at a reasonable 
price. No party is taken advantage of. No fraudulence is involved. 
No harm is done to other people, society and the environment. This is 
in line with a number of religious teachings such as honesty, the Five 
Precepts (Pancaslld), the Five Ennobling Virtues (Pancadhammd), and 
Dependent Origination (Paticca-samuppada). Besides, the practice of 
such dharma as the Six Directions (Disa) will bring about 
effective production.

8. Marketing: In competitive marketing and distribution of goods 
and services, as well as in creating a consumer demand, Buddhist 
businesspeople will take into account friendly co-existence and mutual 
reliance as defined in the notion of Dependent Origination (Paticca- 
samuppada). They also pay equal attention to resources and the 
environment.
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3. The Buddhist concept of truth (Sacco) helps to set the organiza­
tion policy, operation and development. It emphasizes the recognition 
of change as the basis for continuous improvement.

4. The Buddhist methodology helps to enhance the efficiency and 
effectiveness of the business performance, for instance, the application 
of the Four Noble Truths (Ariyasacca).

5. Buddhist ideal or life goal can help set business goals. For in­
stance, doing charitable deeds (Punna) is more profitable than accumu­
lating assets, and work is a practice in dharma or self-development.

The application of Buddhist principles and methodology to busi­
ness, therefore, can be seen in the setting of the business goals, frame­
work, and operation. They go well together.

VII. Possibility of applying Buddhism to capitalist society
The above discussion shows to a large extent the possibility of apply­

ing Buddhism to capitalist economy. The following is the summary.
1. Capitalist in its ideal or pure form is not in conflict with Buddhist 

teachings on economy. One can 
small changes or adjustments. For 
maximum benefits could be toned down to
gains and incorporate the Buddhist goal of the development of the 
quality of life for self and others. In this way, economic activities will 
embrace worldly and moral dimensions. Both materialistic and spiri­
tual considerations are, thus, taken care of, leading to sustainable econ­
omy and development.

2. The current capitalist economy is not in its pure form but consists 
of mixed elements. Buddhism is not in conflict with such mixed capi­
talism either. In general, mixed capitalism cares for morality. Its no­
tion of just administration and State’s involvement in the private busi­
ness sector goes well with the Buddhist viewpoint. Admittedly, some 
economic practices are evil, mean and corrupt, but they are committed 
by only some people or corporate entities. If economic and political
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be applied to mod- 
on a

na-

to short-
authorities want to resolve such issues, Buddhism will be able to con­
tribute to the effort. The issues in question are usually due 
sighted selfishness. Buddhism can help point out the long-term bene­
fits of doing business on moral and ethical grounds.

3. There is evidence that many organizations and corporations 
worldwide attach importance to morality and not exclusively to profit, 
testifying to the fact that Buddhism can be applied to business. Al­
though these companies do not act out of the Buddhist faith, their ac­
tions are similar in spirit to Buddhist teachings. For instance, corpo­
rate social responsibility corresponds to Buddhist teachings on 
kindness (Metta}, compassion (Karima), and giving (Dana).

4. There is evidence that many corporations and Buddhist entrepre­
neurs have applied Buddhist principles to their businesses. This is a 
significant indication that Buddhism can apply to business or eco­
nomic undertaking.

5. The fact that Thai society has adopted His Majesty King Bhumi­
bol’s Sufficiency Economy Philosophy shows that Buddhism and suffi­
ciency economy are in unison. The sufficiency economy philosophy 
clearly bears witness to Buddhist influence. In other words, Buddhist 
economics can also be called sufficiency economics.

6. Buddhism touches upon many economic dimensions, including 
production, marketing, distribution and consumption. There are a 
great variety of teachings that can be applied. In a sense, a Buddhist 
can exercise Buddhist principles to his daily economic activities one 
way or another. Some activities are not too complicated. For example, 
in consumption, a Buddhist can apply the tenets on sufficiency, true 
and false values, and savings. The more he does, the greater benefits 
will go to self and society at large.

So, it is possible and feasible that Buddhism can 
ern capitalist economy. The extent of the application depends 
number of conditions, such as the ability of the executives and the 
ture of work.
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preach excessive greed. Admittedly, there are 
differences. There are also similarities, and it is possible to tone 

Many Buddhist businesspersons

VIII. Conclusion
From the above discussion it can be argued that Buddhism is not in 

serious conflict with capitalism or liberalism. They are in fact quite 
compatible, especially if capitalism is not practiced to the extreme, for 
example, if does not 
some 
down several aspects of capitalism.
have shown that it is possible to apply Buddhist teachings to economic 
enterprises in the present capitalist society.



AN APPLICATION OF BUDDHIST TEACHINGS TO ECONOMIC ACTIVITIES

References

IOI

In Thai
A: books and articles in books
Apichai Phanthasen. 2544 (2001). Phuttha Setthasat: Wiwatthanakan, Thrutsadi Lae 

Kan Prayuk Kap Setthasat Sakha Tang Tang, Bangkok: Amarin
Chacthip Nartsupha. 2539 (1996). Latthi Setthakit Kan Mueang, Bangkok: Chu­

lalongkorn University
Paron Isarasena na Ayudhya. 2550 (2007). Pan Khon Thai Pen Ponlamueang Lok, 

Bangkok: Munnithi Thaikhom
Phrathampidok (P.A. Payutto). 2543 (2000). Setthasat Naeo Phut, Bangkok:

Sukkhaphap Chai
Samma Sambhutta Sawok. 2531 (1988). Setthasat Choeng Phut, Bangkok: Thira

Kanphim
Witayakorn Chiengkul. 2542 (1999). Setthasa Miti Mai, Bangkok: Khrongkan 

Withitat
Weera Somboon. 2550 (20007). Baepphaen Lae Khwammai Haeng Ongruam, Bang­

kok: Munnithi Komonkhimthong
Phra Traipridok Phasa Thai Chabap Mahachula. 2538 (1995). Bangkok: Mahachu- 

lalongkornrajavidyalaya

C. Interview
Danai Chanchaochai, CEO, DC Consultants and Marketing Communications, 20 

November 2008
Wisit Chaisuwan, Managing Director, ESTEL Co. Ltd., 23 September 2008

In English
Beauchamp, Ton L. and Bowie, Norman E. 1993. Ethical Theory and Business.

Englewood Cliffs: Prentice Hall.
Heywood, Andrew. 1998. Political Ideologies: An Introduction. Hampshire: Macmil­

lan Press.

B. Research and theses
Preecha Changkwanyuen. 2545 (2002). “Thunniyom Kap Phutthasatsana,” in 

Warasan Phutthasatsueksa, Chulalongkorn Mahawitthayalai, Year 9, Issue 1 (Janu­
ary-April 2545 (2002)): 4-96

Suntharaporn Techapalokul. 2534 (1991). Setthasat Naeo Phut Kap Withi Thang 
Phattana Khong Thai. Bangkok: Master’s Degree Thesis, Faculty of Economics, 
Thammasat University



THE CHULALONGKORN JOURNAL OF BUDDHIST STUDIES, VOLUME 4,2010

\

102

1
-

i
1

1

Shand, Alexander H. 1990. Free Market Morality: The political economy of the Aus­
trian school. London: Routledge.




