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The capability approach stands among the major development paradigms in the first decades of the 21st century.
But the century's challenge is shifting from development as capability expansion to sustainable development.
What conception of capability befits sustainable development? The paper sketches contours for a conception
of sustainable capability development adequate for the challenges of our time. This integrative framework com-
bines the Buddhist philosophy of non-self and an emerging primal episteme that decentres humanity's place in
the ecosphere to form mindful capabilities. These capabilities limit the space of functioning on Buddhist princi-
ples of wisdom, virtues, and meditation as well as a non-anthropocentric conception of humanity's place in the
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1. Introduction

Over the years Amartya Sen (1985a,b, 1987a, 2002, 2009) has built
up a vigorous critique of the utilitarian foundations of mainstream eco-
nomics. The majority of Sen's criticism targets these foundations and the
restrictive space they provide for development, well-being, and agency
evaluation. An important corollary of this critique is that broadening the
range of moral views in economics will be to the benefit of the disci-
pline. Though Sen does not commit to a specific ethical theory, one im-
plication of his work is that it is not necessary to “utilitarianise”
economics; in fact, there are other moral theories—including deontolog-
ical and virtue ethics, among others—that one can adopt in economics in
a general sense and within welfare economics in particular.

Alongside his criticism of utilitarianism in economics, Sen (1980,
1985a,d, 1992, 1998, 2009) develops the capability approach (CA) as a
framework to assess advantage in theories of justice and well-being in
developing countries. The CA provides a basis to broaden the ethical
and informational space of welfare economics and was articulated as a
response to John Rawls's index of primary goods in his work, Theory of
Justice (1971). The CA maps the abstract notion of equality into a more
specific, morally defendable, and potentially applicable concept.

The CA has outgrown its inception in political philosophy and devel-
opment as its advocates introduced it to the fields of human develop-
ment, ecological economics, socio-economics, feminist theory, and
quality of life studies, among others. As a thick framework that
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entangles value and facts, the CA engages moral concerns (well-being,
advantage, agency) from no particular disciplinary perspective.
Chiappero-Martinetti (2008: 269) explains that the great interest in
and support for the CA among scholars from numerous disciplines is
related to its rich and unrestricted nature. Because it is employed in so
very many disciplines and has adopted a plurality of methods, the CA
was described as “post-disciplinary” (Robeyns, 2006).

A considerable literature on the operationalization of the CA has
flourished since Sen's initial formulation (Comim et al., 2008). This liter-
ature has a “positive” branch that seeks to measure, describe, and ex-
plain a person's capability and functioning achievements and an
“evaluative” one that seeks to determine the constituents of well-
being or to assess well-being by looking at, say, shortfall from a given ca-
pability threshold. The two, of course, complement each other and could
not exist in isolation. Thus it is not possible to conduct well-being eval-
uation without psychological, social, or economic theory while the de-
scription of capability and functionings relationships is, from
inception, an exercise in moral theorizing.

The openness and broadness of the CA means it lacks morally sub-
stantive and empirically descriptive content. Sen (2013) prefers to
leave it open for democratic processes of social choice to determine
which freedoms or capabilities should be sustained for future genera-
tions. But in Section 2 [ discuss how various capability theorists went be-
yond Sen and completed its open and broad ethical foundations. The
paper follows this literature which aims to complete the foundations
with morally substantive and empirically descriptive content. In most
instances, including this one, the completion keeps the CA open to addi-
tional contextualisation by requiring individual and local participation
and decision making especially if it is to be used for public policy
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purposes. Nevertheless, additional moral and empirical content beyond
the foundations is needed if the CA is to be used at all.

The Buddhist philosophy of non-self (anatta) and the emerging pri-
mal episteme identified by Birkin and Polesie (2011, 2013) extend the
broad and open foundations of the CA described in Section 2. The out-
come is mindful capability, that is capability sets that on one hand liber-
ate individual from suffering to experience Buddhist well-being and on
the other hand decentre the individual's place in the ecosphere. With
non-self and the primal episteme our substantiation aims to make the
CA a suitable framework for the challenges of sustainable development.

The Buddhist philosophy of non-self and the primal episteme appear
at first inconsistent with the ethical individualist foundations of the CA.
Ethical individualism means well-being is assessed in terms of individ-
ual capabilities or what individuals can and cannot do. This could appear
as an important tension at the heart of this paper's argument. The Bud-
dhist philosophy of non-self, however, is not so much in tension with
ethical individualism as it is with our folk conception of a solid “I”.
This pearl view of the “I” and identity (Baggini, 2011) is an illusion re-
sponsible for humanity's suffering according to Buddhist philosophy.
The integration of the primal episteme nevertheless requires non-
anthropocentric values in addition to ethical individualism. This
means that ethical individualism can no longer trump all other values
that constitute the foundations of the CA.

The structure of the paper follows three questions: What is the capa-
bility approach? What are the Buddhist philosophy of non-self and the
primal episteme? And how can we extend the capability approach as
a metric for sustainable development? Section 2 after the introduction
introduces the capability approach. In Section 3 the Buddhist philoso-
phy of non-self is discussed. In Section 4 the integration of non-self
and capability is laid out. The primal episteme of Birkin and Polesie is
discussed in Section 5. Section 6 reviews the empirical literature on
the relationship between Buddhism, well-being, and sustainable con-
sumption while Section 7 sketches the contours of mindful capability
for sustainable development. Section 8 concludes.

2. The Capability Approach

In the first statements on the capability approach (CA) Sen (1980:
218) argues that it is a measure of the basic things a person can do. He
introduces the notion of a capability of a person on the premise that it
reflects how individuals differ from each other in important ways
when it comes to what they can and cannot do. Sen (1984: 85) follows
Aristotle as he inquires on the meaning of well-being, separating the ul-
timately valuable from the instrumentally valuable. What is of ultimate
value, accordingly, is the capability to function. A functioning is the most
elementary building block in the CA. A functioning is an individual being
(sickness, tiredness, happiness etc.) or doing (walking, working, caring
etc). All feasible (“effective”) functionings an individual can be or do
form the capability set. Which functionings are achieved depends on
different elements including individual, social, and environmental con-
version factors. Thus conversion factors moderate the size of the capa-
bility sets from which functionings are achieved.

An appropriate motivation for the CA is given in Alkire and
Deneulin's (2009: 16) contention that “normative analysis is fundamen-
tal and in some ways prior to predictive and positive analysis”. In fact
the core components Sen articulates, including capability, functionings,
and conversion factors, are thick ethical terms (Putnam, 2002). Unlike
thin ethical terms, thick ones entangle facts and values. Thick terms in-
clude cruelty and crime. It is not possible to speak about or describe
crime neutrally since crime is by definition something morally repre-
hensible. The philosopher Antony Appiah (2008: 13-14) aptly remarks
in this regard that “trying to separate out the metaphysical from the
psychological elements in this corpus is like trying to peel a raspberry.”
If human capability and functionings are thick terms, it follows that sep-
arating the factual from the moral is conceptually problematic. Putnam

(2002: 60) concludes the Rosenthal Lecture stating the CA “will require
us to stop compartmentalizing “ethics” and “economics””.

Sen (1993: 48) claims that “the recognition that an agreement on
the usability of the CA—an agreement on the nature of the ‘space’ of
value-objects—need not presuppose an agreement on how the valua-
tional exercise may be completed”. In other words, the CA has broad
foundations that specify an abstract conceptual space to conduct well-
being evaluations. These foundations are not sufficiently specified,
needing further theoretical, empirical, and moral substance. Further-
more, the foundations are moral since they answer the question why
are capability, functionings, and conversion factors worth our while as con-
cepts in the assessment of well-being?

The broad foundations of the CA can be made more specific with a
range of theoretical, empirical, and moral extensions. Accordingly, the
ethical concern for individual capabilities and functionings—or ethical
individualism (Robeyns, 2005)—is further specified and articulated.
The broad foundations do not presuppose a comprehensive agreement
but an incompletely theorized one.! It follows that disagreements with-
in the CA may persist. Incompletely theorized agreements entail “com-
ing to a workable consensus around some elements of an issue without
necessarily agreeing on every element” (Ruger, 2010: xiv). The broad
foundations are an “Incompletely Specified Agreement” where dis-
agreement over more specific and particular cases is permitted but dis-
agreement over general principles is not. Here, disagreements only
occur against a background of agreement.

Still, an incompletely theorised framework such as the CA can be too
general and abstract, a beautiful theory with no implications. Such
under-specification has often been perceived a weakness that “reflects
a theory gap ... usually filled with ad hoc assumptions” (Binder and
Witt, 2012: 721). However theory over-specification is also problemat-
ic. As Sen (1992: 48) argues, “there is a real danger of over precision”
when dealing with well-being which is a broad and partly opaque con-
cept. This is why advocates of the CA view its broadness as a strategic
feature (Ruger, 2010). Martins (2006, 2011), for example, argues that
the CA answers an ontological question namely “what is human well-
being”? The CA, Martins adds, must be further supplemented by sub-
stantive theorizing or else it remains just that, a space for conducting
evaluations with no grip on the world. The strategic under-
specification that characterises only the foundations of the CA allows
it to accommodate incommensurable moral theories while being less
vulnerable to empirical disputes. Last but not least, broad and open
foundations are consistent with the importance given to participation
and democratic processes in the evaluation of capabilities (Sen, 1999,
2009, 2013).

Incompleteness is only a burden if the CA is not further refined and
left as an open theoretical structure. But this has not been the case
and it has been further specified in various ways, including listings of
valuable capabilities. Even though lists go beyond the core components
they remain “open” (i.e., not definitive) and broad enough to be in turn
further culturally and individually contextualized.? Most lists seek to
overcome under-specification while avoiding over-specification. In
Nussbaum's list, over-specification is avoided as individuals are free to
choose the functionings they wish to achieve (Nussbaum, 1987: 12).
Nussbaum's (2002/3: 500) central human capabilities, for instance, are
articulated in terms of “being able to ...". Still, to suggest a functioning
or capability is essential or valuable is not the same as arguing it is or
should be valuable for everyone at all times.?

While some lists are justified on the grounds of being necessary for
flourishing (Nussbaum, 2000), others propose criteria or pre-
requisites that need to be fulfilled before the list is validated. Robeyns
(2003) offers five criteria for the selection of valuable capabilities,

1 See McNaughton (1988: 155), Ruger (2010: 70), and Sunstein (1994).

2 Alkire (2002), Gasper (2004), and Philips (2006) offer excellent surveys.

3 Thus, a capability can be valuable to most people or to a representative population
proportion, for example (Putnam, 2003: 404).
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namely, explicit formulation, methodological justification, sensitivity to
context, different levels of generality, and exhaustion and non-
reduction. Capability lists have also been motivated with ethical enquiry
(Alkire and Black, 1997). Alkire (2002) starts with the Thomist natural
law school to build a capability list based on the basic aspects of
human well-being* and the question “why do I do what I do?”. Alkire,
accordingly, employs the most basic reasons for action to support a
list of capabilities. Her list is subsequently applied and further specified
in the evaluation of empowerment projects in poor communities within
developing countries. More empirically oriented research starts with a
list established by someone else and attempts to refine it using empiri-
cal methods.®> One way to achieve this is by asking people which capa-
bilities they value the most. Empirical methods cannot be ethically
neutral, however, all start with an explicit list and ask individuals to pri-
oritize which capability or functionings they value the most.

In this paper a different kind of ethical substantiation is pursued
namely one that employs the Buddhist belief in non-self. The broad eth-
ical foundations described in this section offer a suitable structure to in-
tegrate elements of Buddhist philosophy such as mindfulness and non-
self. This addition serves two purposes. The first brings experiential
awareness to individuals of a pillar in Buddhist philosophy namely
that there is no sold continuous self i.e., believe that a fixed, material
or immaterial self is an illusion responsible for our suffering in this
world. The second is moving away from the modern episteme that
placed mankind at the centre of the ecosphere where nature is
instrumentalized towards an emerging primal episteme identified by
Birkin and Polesie (2011, 2013) that places mankind non-
hierarchically in nature.

A final remark should be made on the foundations of the CA. As
noted in the Introduction, ethical individualism is one of its alleged
core moral principles (Robeyns, 2005). Ethical individualism reflects
the focus on human valuable ends. It states that individuals—not social
wholes—are of moral interest. It is distinct from (i) methodological or
“explanatory” individualism which explains aggregates from micro-
phenomena and (ii) ontological “reductionist” individualism which
sees wholes or aggregates as constituted from microlevel phenomena.
How can ethical individualism be reconciled with a decentred non-
anthropocentric conception of capability? Some capability specification,
including Nussbaum's, account for non-human concerns by including
the welfare of animals among the central human capabilities.
Nussbaum (2000: 80) thus lists “Other species” and “Being able to live
with concern for and in relation to animals, plants, and the world of na-
ture”. Second, ethical individualism is not mutually exclusive with and
may in fact supplement concerns for animals and the ecosystem. Never-
theless, a common critique of the CA is that its ethical individualism
means it accounts for nature only instrumentally. This critique dovetails
with the argument made in Section 5 that the CA needs to abandon the
modern episteme and integrate the emerging primal episteme.
Enriched with the primal episteme, the CA is able to provide an ade-
quate account of nature, one which moves away from anthropological
man towards a conception of humanity sourced from nature.

As Section 2 comes to a close, the reader should now possess a basic
grasp of the core concepts and motivation behind the CA. This section
has, rather briefly, surveyed works that attempt to further specify the
CA from its broad and under-specified foundations. The next section
deals with Buddhist philosophy and its most ancient contention that
the self as something within our brains and minds that fixes our identity
is a harmful illusion. The objective, as we shall see, is to add substance to
the CA without rendering it anthropocentric.

4 They are life, knowledge, play, aesthetic experience, sociability (friendship), practical
reasonableness, and religion (Finnis, 1983: 50-1).

> Anand et al. (2005), Anand and Van Hees (2006), Rura et al. (2007), Schokkaert
(2007), Schokkaert and Van Ootegem (1990), Wolff and De-Shalit (2007), and Van
Ootegem and Spillemaeckers (2010) among others.

3. The Buddhist Philosophy of Non-self
3.1. The Four Nobel Truths and the Eight Fold Path

The CA cuts through the positive and normative combining facts and
values in thick concepts that are insufficiently specified and which need
further substance. Equipped with the core building blocks of the CA, its
origins in political philosophy and development economics, and its
broad ethical and empirical foundations, we can begin the introduction
of the Buddhist philosophy of non-self and mindfulness. While Bud-
dhism is a vast system of thought and beliefs, not all its features are use-
ful. Mendis (1993: 4) explains that

Buddhism is not a religion; it is a way of life. It teaches the moral and
ethical conduct of lay life for the happiness of oneself and the welfare
of the community. The Buddhist doctrines are based on reasoning and
rational thinking. This philosophy advocates for a well-balanced mate-
rial and spiritual well-being in order to maintain a simple life and help
attain the ultimate stage of individual liberation or nirvana. The Bud-
dhist philosophy is not based on an initial act of faith.

Accordingly, various philosophic, scientific, societal, and well-being
implications of Buddhism can be engaged and pursued without beliefs
in rebirth or karma.® In fact naturalising Buddhism, or rendering it con-
sistent with our best scientific theories, is backed by the 14th Dalai Lama
(Flanagan, 2011). The philosophy of non-self and the consequences of
mindfulness in particular can be neatly disengaged from Buddhist
non-naturalist claims.

Non-self is part of the Four Noble Truths (FNTs) and the earliest Bud-
dhist teachings. It is thus shared by most subsequent Buddhists schools
of thought.” The Buddha, or the Enlightened One, lived between 566
and 406 BCE in western Nepal and had renounced ordinary life to be-
come a wandering sramana, an itinerant dedicated to finding answers
to spiritual questions. The Buddha was an unusual sramana since he
did not follow the usual path of extreme asceticism but pursued and
taught dharma, a middle path or way between the extremes of asceti-
cism and sensual pleasure (Siderits, 2007: 18). Via meditation tech-
niques, the Buddha also experienced the FNTs. The awakening to the
FNTs was neither mystic nor a revelation about something divine or in-
accessible on the working of the universe (Batchelor, 1997). The FNTs
were shared with other sramana in his first discourse and begin with
the acknowledgment of suffering (dukkha); its causal origins; its cessa-
tion; and the path leading to cessation.

According to Siderits (2007), lay persons are in denial of dukkha
since it is the hardest to experience among the FNTs.2 The second truth
relates to the causal origins of suffering which are in cravings (tanha)
that take three forms (the three poisons): greed, hatred, and delusion
(Flanagan, 2011: 191; Mendis, 1993: 8). Although hatred is considered
the most dangerous, delusion is the most fundamental (Goodman,
2009:18). The cravings result from ignoring three features of reality
namely, impermanence, suffering, and non-self. In other words, individ-
uals want to exist indefinitely, they think they can attain happiness by
pursuing conventional goals, and they believe there is a true me
(Siderits, 2007: 25). The third truth follows from the second: it is the
possibility of ending suffering by overcoming ignorance. The fourth
truth lists eight practices (the eight fold path) meant to cure suffering
(Table 1). Individuals should practice them according to their

6 Classical Indian Buddhist accepted rebirth and Karma. The quality of one's rebirth de-
pends on ones accumulated karma, or moral life, in this life Siderits (2007: 8-9).

7 Buddhism as it expanded was also affected by local cultures. Today two distinct off-
shoots are prevalent, namely, Theravada (Burma, Cambodia, Laos, Sri Lanka, and Thailand)
and Mahayana Buddhism (China, India, Japan, Korea, and Vietnam). However, since our focus
is on early Buddhist thought there is no need to delve deeper into the specificities of each.

8 Buddhists distinguish between three interconnected types of suffering: suffering
caused by pain, suffering caused by impermanence (all ordinary things we care about will
cease to exist), and suffering from our conditions of perpetual rebirth and death (Siderits,
2007: 19-20).
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Table 1
The eight fold path to the cessation of suffering.

Wisdom Morality

Meditation/mental discipline

Right view Right intention Right speech Right action

Right livelihood

Right exertion Right self-possession Right concentration

Siderits (2007: 24), Mendis (1993).

own capabilities (Essen, 2010: 32). The first two deal with wisdom, the
following three morality, and the last three meditation or mental disci-
pline. They all mutually reinforce each other and there is no peculiar
order to follow. Thus adopting the right view (basic teaching of Buddha)
will give one the right intention to meditate which will make it easier to
attain moral virtues and insights into the mind further enhancing ap-
preciation of dharma. Both meditation and philosophy combined are
necessary to cease suffering:

the reciprocal relation between wisdom and meditation is particu-
larly significant ... meditation is needed in order to break the cycle
and bring home the knowledge gained through philosophy... So
meditation serves as necessary supplement to philosophy [and] at
the same time doing philosophy is said to be necessary if the practice
of meditation is to be effective. Doing philosophy helps us acquire
the conceptual tools we need to make sense of what we encounter
in meditation (Siderits, 2007: 25).

Siderit's claim on the interdependence of philosophy and meditation
has important implications in light of Buddhism's recent success in
western societies. This success however is sidestepping its philosophical
underpinnings as was recently contended in a special issue on medita-
tion and mental health (Shonin et al., 2014). The authors note that the
westernized models of meditation are too disconnected from Buddhist
contemplative practices and principles. They recommend clinicians
and researchers to have an understanding of the Buddhist foundations
that support effective meditation.

Individual experience is necessary for liberation from suffering. No
god, monk, or sramana can liberate someone from suffering. Instead, it
is only individuals through their own experience of the FNTs that can
liberate themselves. Siderits (2007: 26) argues that non-self, not imper-
manence, is the key to understanding the origins of suffering which
arises from the belief that events have some significance: If there is no
“me” who experiences then suffering would no longer arise. Imperma-
nence, however, facilitates suffering but it is non-self that plays the
major role.

3.2. Mindfulness

Among the many kinds of meditative techniques known, some are
conducive to the experience of non-self and to help gain control over
mind. The Tibetan teacher Tsulrim Gyatso explains:

We are so emotionally involved with and attached to this self that
we take it for granted .... The meditator does not speculate about this
self. He does not have theories about whether it does or does not ex-
ist. Instead he just trains himself to watch ... how his mind clings to
the idea of self and “mine” and how all his suffering arises from this
attachment. At the same time he looks carefully for that self. He tries
to isolate it from all his other experiences. Since it is the culprit as far
as his suffering is concerned, he wants to find it and identify it. The
irony is that however much he tries, he does not find anything that
corresponds to the self®

9 In Varela et al,, 1991 (p. 63).

Meditation techniques often begin with nudging the mind to stop
thoughts and focus on breathing. The aim is to practice mindfulness
and reach a resting state where thinking is disconnected from the of
self and with no particular object of thought. Such awareness helps
overcomes the anxieties and irritations of self's daily (petty) worries.
Mindfulness cultivates the “gradual development of the ability to be
present with one's mind and body not only in formal meditation but
in experience of everyday life” (Varela et al.: 60). The practice of mind-
fulness requires forming a mental distance from the whirlpool of every
day preoccupations to experience insights into what the mind is really
like. Once the mind stops searching for a permanent self and immerses
itself in impermanence it is able to liberate itself and experience mindful
freedom. The key here is seeing the mind or the “I” as a process and not
something immutable.

Mindfulness does not involve any elaborate technique, external de-
vices, or esoteric knowledge (Ash, 2007; Thera, 1962 [2005]). Instead,
daily life is its working material. The attainment of mindful freedom re-
quires the following steps: Observing how the unexamined mind strug-
gles as it jumps from concern to concern, in a habitual, endless, circular
fashion; the meditating student then attempts to break this habitual
train of thoughts and, with the new gained awareness, she begins to
let go of her belief in a solid, experiencing, ego; this may be disturbing
at first and might even lead the students into nihilism; however, as ad-
ditional awareness is gained the student loses the “street fighting” ac-
quisitive habits as they turn into a feeling of warmth towards others
beyond friends and family members. The practitioner of mindfulness
is expected to be a more compassionate self. Warmth and compassion
are necessary for the full realisation of groundlessness—letting go the il-
lusion of a fixed inner self goes hand in hand with warmth and universal
compassion: “Through meditation one can confirm there is no self by
observing how impermanent mental states actually do all the work
that we imagine could only be done by an enduring self. Certain mental
states also reinforce belief in self and perpetuate ignorance. Through
meditation we counteract such states. In the case of anger and hatred
the adept is taught to cultivate feelings of kindness and sympathetic
joy towards ever larger circles of beings starting with friends and
loved one and eventually extending to those towards whom they feel
anger and enmity (Siderits, 2007: 25). In this sense mindfulness is
transformative and aims to change the way human beings deal with
each other. It implies no strict behavioural rules but adaption to the en-
vironment one is in. What ought to be done varies therefore from con-
text to context and depends on how far down the road of mindfulness
the individual is.

Once excessive worrying about self ceases could our identities, long-
ing, energy, and motivation also wither away? Could we become pas-
sive contemplators as the world unfolds? These are legitimate
questions. Buddhists will respond that the opposite is the case for it is
the “unaware, state of mind that is numb—swathed in a thick cocoon
of wandering thoughts, prejudgments, and solipsistic ruminations”
(Varelaetal, 1991: 122). Thus, as mindfulness grows, the valuing of ex-
perience grows with it, and the mind is more present in the world, not
disengaged from it. Accordingly one is more present in one's actions, as
behaviour is more responsive and aware. This understanding of free-
dom is diagrammatically opposed to freedom as doing whatever one
wants. Instead, “to be progressively more free is to be sensitive to the
conditions and genuine possibilities of some present situation and to
be able to act in an open manner that is not conditioned by grasping
and egoistic volitions.” (Varela et al., 1991: 123). From this perspective
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the mindful path follows Buddha's Middle Way, between the ascetic
monk and the self centred life.

3.3. Hellenistic Philosophies, Neo-Lockeans, Social-psychology and Cogni-
tive Sciences

The above tenets of Buddhist philosophy and mindfulness share sig-
nificant content with ancient and not so ancient philosophies. Similari-
ties to Ancient Greek philosophy, including Aristotle and Epicurus as
well as Lockean and Humean philosophies are considered. It may be
noted here that Buddhist ethical principles are open to interpretation
in terms of various western ethical traditions. While Goodman provides
rule-consequentialist and act-utilitarian interpretations (1992 [2001]),
Keown veers towards virtue ethics. Flanagan (2011), however, claims
we should take elements from both. Various principles of Buddhist
ethics can be understood when a contrast is made with virtue ethics.
The Buddha lived just a century before Aristotle and both philosophies
arise from the same problems of human life (Flanagan, 2011). For Aris-
totle eudemonia involves an active life of reason and virtue while for
Buddhists it is wisdom, virtue, and meditation. Both views advocate a
list of virtues deemed necessary for eudemonia and possibly
happiness.!° Two differences between them emerge however: Aristote-
lian eudemonia lacks an understanding of non-self and Aristotle tended
to ignore human destructive traits such as greed and avarice which
cause suffering and bad actions (p. 173). Buddhist eudemonia also has
at least two virtues absent from Aristotelian virtue ethics, namely, com-
passion and lovingkindness (p. 178).!!

Like Buddhism, Post-Aristotelian conceptions of the good life, in-
cluding Epicureanism, viewed the philosopher as a physician who
heals human suffering (Flanagan, 2011: 174). Epicurus's (341-271 BC)
teaching is expressed in a letter he wrote to Menoeceus in which he rec-
ommends the study of philosophy by old and young alike to “take care
of the well-being of the soul” (Geer, 1964: 53). While Buddhists have no
conception of a creator eternal god/s, Epicurus believed that gods exist
but have no concern with men who should pursue eudemonia by over-
coming the desire for immortality. Not fearing death entails not fearing
life which is also true of Buddhism since death is meaningless with non-
self. Epicurus advocates a principle similar to the Buddhist Middle Path
arguing that “the wise man neither renounces life nor fears its end”
(Geer, 1964: 55) and regards “self sufficiency as a great good” adding
that if we do not have many things, we should be satisfied with what
we have. In fact, all natural things are easily obtained “while vain plea-
sures are hard to obtain” (Geer, 1964: 57). Prudence is a chief good for
Epicurus that connects a pleasant life to living nobly and justly (Geer,
1964). Epicurus thus values “simple and plain living” because it brings
good health and strength to achieve our tasks. His understanding of
pleasure is dispositionalist, treating pleasure not as a uniform feeling
but in terms of the realisation of a good or the satisfaction of a desire
(Mitsis, 1988: 20, 31-2).'2 Pleasures for Epicurus as for Aristotle are
not pleasures of the flesh, which depend on physical enjoyment, but,
like Buddhism, involve freedom from pain and anxiety (Geer, 1964:
57). Once our natural desires are satisfied “we will be in the most pleas-
ant psychological (ataraxia) and bodily (aponia) conditions” (Mitsis,
1988: 35). Epicurus finally recommends we stay attentive to, and con-
tinuously monitor, our desires, ending his letter to Menoeceus
commending him “to meditate on these precepts, by day and by night,
alone or with a like minded friend” (Geer, 1964: 59).

10 Because of bad luck, one can possess all the virtues and still be unhappy as explained
by Flanagan (2011).

™ Flanagan (2011: 181) explains that “there is little textual evidence that Aristotle had a
conception of wide compassion on his radar nor does he display much confidence that
eudemonia can be achieved by those who are not already well-bred.”

12 Dispositional theories of pleasure ask if the pleasure can be satisfied and whether it
will remain satisfiable. In these theories action is valued in itself and ranking and compar-
isons of different kinds of pleasures are avoided (for Epicurus, for example, there is no
middle state between pleasure and pain).

The Buddhist paradoxes of identity and non-self have also been rec-
ognized in more recent but still Western philosophical and scientific tra-
ditions. John Lock adopts a similar doctrine to non-self in his debate
against proponents of an immutable soul being the source of our identi-
ty. Locke argues that there is no such a thing as an unchanging soul and
that the impression of stability and continuity arises from “certain kinds
of psychological continuity and connectedness” (Flanagan, 2011: 98).
David Hume famously described the bundle view of the self when writ-
ing that as he enters his most intimate self,

[ always stumble on some particular perception or other, of heat or
cold, light or shade, love or hatred, pain or pleasure. I never can catch
myself at any time without a perception, and never can observe any-
thing but the perception.'

Siderits (2007: 45) remarks that the bundle view of the self joins
Hume and the Buddha as both would agree that the mind is unobserv-
able and we are just aware of memories, feelings, thoughts, intentions,
etc. These constitute a bundle of experiences behind the feeling of psy-
chological continuity and the illusion of a solid consistent “I"—the pearl
view of identity (Baggini, 2011). Metzinger (2004: 563) further explains

On the ontological level, no such things as selves exist in the world
... all that exists are certain information processing systems operat-
ing under a transparent self-model ... biological organisms exist but
an organism is not a self ... for all scientific and philosophical pur-
poses the notion of a self—as a theoretical entity—can be safely elim-
inated. What we have been calling “the” self in the past is not a
substance, an unchangeable essence, or a thing but a very kind of
representational content: the content of a phenomenally transpar-
ent system model. It is the content of a model that cannot be recog-
nized as a model by the system using it.

The belief in non-self is corroborated by social psychology, cognitive
science, and neuroscience. According to the social-psychological litera-
ture, the autonomous self is an illusion created by the brain. We are,
from inception, social creatures “not just brains in isolation but each
brain exist[ing] in an ocean of other brains that affect how it works ...
it is the existence of others that defines who we are” (Hood, 2012:
xii-xvi). This however does not mean that there is no “I” others and my-
self can refer to as a discrete entity. Such an “I” is in fact present in all
cultures even if we now better understand that it is an illusion of the
mind (Baggini, 2011: 100-11).

Within the individual mind, the exact relationship between “materi-
al” brain functions and thoughts, memories, feelings, intentions, and
consciousness is not yet well understood. As neuroscience continues
to study the neurological correlates of our subjective phenomenological
experiences, what is known is that consciousness does not arise from a
single location in the brain—there is no central processor so to speak. In
their study of consciousness, Edelman and Tononi (2000: 36) find that
“consciousness is not the prerogative of any one brain area instead its
neural substrates are widely dispersed throughout the so-called
thalamocortical system and associated regions.” Science admits that
the “cognizing subject is fundamentally fragmented, divided, or non-
unified” (Varella et al.: xvii). The brain is a decentralized organism,
with various regions complementing and substituting each other.

In summary, two issues should be emphasized before this section
comes to a close. First that the negatives (non-self, impermanence, suf-
fering) are preliminaries that point at the positive state the mindful per-
son is longing for. The goal, or the end state, is one where suffering is
extinguished by the comprehension and experience of non-self. Con-
comitantly, good desires known as chanda which include panna, or in-
telligent reflection leading to right effort and action, develop (Essen,
2009: 33). The outcome is the Buddhist virtues of unconditional

13 Quoted in Varela et al. (1991: 59-60).
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compassion, kindness, sympathetic joy, and equanimity also known as
the Four Divine Abodes (Flanagan, 2011: 192; Thera, 1962 [2005]). Sec-
ond, the positive state can only be known directly, it is the same “ordi-
nary, conditional, impermanent, painful, groundless world,
experienced (known) as the unconditional, supreme state ... [Its] natu-
ral manifestation ... is compassion ... not done with a sense of need for
feedback from its recipient” (Varela et al., 1991: 249). In our unexam-
ined lives, the compassionate is often overruled by self's “cravings for
recognition and self-evaluation [but] when action is done without the
business-deal mentality, there can be relaxation. This is called supreme
(or transcendental) generosity” (Varela et al,, 1991).

This section has exposed important principles in early Buddhist phi-
losophy including elements on the practice of mindfulness meditation.
What follows is our attempt to combine this to the CA discussed in
Section 2. This will form part of our conception of mindful capability
to be further completed with the introduction of primal episteme in
Section 5.

4. Capability and Non-self

Sen (1985c, 2002) prepared the groundwork for the integration of
mindfulness in the CA in his identification of various spaces to conduct
evaluations. These spaces include that of self-centred welfare, self-
welfare goals, self-goal choice, and reasoning and self-scrutiny. The def-
initions for each of these evaluative spaces are: (i) self-centred welfare
states that “a person's welfare depends only on her own consumption
and other features of the richness of her life (without any sympathy or
antipathy towards others and without any procedural concern)”; (ii)
self-welfare goals imply that “a person's only goal is to maximize her
own welfare”; (iii) self-goal choice states that “a person's choices must
be based entirely on the pursuit of her own goals”; and finally (iv) rea-
soning and self-scrutiny (Sen, 1985c). An individual that fails to distin-
guish between these categories is a “rational fool” (Sen, 1977, 2002,
2005). A person capable of reflection, scrutiny, and reasoning can act
and interact in a committed way for his and others' goals (Sen, 1985b,
2005). At this level, agents' reasoning and scrutiny can work towards
overcoming the possessive ego as they are capable of commitment to
others that contribute to larger social, humanitarian, as well as moral
goals. Stage iv opens the possibility for an individual to understand
the “modern tendency artificially to create, to propagandize, and condi-
tion for ever new wants” (Thera, 1962 [2005: 90]).

Reasoning is prior to identity and should be used to question and
help combine our multiple identities (Davis, 2003; Sen, 1998; UNDP,
2004). Sen's (1985b) emphasis on the importance of agency in leading
valued lives is related to his definition of development as a socio-
economical transformation where individuals and groups are
empowered to lead lives with genuine choices that promote what is in
their interest. Choice should reflect own interest means choices should
promote own goals, whatever these goals may be including other re-
garding goals (Sen, 1985c, 2005).

In recent discussions on sustainable development Sen (2013: 14) ar-
gues “the possibility of valuational change through reasoning and free-
dom must be taken seriously” instead of coercion or compulsion to stop
unsustainable consumption. On the same topic of sustainability and ca-
pability, Scerri (2012: 8-9) reiterates Sen's contention that humans
“have the capacity to subjectively reflect upon the effects of agency
and, therefore, to debate plan, and steer a new course of action over
time ... human subject-agency can potentially motivate reparations to
the capacity of the ecosphere to sustain civilisation in just terms.” This
is a critical issue if individuals are to adopt mindfulness. The agency
available to use reasoning and self-scrutiny by individuals is therefore
important to steer individuals away from suffering by enhancing under-
standing, experience and practice of non-self and mindfulness.

Mindfulness can trickle down to the lower stages of welfare identified
by Sen, namely, stages i-iii. It is in these lower levels that “daily decisions”
(over say what to eat, plant, where to live, what employment sector to

work in, whom to love, how many children to have, and so on) affect
socio-economic systems and the natural environment (Wilk, 2004: 24—
5). This link is not just speculative since there is accumulating empirical
evidence discussed in Section 6 that an adequate engagement with mind-
fulness supports the adoption of sustainable lifestyles.

One remaining concern for the CA is its ethical individualism
(Robeyns, 2005). Ethical individualism means that what matters moral-
ly are the functionings and capabilities of individuals. This core feature
has not been without its critiques. Arguments have been made that
group capabilities not reducible to individual properties may also have
moral weight. A few capability advocates have thus voiced concerns
over this individualistic characteristic of the CA.* They argue that the
CA does not account for social structures such as trust, care, and honesty
which constitute, and are necessary to, individual well-being. Part of
this critique could be accommodated in the institutional conversion fac-
tors to be added to the core moral components of capability and func-
tionings. Social goods are then valuable and enabling if distinct from
capability and functionings (Wolff and De-Shalit, 2007: 6).

The issue of moral value beyond ethical individualism points at
without really solving the problem of anthropocentrism in the CA. Fur-
thermore, both sides, i.e., those who critical of ethical individualism and
those who adopted it, have not offered the kind of radical departure re-
quired for an adequate integration of nature. It could be argued that
both views have not quite overcome the anthropocentric modern
episteme described by Foucault (1970) and further elaborated by
Birkin and Polesie (2011, 2013). The place of nature has been a common
criticism of the CA by ecologists as a framework that can be supportive
of sustainable development (Section 7). In the next section therefore
additional thoughts are offered on what is required for a radical intro-
duction of nature in the CA.

5. From the Modern to the Primal Episteme

Varela et al. (1991: xvii) write that many have challenged the “re-
ceived conception of the self or subject as the epicentre of knowledge,
cognition, experience, and action”. Macy (1995 [2009: 432]), in an
essay that articulates the tenets of the emerging primal episteme in
very clear terms, writes that

The crisis threatening our planet derives from a dysfunctional and
pathogenic notion of the self. It is a mistake about our place in the or-
der of things. It is the delusion that the self is so separate and fragile
that we must delineate and defend its boundaries, that it is so small
and needy that we must endlessly consume, that it is so aloof that we
can be immune to what we do to others ... contemporary systems
science got yet further in challenging old assumptions about a dis-
tinct, separate, continuous self, showing that there is no logical or
scientific basis for construing one part of the experienced world as
me and the rest as the other .. there is no categorical “I” set over
against a categorical “you” or “it”.

These views resonate with Birkin and Polesie's (2011, 2013) claim to
have identified an emerging primal episteme to substitute the modern
episteme. In Greek, episteme means to know. Birkin and Polesie
(2013: 145) define episteme as the dominant order of knowledge and
that which makes knowledge possible (2013: 144). Their Foucauldian
definition casts epistemes in terms of the taken for granted buried foun-
dations of knowledge which could be “archaeologically” unearthed. An
episteme, they explain, “shows how people order their knowledge,
how they construct reality. It defines what and how they get to know
their world and themselves. It influences what they value, how they
make meaning. It determines who they are” (2011: 69).

14 See Davis (2009), Deneulin (2008), Deneulin and McGregor (2010), Evans (2002),
Hills (2003), Jackson (2005), Stewart (2005), and Van Staveren and Gasper (2003).
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Following the Renaissance episteme in the XVIth century, others
followed, including the Cartesian-classical episteme, the current mod-
ern episteme, and an emerging primal episteme. Birkin and Polesie
argue that the problem of sustainable development is due largely to
the entrapments of the modern episteme. There is evidence, however,
that the modern episteme, dominant over the last 200 years, is currently
being replaced. The modern episteme, unlike the Renaissance and the
classical epistemes which had a strong (god given) metaphysics and
ontology, had weak metaphysics rendering it internally unstable. The
weak ontology and metaphysics result from seeking its origins in
human beings and sciences leading to reflexivity and circularity in the
foundations (2013: 145). Within the modern episteme, more specifical-
ly, all knowledge arises from humans and “studies of man and society
could not direct their attention outside man and society; it would be
beyond the possibility of human knowledge” (2013: 145-6). Birkin
and Polesie place neo-classical economics with its rational mode of
being and its anthropologisation that reduces time to man's finitude,
as an epitome of this modern episteme. Neo-classical economics, its
mathematical methods, and the free market ideology it advocates are
conducive to a weak type of sustainability responsible for, and unable
to adequately deal with, the problems of global warming, appalling
poverty, and species loss.

The transition to the emerging primal episteme is neither intentional
nor designed — no single person or institution is behind it. In contrast
with the modern episteme, the emerging primal episteme has strong
metaphysical and ontological foundations. It involves a change in our
own views and understanding as it sets the foundations of humans in
nature with its emphasis on mankind's natural origins. Its foundations
are also entrenched in empirically grounded science that “informs us
that we are strongly interdependent with the world and that knowledge
will change personal and societal goals” (2013: 150). The change in
episteme thus occurs concurrently with “changes to the underlying
assumptions and attitudes that make knowledge possible in a given
age” (2013: 149). In the emerging primal episteme, “we are no longer
occupants of a self-referencing human world in which knowledge is
obtained reflexively by and for man: we are once more participants of
something larger, just as we were during the renaissance and classical
epistemes” (2013: 148).

Birkin and Polesie support ecological economics which places
humans in a larger interdependent complex ecosystem (Daly and
Farley, 2004; Martinez-Alier, 1987). They argue that ecological econom-
ics is a product of the primal episteme as it seeks new knowledge from
outside epistemological man while “respecting the significance of con-
textual empirically grounded evidence” (2013: 146). More specifically,
they contend that ecological economics relies on the so-called laws of
thermodynamics and entropy (Georgescu-Roegen, 1975).!> According
to Mitchell (2009), entropy is an energy that cannot be transformed
into additional work (heat produced from the back of a refrigerator for
example). In closed isolated systems the two laws of thermodynamics
are that 1/energy is conserved (it cannot be created or destroyed) and
that 2/entropy increases, and heat is dissipated, until it reaches a maxi-
mum value (and mankind can no longer use it). For Birkin and Polesie
(2011: 209) entropy is the fundamental measure that drives the uni-
verse. The second law also introduces an important feature in ecological
economics namely the existence of irreversible processes (Georgescu-
Roegen, 1975: 353). Primal processes are the result of locally reduced
entropy in systems that are kept open. The resulting increase in univer-
sal entropy combines with higher levels of stability as “local low entropy

15 Entropy, it should be noted, only decreases if an outside agent works on decreasing it.
The biosphere for example requires a constant flow of low entropy inputs from the sun to
maintain itself (Daly and Farley, 2004: 68). Biological systems are also examples of open
systems that keep entropy low. The modern episteme kept entropy low in a closed system
isolating the economy from its dependence on the ecosystem. But as Georgescu-Roegen
(1975: 348) argues, “the economic process is not an isolated self-sustaining process... it
cannot go on without continuous exchange which alters the environment in a cumulative
way and without being, in turn, influenced by these alteration.”

states exist because they are more efficient ways of increasing entropy
overall” (Birkin and Polesie, 2011: 241). To keep the increase of entropy
low Birkin and Polesie (2011: 211-2) argue that systems must be made
as open as possible yet “our present human system is too closed and
simplistic; it does not interact enough with other systems and strive
for openness. We need more complex open systemic relations to be-
come more stable and more sustainable; we need to design systems
that provide benefits for nonhuman as well as human forms of life”.

The primal episteme is supportive of the Buddhist belief in non-self
since Birkin and Polesie (2011: 261) claim that “it is time to dispense
with the notion of selfhood altogether”. Buddhism also provides a
compatible non-“speciest” account of sentient life with no “dumb”
matter lacking value in the universe (Edeglass and Garfield, 2009:
429). Towards the end of their paper and book, Birkin and Polesie also
discuss the relationship between the primal episteme and the CA, ask-
ing how the latter can support sustainability. While they note that the
CA is people centred they think that it is not enough committed to the
natural world: “The CA cannot be used for mankind alone” (2013:
151). The integration of the primal episteme, it is argued here, will
close the nature gap in the CA. It is inevitable that this integration entails
that the central place of ethical individualism in the CA will have to be
reconsidered. Keeping up with the value of pluralism of the CA, it
means that ethical individualism will share the house with non-
anthropocentric values and principles. [ do not see why this position
should be contentious and, in fact, other capability theorists including
Nussbaum have been doing the same all along.

6. Buddhism, Well-being, and Sustainability

Prior reasoning and scrutiny are needed to act on and engage the
problem of non-self and allow mindfulness to work. This is especially
the case if the acknowledgment of non-self is not part of one's culture
or education. The Buddhist eight fold path can help the attainment of
mindfulness and liberation from suffering without having to believe in
karma and re-birth. This section begins with a review of empirical
results that purport that mindfulness enhances well-being. It then
considers the Easterlin paradox and proceeds to review the relationship
between mindfulness and sustainable consumption.

6.1. Mindfulness and Well-being

Brown and Ryan (2003) claim that mindfulness is important for in-
dividuals to disengage from automatic thoughts, habits, and unhealthy
behaviours.'® They operationalize mindfulness using the MAAS (Mind-
fulness Attention Awareness Scale) and find that it is consistently corre-
lated with a battery of well-being indicators in the expected direction.
They content that each one of us has a current level, or stock, of mindful
awareness. This stock is measurable and is shown to be correlated with
other psychological traits. While this level is given at any moment it can
also be cultivated and developed via Buddhist philosophy and medita-
tion. Ash (2007) notes that mental health professionals are increasingly
applying mindfulness to treat depression, anxiety, and chronic pain. Ac-
cording to Carlson (2013), mindfulness can help reduce the negative
consequences of blind spots in self knowledge by addressing informa-
tional and motivational barriers. Additional studies, using Kabat-Zinn's
(1990) Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) program and Bud-
dhist Derived Interventions (BDIs) are shown to provide effective ther-
apy for a broad range of health and behavioural problems.!” Segal et al.'s
(2012: 89) mindfulness based cognitive therapy (MBCT) for example

16 They define mindfulness as “open or receptive awareness and attention which may be
reflected in a more regular and sustained consciousness of ongoing events and experi-
ences.” (p. 822-23).

17 See Barnhofer et al. (2009), Fredrickson et al. (2008), Hofmann et al. (2010), Khoury
et al. (2013), Krusche et al. (2013), Ma and Teasdale (2004), Piet and Hougaard (2011),
Shapiro et al. (2008), and Shonin et al. (2014), among others.
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uses an eight session program with the objective of achieving freedom,
not happiness per se which they argue is a by-product. It should be
noted that the focus on freedom is very much consistent with the foun-
dations of the CA. MBCT achieves its objectives by teaching 1/concentra-
tion; 2/awareness of thought; 3/being in the moment; 4/decentring; 5/
acceptance/nonattachment; 6/letting go; and 7/being rather than doing
(i.e., no special state to be achieved). The positive effects of mindfulness
are also being corroborated with brain alterations (Holzel et al., 2011;
Lazar et al., 2005; Tang et al., 2012) including significant increases in
grey matter (Leung et al., 2012) and the strengthening of the body's im-
mune system (Davidson et al.,, 2003). A review of the empirical litera-
ture on mindfulness concludes that it brings about “various positive
psychological effects, including increased subjective well-being, re-
duced psychological symptoms and emotional reactivity, and improved
behavioural regulation” (Keng et al., 2011). Such knowledge is now
being implemented at the societal level as a health policy instrument
in the United Kingdom where the NHS prescribes it to “help prevent
anxiety, depression and stress” (Derbyshire, 2014).

6.2. Mindfulness, Consumption, and Sustainability

Advocacy, science, and public policy meet at a crossroad when it
comes to the problem of sustainable consumption (Wilk, 2004). On
the global level, current levels of consumption and production form a
difficult and complex problem in part because what is happening is be-
yond the control of environmentalists and policymakers (Dauvergne,
2010). While the relationship between mindfulness and well-being
was fleshed nothing was said about the relationship between Buddhism
and sustainability. Buddhist philosophy and mindfulness would be of
less practical importance if they had no implications for sustainability.

It is nevertheless necessary to look into some basic processes behind
consumerism or what is known today as “consumerist culture”. Main-
stream micro-economics tends to assume that consumers never experi-
ence satiation which is “not just a defining feature of consumer
behaviour, but a core ideological assumption within economics, in
some sense motivating the discipline itself and the social importance
of the economist” (Jackson, 2009: 82). What mechanisms are known
to explain consumerist culture? Loewenstein et al. (2003) found that
people suffer from projection bias by which they exaggerate how their
current tastes will resemble their future tastes leading to excessive con-
sumption. Pugno (2008) contends that thwarting the satisfaction of
psychological needs such as competence, autonomy, and relatedness
leads to being attracted to material rewards as a substitute (cf. Deci
and Ryan, 1985). Firms exploit these non-conscious processes and emo-
tions to attract people towards materialism and away from healthy
relationships.

These mechanisms are likely to underlay Easterlin's (1974) negative
answer to the question Does Economic Growth Improve the Human Lot?
This became known as the happiness-income paradox. Various tread-
mill effects can explain it. Binswanger (2006: 367) identifies four and
suggests that they “seem inherent in modern economic development
and help turn economic growth into a rat race.”'® There are also the
big seven determinants of subjective well-being which account for con-
nections to others in the form of family relationships, community and
friends, as well as personal values (Layard, 2005: 62-3). Evidence is ac-
cumulating on the existence of a positive feedback loop between pro-
social spending and happiness (Aknin et al., 2012; Corral-Verdugo
et al,, 2011). Dunn et al. (2008) use both cross-section and longitudinal
data to establish that spending money on others has a more positive ef-
fect on happiness than spending money on one self. Furthermore, while
material comfort (both absolutely and relative to others) adds to happi-
ness, individuals who score highly on materialistic values are less happy
(Argyle, 1999: 358). The happiest nations in fact turned out to be those

18 They are status/position goods, rising aspirations levels, multi-option, and the time
saving treadmill.

with the highest level of sociability, trust, interpersonal warmth, and
lack of excessive worry (Diener and Suh, 1999). Such findings reveal
how happiness depends not just on income but also—and to a substan-
tively large extent—on strong supportive human relationships. Philips
(2006: 23) sums it noting that if there is one overriding finding here it
is that those in “loving relationships” are happier than those who are
not in “loving relationships”.

The relationship between Buddhism, socio-economics, and the envi-
ronment has gathered scholarly interest since the late 1960s and early
1970s with White's (1966) article titled The historical roots of our ecolog-
ical problems and Schumacher's (1973) book Small is Beautiful. Since
then a significant literature on the socio-economic and environmental
implications of Buddhism has emerged.'® Pryor (1990) notes that in
Buddhism our action today and our treatment of nature has a variety
of future consequences offering a basis for a deep ecology, not shallow
environmentalism as Buddhism provides “ecological insights into the
interdependence and value of all life” (Edeglass and Garfield, 2009:
429). One relevant idea is that of dhamma which describes a holistic
conception of nature as an interconnected totality (Daniels, 2005). Bud-
dhism recognizes the significance of one's environment, not just its in-
fluence upon humans, as an intrinsic part of personal well-being. In
the global trend favouring the adoption of ecologically sustainable de-
velopment, Daniels (1998) argues that Buddhist connects with ecologi-
cally sustainable development with the maxims of right livelihoods and
the harmony it conceives between human activity and the natural envi-
ronment. Right livelihood states that one's living must be earned in ways
that do not exploit people or harm. Buddhism posits “pervasive organic
interconnections between all phenomena” where damage to nature is
perceived as a foolish act of self harm and disrespect (Daniels, 1998:
985).

The Buddhist FNTs explain and offer possible cures for the ecological
ills confronting humanity. The implications of non-self—and the follow-
ing of the eight fold path—include the taming of self-interest and person-
al ambition, both of which Buddhism posits provide only temporary
satisfaction. The eight fold path supports a philosophy of material con-
sumption based on the middle way which, while not anti-materialistic,
emphasizes the satisfaction of basic needs and the control over exces-
sive craving with moderate patterns of consumption in the search for
a balanced material and spiritual life. Daniels (2005) claims that the nat-
ural environment will benefit from the mitigation of the desire for ma-
terial acquisition and the reduced societal metabolism. Yet Buddhism
does not militate against economic prosperity and gives five reasons
why a person should be rich alongside the fourfold deserved bliss of lay-
man which include the bliss of ownership; the bliss of enjoyment; the
bliss of debtlessness; and the bliss of blamelessness (Mendis, 1994;
Pryor, 1990).

Rosenberg (2004) argues that consumer behaviour consists mostly
of automatic and unexamined action. She contends that education is
not enough because the consumer must be willing to “hear and use”
this new knowledge. Mindfulness can make consumption more a mat-
ter of reasoned choice and is “offered as a prescription for reducing
the destructive effects of consumerism in our society because it can
alert us to how we are manipulated to buy particular products, increase
our awareness of the implications of consumerism for the world, and fa-
cilitate connection among people” (Rosenberg, 2004: 108). Amel et al.
(2009) believe that mindfulness can make a difference to fostering a
sustainable behaviour and found supporting evidence that acting with
mindful attentiveness was significantly positively correlated with self
reported sustainable behaviour (see also Brown et al., 2009). Ericson
et al. (2014) look for ways to increase subjective well-being with
means other than material rewards. Based on a wealth of research
that looks at not just how mindfulness supports well-being and health

19 See Ash (2007), Daniels (1998, 2005, 2010a,b), Essen (2009), Kolm (1982), Edeglass
and Garfield (2009), Macy (1995 [2009]) Mendis (1993, 1994), Pryor (1990, 1991),
Sandell (1987), Tideman (2011), and Zadek (1993).
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but also its ability to generate empathy and compassion, they argue that
“promoting mindfulness practice in schools, workplaces and elsewhere
could be construed as a policy that pays a double dividend in that it
could contribute both to more sustainable ways of life and to greater
well-being.” Additional empirical evidence supports that mindfulness
increases empathy and compassion (Shapiro et al., 2006), connection
to others (Tipsord, 2009), and pro-social responses (Kemeny et al.,
2012).

The link between well-being, meaningful human relationships, and
sustainability back the claims made here on the potential benefits of
mindfulness and add plausibility to our conception of mindful capabili-
ty. These effects are related to, and may be backed up by, the common
causes approach (Crompton, 2010) which employs the distinction be-
tween the intrinsic values it promotes and the extrinsic values it dimin-
ishes. According to the common causes approach, an understanding of
these values must be in-built into civil society campaigns. More specif-
ically, intrinsic values (supported by mindfulness) are associated with
bigger than self-problems such as sense of community, affiliation to
friends and family, and self-development. Countered by mindfulness,
extrinsic values are related to the perception of others including envy
of higher social strata, admiration of material wealth, or power. Extrinsic
values are also associated with a strong focus on financial success, lower
empathy, more manipulative tendencies, preference for social inequali-
ty, hierarchy, prejudice and less concern about environmental
problems.

Still, the accumulating evidence does not necessarily entail a policy
recommendation for promoting the practice of mindfulness since such
an option would counter respect for agency. Furthermore, Buddhist phi-
losophy in general will not suffice as the only source of moral normative
principles that ought to guide policy. Instead, an acknowledgment of
Buddhist principles offers a moral substantiation that supports both
the policy maker and the individual-whose well-being, agency, or ad-
vantage is being considered—in assessing valuable and not so valuable
functionings and capabilities. Instead, this normative and empirical ac-
knowledgment is a substantiation that supports the policy maker and
the individual—whose well-being, agency, or advantage is being consid-
ered—in their assessment of valuable and not so valuable functionings
and capabilities. Sen's reluctance to settle definitively what valuable ca-
pability sets contain beyond basic functionings has not hindered others,
including this author, from identifying more morally and empirically
substantive notions of capability.

7. Mindful Capability

By protecting oneself one protects others; by protecting others one pro-
tects oneself. Buddha, in Samyatta-Nikaya, quoted in Thera (1962
[2005]).

The Brundtland Report (1987: Chapter 2, §27) contends that sus-
tainable development implies limits on environmental resources. In
Prosperity without Growth? The Transition to Sustainable Development
Jackson (2009: 16) remarks that prosperity transcends material plea-
sures and concerns and “resides in the quality of our lives and in the
health and happiness of our families ... in the strength of our relation-
ships and our trust in the community ... [in] our satisfaction at work
and our sense of shared meaning and purpose ... [and in] our potential
to participate fully in the life of society”. Jackson subsequently defines
capability not as disembodied freedom but as bounded capabilities to
flourish within certain clearly defined limits (Jackson, 2009: 45). Schultz
etal. (2013) also see sustainable development as a discourse on reason-
ably restricting the domain of individual freedom but, they ask, what
should be accepted as reasonable restrictions in capability terms? In
other words, how to determine those limits? The answer provided in
this section is mindful capability. As a Buddhist infused conception

emerging in the primal episteme, mindful capability sets offer theoreti-
cal, empirical, and moral substantiation to the CA enabling it to support
sustainable development policies respectful of nature, other beings—not
just humans—including the capabilities of the generations to come.

Recall that capability is a form of freedom, the freedom to do and be
in valuable states. Sen's (1998) major book on development, Develop-
ment as Freedom, defines development as freedom in terms of the
expansion of capability and valuable functionings. Sen's conception how-
ever—including his views on evaluation by an impartial, positionally, ob-
jective observer, and his work on agency commitments (via reasoning
and scrutiny) to other regarding goals—does not suffice if it is to contrib-
ute to, and be a foundation for, sustainable development.

Buddhist philosophy and mindfulness, it is important to recall, offer
one (among other competing and/or complementing) views of the good
life individually and socially. The decision, initially, involves a conscious
acknowledgement of suffering and its source—attachment to a transient
self. As the mindful individual gains awareness of non-self, the capabil-
ity set is modified into one that is suffering-proof. What characterises
this transformed capability set is the fact that its evaluative engine is
not based on materialistic consumption or competitive human relation-
ships as it values functionings with rich linkages to compassion, com-
mitment towards others, and sustainable livelihoods that place the
human non-hierarchically in a complex interdependent natural
ecosystem.

The relationship between the CA and sustainable development has
sparked interest from various interdisciplinary perspectives.’® An
early effort in this direction is by Casini and Bernetti (1996) who use
the CA in search for an alternative to cost benefit analysis (CBA). Casini
and Bernetti link the characteristics of an environmental good to specif-
ic functionings that affect individual and group capabilities. More re-
cently, Rauschmayer and LefSmann (2011) argue that the emphasis in
the CA on agency and commitments to other regarding goals is one of
its strength as a foundation of sustainability economics. Burger and
Christen (2011) suggest in turn that the perception of human beings
as active is one of the basic characteristics that motivate its use for sus-
tainable development.

It is necessary to further explore how mindful capability sets can in-
tegrate more specific sustainability criteria. Two definitions of sustain-
ability have generated significant commentary by capability theorists,
so this should be a good starting point. The first is from the (above quot-
ed) Brundtland Commission Report (1987: Chapter 2, §1) which posits
sustainable development as development “that meets the needs of the
present without compromising the ability of future generations to
meet their own need” and the second by Baumgdtner and Quaas
(2010: 447) who claims that

sustainability economics is ethically founded in the idea of efficiency,
that is non-wastefulness, in the use of scarce resources for achieving
the two normative goals of (1) the satisfaction of the needs and want
of individual humans and (2) justice, including justice between
humans of present and future generations and justice towards na-
ture, in the setting of human-nature relationships over the long term
and inherently uncertain future.

Both definitions share an explicit element with the CA, an element
that facilitates their integration, namely both mesh the positive and nor-
mative (e.g., both emphasize the importance of inter and intra-
generational justice for sustainable development).?! While the
Brundtland definition has been criticized as too anthropocentric
(Birkin and Polesie, 2011: 300), the definition of Baumgdtner and
Quaas explicitly accounts for justice towards nature. However, both

20 See Binder and Witt (2012), Birkin and Polesie (2011, 2013), Schultz et al. (2013),
Fitoussi and Malik (2013), Scerri (2012), Scholtes (2010), and Voget-Kleschin (2013).

2! The Brundtland report (Chapter 2, §26) argues that “our inability to promote the com-
mon interest in sustainable development is often a product of the relative neglect of eco-
nomic and social justice within and among nations”.
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fail to capture the importance of freedom by not seeing “human beings
as agents who can think and act, not just as patients who have needs
that need catering” (Sen, 2013: 8).22

Advocates of the CA have argued that their framework is particularly
suited as a foundation and metric for economic sustainability (Ballet
et al., 2011; Fitoussi and Malik, 2013; Martins, 2011; Rauschmayer
and Lefmann, 2011; Schultz et al., 2013; Sen, 2013). One obvious
suggestion is replacing the needs and wants in the Brundtland Report
or in Baumgdtner and Quaas's paper with functionings and capability
to conceive sustainable development in the metric of freedoms. In this
regard, Ballet et al. (2011) further suggest that the CA reinforces our un-
derstanding of how natural resources are converted into real freedoms
given its focus on the alternatives available to individuals. The environ-
ment, they argue, can be integrated as a conversion factor that con-
strains or enables capability.

Ballet et al. (2011: 1834), however, are also critical pointing out that
the CA 1/is static; 2/it does not account for uncertainty; and 3/it lacks a
conception of freedom for nature (not just humans) and remains an-
thropocentric unequipped to intrinsically value nature. Likewise,
Schultz et al. (2013: 123) argue that the natural dimension is “depicted
only in terms of its influence on the human dimension.” Binder and Witt
(2012) are more forceful in their critique claiming the CA is unsuitable
for sustainable development since it does not account for the dynamics
of choice and evolution. They explain that the CA “needs to take the long
term view seriously coming up with answers how valuable functionings
would co-evolve with(in) an economy and how human valuations of
them change” (p. 721). Critiques 1/and 2/as well as the first point of
Binder and Witt, are related to the open foundations of the CA. The rela-
tionship between conversion factors, capability, and achieved function-
ings is not algorithmic but fundamentally empirically contextual. As for
the remaining issue of valuing nature and time, these critiques are
accounted for by the integration of the primal episteme identified by
Birkin and Polesie. Recall that the principle features of the (emerging)
primal episteme are its prioritisation of empirical knowledge via its ac-
counting of evolutionary natural and cultural dynamics; its adoption of
complexity science and open systems with local low entropy; its aban-
donment of anthropocentrism; its decentring of the place of humanity
in the ecosystem and its rejection of the human short- to medium
term time scale to focus on the long and very long term. Without the
primal episteme, the CA is unable to value nature appropriately and is
indeed too focused on the individual.

The primal episteme does not specify a unique or single way to
integrate nature in the CA. The literature cited earlier has come up
with various propositions in this regard. Burger and Christen (2011)
use Nussbaum's conception of the CA and find that it fulfils 4 of their 6
sustainability criteria, namely, it provides a conception of justice
(chance to live a good life), an aggregation criteria (list of capabilities
by every human), a conception of the good and values (universal),
and a theory of social structure (ethical individualism) but excludes a
theory of society—nature interaction and criteria regarding ecological
constraints. Polishuck and Rauschmayer (2012) suggest the use of eco-
system services (ESS) which focus on the interdependence between
ecosystem functions, particularly biodiversity loss, and human well-
being. Crabtree (2012) argues for the use of the Ecological Footprint
Index, a measure of biological capacity, and advocates for the expansion
of legitimate freedoms i.e., freedoms others cannot reasonably reject.
Schultz et al. (2013) combine four different frameworks to integrate
the natural dimension in the CA. Use can also be made of Daniels's
(2010a,b) Buddhist motivated integration of the DPSIR framework
(Driving Force Pressure State Impact Response) and the IPAT equation
(environmental Impact; Population; Affluence or output per person; T
environmental impact) for the systematic examination of causality
flows between human activities and nature. These contributions are

22 Crabtree (2012) disagrees with Sen and argues that the Brundtland Report accounts
for the aspirations of human beings.

not to be taken in isolation or in competition with each other. All
these frameworks are both constitutive and the products of the primal
episteme and there need not be a single correct answer as to which is
most suited for the CA.

8. Conclusion

The contours of a more elaborate conception of capability, one in-
formed by the Buddhist philosophy of non-self and the primal episteme,
were sketched in this paper. The outcome is mindful capability sets con-
ceived as thick concepts, informed by empirical findings and ethical in-
quiry. Consistent with the openness of the CA, mindful capability
however is unfinished and is unlikely to be ever closed or completely
specified. Mindful capability must remain open to further specification,
especially with regard to policy guidance and local as well as individual
contingent circumstances. Its openness also means it will be consistent
with a range of contemporary sustainability criteria as long as they are
informed by the tenets of non-self and the primal episteme.
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