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Introduction

The West is currently grappling with the development of a comprehensive environmental philosophy, a crucial component for ensuring a successful ecological transition and combating climate change. A fundamental shift is required, where the population integrates ecological concerns into its economic and social behavior.

The root of the problem lies in the Western and Southern world’s tendency to prioritize economic and social pursuits over environmental issues. This consumerist mindset, deeply ingrained in capitalist societies, fosters a disconnection between humanity and nature. (Mehrabi, 2022) The relentless pursuit of material happiness often overshadows the environmental consequences of mass consumption.

However, a growing movement is advocating for a more sustainable approach, exemplified by the ‘deep ecology’ school of thought. This philosophy emphasizes the intrinsic value of nature and the need to protect it for its own sake. (Katz, 2000) The historical debate between John Muir and Gifford Pinchot underscores the tension between preservation and conservation, highlighting the importance of finding a balance between human needs and environmental protection.

While there is a growing awareness of the need to protect and conserve nature, significant challenges remain. Despite numerous awareness campaigns, individuals often remain reluctant to alter their economic and social behaviors. Striking a balance between social, economic, and environmental factors is essential to ensure the long-term viability of both humanity and the planet.

In the pursuit of sustainable development, progress in combating climate change has been slow due to the capitalist model’s historical disregard for environmental protection in economic calculations. (Dominick, 1998; Parr, 2016; Conti, 2020) The social and solidarity economy has emerged as a response to this market failure, offering a new economic paradigm rooted in solidarity between humans and nature. (Klimczuk-Kochanska, 2015)

This new economic model operates within the existing capitalist framework rather than seeking to replace it. It encourages individuals to adopt ethical consumption practices, reduce waste, and support local businesses to minimize environmental impact. While this shift in consumer behavior is crucial for sustainable development, it also faces significant challenges.

Many individuals are hesitant to embrace these changes, perceiving them as a form of control or subjugation. Overcoming this resistance requires effective communication, education, and incentives to motivate people to adopt more sustainable lifestyles.

This resistance stems partly from the belief in human superiority over nature, rooted in the idea that humans can manipulate nature to their advantage. This belief, often coupled with a perceived ‘divine right’ to dominate nature, has fostered a dominant-dominated relationship that hinders the adoption of the renunciation policies advocated by environmentalists.

The absence of a strong, pro-environmental Western philosophical tradition further complicates the situation. The modern Western thought has largely disregarded the inherent sacredness of nature. (Milton, 1999) In contrast, many historical societies, particularly animistic cultures, revered nature and placed it at the center of their development. These cultures, often marginalized and ridiculed by the Western colonizers, were converted to religions that severed their connection to nature and reinforced the notion of human dominion. (Tiedje, 2008)

While there are still populations in Africa, Latin America, and Asia, mainly in Japan, Indonesia, and India, that maintain a deep connection to nature and view it as sacred, they represent a minority in the global population. The challenge lies in rekindling this reverence for nature within the Western societies and integrating it into a modern, sustainable worldview.

The religions of dharma present fascinating philosophical frameworks for addressing environmental and well-being concerns. Nature is often imbued with sacred and divine significance. The concept of sustainable development, a modern Western ideal, has been contemplated by ancient rishis. (Sharma, 2014; Dale, 2022; Rai, 2024)

Dharma philosophy posits that sustainable development can only be achieved through two key principles:


	The Sacredness of Nature: Nature must be revered as divine.


	Renunciation of Material Excess: Individuals must resist the relentless pursuit of wealth accumulation.




Therefore, human well-being hinges on a harmonious balance between the three dimensions of sustainable development: environmental, social, and economic.

Hinduism is often described as a way of life rather than a religion. This classification is enshrined in the Indian Constitution. But what does this way of life entail, and how is it structured?

Hinduism, as a way of life, is a philosophical approach that seeks to balance the spiritual and material aspects of existence. This implies a structured, normative framework that transcends cultural, linguistic, and traditional differences. Adherence to these norms and values is believed to lead to spiritual liberation, or the union of the spirit with matter, known as yoga.

Yoga, as a philosophy of life, aims to facilitate this union between consciousness and nature. The central question is: How can this union be achieved? The process involves a journey of self-discovery, leading to the realization that matter is merely a manifestation of consciousness. This awareness of supreme consciousness is cultivated through a specific lifestyle, which demonstrates the potential for a harmonious balance between nature and human well-being.

Yoga, as a way of life, emphasizes the concept of renunciation or sacrifice, a theme deeply rooted in the Vedas.

Balance is a fundamental concept in Indian culture. The pursuit of stability among economic, social, and environmental factors is considered essential for human well-being. In this sense, it can be argued that the concept of sustainable development has its roots in Hinduism. Each dimension is equally valued, and prioritizing one over the others can disrupt this delicate balance.

To grasp the concept of balance between dimensions, it is crucial to understand the concept of Purusha in Hinduism. Purusha refers to the primordial, transcendental man. This concept will be explored in depth in this book as it is essential for understanding the caste system and the relationship between humans and nature.





Methodology Adopted

This essay employs a conceptual methodology, analyzing key texts to formulate a perspective on the economics of renunciation. The primary reference work is the Bhagavad Gita, a foundational Hindu scripture, utilizing both the French and English translations by Shri A. C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupada and Sri Aurobindo respectively.

The essay aims to elucidate the underlying logic of the Hindu societal model, which advocates for renunciation. The Western thinkers, like Max Weber, often mischaracterized Hindus as irrational due to their polytheistic beliefs and idolatrous practices, attributing their poverty to these factors. However, the Hindu rationality, while pluralistic, is grounded in a well-structured logic that harmonizes economic, social, and environmental considerations.

Our interpretations of scriptures and epics, such as the Ramayana and the Mahabharata, are inherently personal. We do not aim to provide a religious interpretation of these texts but rather a socio-economic one, introducing the concept of the ‘economics of renunciation’. It is important to note that our analysis relies on secondary sources: books and articles in English and French by scholars who have studied this topic.

The Vedic philosophy, as expounded in the Upanishads, is a positive system of thought that emerged from the rishis’ keen observation of the natural world. Environmental concerns are central to the Vedic thought and shape the Hindu way of life. The Hindu approach to time differs significantly from the Western linear model. The Vedic time is cyclical, leading to a different understanding of societal progress and individual well-being.

While the Western model prioritizes immediate gratification, the Hindu model emphasizes gradual, sustainable development. This essay posits that the Vedic philosophy is a precursor to the economics of degrowth. Degrowth, in this context, does not signify economic decline but rather a controlled expansion that maintains a steady rate or rhythm. This controlled growth mitigates excessive strain on the resources needed for producing goods and services, thereby ensuring the well-being of the population and promoting sustainable development.

To understand this phenomenon fully, it is imperative to grasp the key concepts of Sanatana Dharma and their interconnections. These concepts, central to the Vedic philosophy and our analysis, are kama, artha, dharma, moksha, kaal, and karma. By focusing on these concepts, we develop an approach to the economics of renunciation.

The Bhagavad Gita was chosen as a primary text due to its status as a concise summary of the Vedas. This scripture delves into the various aspects of human existence, emphasizing the significance of renunciation. A central theme explored in the Gita is the internal conflict between desire and duty. It poses the question: How can one fulfill personal desires while remaining committed to one’s responsibilities?

The Vedas are a collection of four ancient Hindu scriptures considered sacred and divinely inspired. The word veda is Sanskrit for ‘knowledge’, ‘understanding’, or ‘science’. As a book of knowledge, the Vedas offer guidance on living harmoniously within society and nature. In this context, we are particularly interested in the Vedic insights into societal living.

India was once one of the world’s most prosperous economies before colonization by Muslim and European (British) powers. (Maddison, 2010) Under British rule, it experienced a significant decline, becoming one of the poorest nations globally. India’s rich historical legacy is often obscured or even denigrated by the Indian secularists who portray the past as a dark period marked by discrimination and oppression, particularly against the ‘untouchables’.

Consequently, the Indian media frequently displays hostility toward Hindus and seeks to diminish the role of Hinduism in Indian culture. The underlying assumption is that caste is inherently linked to Hinduism, and that the eradication of Hinduism would lead to the elimination of the caste system.

Discrimination and social inequality are often attributed to religion by its detractors, who often misunderstand Sanatana Dharma and the socio-economic organization of the pre-Islamic society. Social organization and its economic dynamics stem from the understanding of the concepts we have cited above.

One essential point to consider is that Sanatana Dharma is a religion in pursuit of truth. A fundamental principle of dharma is to always speak the truth, regardless of circumstances or location. One such truth is that society is inherently unequal. While Sanatana Dharma advocates truth and the universal nature of all beings through the concept of atman (primordial consciousness), it also acknowledges that beings are differentiated by their karma. We must strive to find unity within diversity.

Karma is not a rigid fate; it can be transcended by attaining moksha, which is subject to conditions such as adherence to dharma and renunciation. It is this concept of renunciation that is the focus of our analysis. What is the nature of this renunciation, and how can it serve as a catalyst for balanced growth and individual happiness?

This essay is organized into four parts, each addressing a specific topic crucial to the analysis and introduction of the economics of renunciation.


	Defines key concepts: kama, artha, dharma, and moksha. These concepts are fundamental to understanding the economics of renunciation.


	Explores the organization of the Indian society, particularly the caste system. We argue that by applying the concepts defined in Part 1, the rigid caste system we see today can be reinterpreted as a more fluid and egalitarian social structure, capable of driving economic dynamism.


	Addresses the issue of responsibility and introduces the concept of karma. We demonstrate the close connection between social and environmental responsibility and the concept of karma.


	Introduces the concept of the economy of renunciation. We explain its nature and how the concepts of kama, artha, dharma, and moksha are essential to its understanding.




Finally, a concise conclusion synthesizes the key ideas presented throughout the four parts.





Part I The Concept of Purushartha









Who Is Purusha?

In the philosophy of Yoga, Purusha refers to the unchanging, eternal, and pure consciousness or true Self. It is considered the ultimate goal of yoga practice to realize this true Self, as defined in the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali. (Sri Aurobindo, 1910; Lohrey, 2023; Paul, 2023) Purusha is often contrasted with prakriti, which represents matter and the physical world. While prakriti is dynamic and ever-changing, Purusha remains constant and unaltered1.

Purusha is often described as a silent witness, observing the activities of the mind and body without getting involved. (BG 13.22) It is the true Self, the ultimate reality that lies beyond the ever-changing nature of the physical and mental world. (The Katha Upanishad 2.2.13)

The Mundaka Upanishad 3.1.1: Dva suparna sayuja sakhaya samanam vrksam parisasvajate, tayor anyah pippalam svadv atty anasnann anyo abhicakasiti. This verse uses the metaphor of two birds on the same tree, where one bird (Purusha) watches as a silent witness while the other bird (prakriti) eats the fruit of the tree.

Purushartha refers to the inherent power of the Purusha, the divine consciousness within us. This power is the source of all knowledge, bliss, and liberation. In the Bhagavad Gita 10.20, Sri Krishna says: “I am the Self, O Gudakesha, seated in the hearts of all creatures. I am the beginning, the middle, and the end of all beings.” This verse highlights the divine consciousness (Purusha) as the source of all existence and knowledge.

The concept of Purushartha is closely related to the Yogic philosophy. This knowledge, bliss and liberation can be
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