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AUTHOR’S NOTE

In this book, extensive conversations with the Dalai Lama have been recounted. The Dalai Lama generously allowed me to select whatever format for the book I felt would most effectively convey his ideas. I felt that the narrative format found in these pages would be most readable and at the same time impart a sense of how the Dalai Lama incorporates his ideas into his own daily life. With his approval, I organized this book according to subject matter, and in doing this, I have chosen to combine and integrate material that may have been taken from several different conversations. The Dalai Lama’s skilled interpreter, Dr. Thupten Jinpa, kindly reviewed the final manuscript to assure that there were no inadvertent distortions of the Dalai Lama’s ideas as a result of the editorial process.

A number of case histories and personal anecdotes have been presented to illustrate the ideas under discussion. In order to maintain confidentiality and protect personal privacy, in every instance I have changed names and altered details and distinguishing characteristics to prevent identification of particular individuals.


INTRODUCTION


Toward the end of 1998, The Art of Happiness: A Handbook for Living was published, and to my complete surprise the book rapidly gained widespread popularity. For some reason, the Dalai Lama’s simple messages seemed to resonate in the hearts of millions of readers:


	The purpose of life is happiness.

	Happiness is determined more by the state of one’s mind than by one’s external conditions, circumstances, or events—at least once one’s basic survival needs are met.

	Happiness can be achieved through the systematic training of our hearts and minds, through reshaping our attitudes and outlook.

	The key to happiness is in our own hands.



The book’s success had been as unexpected to the Dalai Lama as to myself. In fact, he had been only vaguely aware of the book’s popularity when I met with him one afternoon, after the book had already been on The New York Times bestseller list for several months. As a Buddhist monk, the Dalai Lama was unconcerned with issues such as book sales; in fact, his monastic training strictly prohibits the pursuit of fame or money, so he had paid little attention as the book climbed bestseller lists around the world. When I informed him about the book’s success, he seemed genuinely surprised. “Really?” he asked. I assured him it was true. As this was his first visit to the United States since publication of The Art of Happiness, and because of the book’s high profile, I anticipated the possibility of questions by the media. So I thought that I had better debrief him. After all, this was just one among dozens of books by him that had come out over the years. I had visions of him appearing on a program like Larry King Live, being asked about the book, and his replying “The art of what . . . ?” This did in fact happen to a lesser degree when he appeared on that very program and King asked him, “Why an art?” The Dalai Lama had no idea. The publisher had chosen the title. Since he had graciously left the final structure and editing of the book up to me, I asked him if he had any questions about the book. He had just one question: “Has the book been helpful for people?” he asked.

“Oh, yes. Absolutely,” I assured him enthusiastically.

For the first time, he seemed to take an interest. “In what way?” he asked with genuine curiosity.

He caught me off guard on that one. “Uh, er . . . I dunno . . .,” I stammered, shrugging my shoulders. Although the publisher had passed along many moving letters from readers describing how the book had helped them, at that moment I couldn’t think of a single example. Finally, I mumbled some response, I don’t remember what, feeling a bit like a college student bluffing my way through an oral exam.

Later, however, I reflected on his question. It was impossible to really know the extent to which his ideas may have helped others, but I wondered if these ideas had had an impact on me. Clearly they had. After having spent countless hours with him and five years crafting our first book, was I any happier? Yes. Definitely, I thought, smiling to myself as I echoed his response to me many years earlier, after I had asked him if he was happy. Still, I felt that there must be more. While I felt that his ideas had helped me become a happier person, I still had a long way to go before achieving the kind of pervasive joy that he seemed to radiate so effortlessly. And I wanted to make that journey.

So, I found that there were still gaps and unanswered questions. I began wishing for an opportunity to sit down with him again, refine our previous discussions, add new twists and topics, deepen our discussion about leading a happy life in this complex world. And the questions were not mine alone. Since publication of our book, I had heard from many people, friends and strangers, pointing out missing pieces, voicing questions, spotting topics that were left out of our book. Along with these questions came numerous conversations that began with, “Hey, Howard, if you ever have a chance to talk with the Dalai Lama again, could you please ask him about . . . ?” It wasn’t long before the idea of a second book began to take shape.

Of course, there was a major roadblock to considering another book. As the years have gone by and the Dalai Lama’s role on the world stage has grown, there have been escalating demands on his schedule. He simply might not have the time. Not to mention that there were more important things for him to do. I worried that he might not agree to it, that he wouldn’t be able to find the time. Still, I knew his Achilles’ heel, his secret weakness, one that I was prepared to exploit shamelessly—his sincere wish to be of service to others. It is well known among those close to him that the Dalai Lama has a hard time saying no to any project if he feels that it would be of some benefit to others. And in making my request, I knew that if all else failed, he is susceptible to whining.

Fortunately, it didn’t take much whining. Once convinced that there would be some benefit to others by our meeting, he readily agreed, and so we found ourselves together once again at his home in Dharamsala, India, preparing to begin work on a sequel to The Art of Happiness.



Our first book had focused on the general theme of inner development. But, as was pointed out to me by many readers, an individual does not live in a vacuum. We live in the world, interact with society, and the society we live in can clearly have an impact on the individual. So, we began by mapping out a course of action, preparing a list of the topics that we had omitted from our first book. It quickly became clear that in our first book we had avoided any in-depth discussion of problems in society. There was a reason for that. As I pointed out in our first book, by inclination as well as by training as a psychiatrist, I had always confined my field of interest to exploring the inner workings of the mind, the human psyche. I was always fascinated with inner dynamics, how various destructive emotions arose and manifested in the lives of individuals. Discussion of the wider issues of society held little interest for me. And besides, the myriad problems in society seemed so vast, so overwhelming, so daunting, that my reaction was simply to block them out. Denial, that ol’ standby defense mechanism. A popular favorite. While I was no longer practicing individual psychotherapy, I could well remember sessions when the patient would start talking about her or his job worries, money problems, finances, living in a violent world, and my mind would immediately begin to wander. It wasn’t that these issues were not legitimate sources of the patient’s suffering, but these problems seemed so solutionless that I simply felt helpless. And so as soon as a patient began talking about these issues, my eyes would glaze over as a kind of invisible film descended over my mind. I comforted myself by reasoning that since there was nothing I could do about these things, there was no way for me to help. I even remember feeling vaguely offended, put out, when patients brought up these issues in therapy—Hey, that’s not my job! Couldn’t they understand that?

During the discussions that led to our first book, the Dalai Lama had often brought up global issues and problems in society. But I had always managed to slip away, redirect him, and bring the discussion back to the level of the individual. Yet here we were, confronting the bigger picture once again. The list of topics we were developing was legion: violence, fear for the safety of ourselves and our families, racism and intolerance, poverty, pollution and destruction of the environment, the disintegration of the family, growing old in a youth-oriented culture, dwindling financial and personal resources, corporate greed and scandals, unemployment, widespread job dissatisfaction. The list went on and on. If we were to explore all facets of the human experience, have a holistic approach to human suffering and happiness, there was no way that we could avoid facing these problems head-on. In the post–9/11 world and the post-Enron economy, these issues loomed larger than ever.

There was another factor that still made me hesitate to address these topics, a factor that I brought up early in our discussions. Raising my concern to the Dalai Lama, I explained, “I know that we are going to be talking about problems in society. And I’m really eager to know what you think. You’ve mentioned in the past that you identify most strongly with your role as a Buddhist monk, and I’ve attended enough of your Buddhist teachings to know the depth of your scholarship in Buddhist philosophy. But after knowing you for so many years, I think you’re well qualified to discuss many other fields. I know you’re a firm believer in the importance of ethical values, basic human values. And many times I’ve heard you speak passionately about applying these ethical values to every field of human endeavor—business, politics, economics, and so on. But over the years, I’ve seen you meet not only with religious figures from every major tradition, but also with leaders in every field—the world political leaders, top scientists, business leaders—and engage in dialogues and conferences with them.” He nodded his head in agreement as I spoke. “In essence, you’ve gained a great practical education by intensive discussion with experts in many fields, and you’ve thought a great deal about incorporating these religious ideals . . .”

“More from the side of secular ethics,” he corrected.

“From the perspective of secular ethics, then,” I allowed. “But the point I’m getting at is that I don’t think I’m qualified to be discussing these things with you. I was trained in psychiatry, medicine before that, and art before that. I barely even watched the news, at least not until September eleventh. In fact, I’m probably the least qualified person to be exploring these topics with you.”

The Dalai Lama was silent for a moment while he considered what I said, then responded, “These human problems, these problems in society don’t appear from nowhere. They are created by human beings, and arise from the same problems all individuals have; but collectively, on a wider scale, there is an additive effect. But as a psychiatrist I think you are qualified to understand the psychological factors that contribute to the individual destructive behaviors—behaviors that then create problems in society when large groups of people act in certain ways. And besides,” he added, “you are a human being. You live in the world like anyone else. You don’t need to be an expert to discuss these things. If these problems in society are to get better, it is not enough that a few experts discuss these things. Every individual has to change, and the only way to do this is for ordinary people to have greater awareness of the bigger problems, an understanding of what creates the problem, and a desire to change things person by person. So, as a member of society you are as qualified as anyone else. And the only way to change is through education. So if we raise certain questions as we discuss things, then you can read, research, learn about these things. Find your own examples. That is up to each of us. That’s our responsibility.”


And so we began. As our discussions progressed over the next couple of years, it became clear that the subject of human happiness was so vast and there were so many topics to cover that we would need to divide the material up into several books. But the question remained: How should we structure and present the material? And where should we begin? With little deliberation, the logical choice seemed clear—in looking at the daily routine of most people, we would select the activity that takes up the bulk of our waking hours: work.

When I suggested work as the topic for our next book, to be titled The Art of Happiness at Work, the Dalai Lama readily agreed, and laughed. “Hmmm . . . The Art of Happiness at Work. You know, in my work I travel a lot, and I schedule a certain time to fly that is suitable for me, but then, delay, delay, delay!” He laughed harder. “I get a little irritation, a little ‘unhappiness’ in the workplace. So I think that maybe I need a special ‘Art of Happiness’ book too.”

After some discussion, we came up with a structure for a series of books that will broaden the topics introduced in The Art of Happiness: A Handbook for Living, and offer a more comprehensive approach to the complex subject of human happiness. We begin with this second volume, on applying the Dalai Lama’s ideas to find greater happiness at work. A future volume will expand on specific features of the workplace environment, explore how to bring ethics and basic human values into the world of business and commerce, and discuss leadership, showing how anyone can cultivate the qualities of an effective leader. Also, in a separate volume we will continue our exploration of how to incorporate ethical principles into daily life, and address the question, “How can we maintain happiness given the harsh realities of today’s world?” That volume will touch upon some of the inevitable conditions of human existence, such as growing older, illness and dying, as well as some of the tough problems of today’s world: violence, racism, poverty, destruction of the environment. It will explore how we can live without fear, and with courage and hope. The last volume of the series will add the final piece to our quest for happiness, showing how our unhappiness is ultimately caused by the gap between appearance and reality, the gap between how we perceive things and how things really are. We will trace the roots of our destructive emotions, the states of mind that create our suffering and obstruct our happiness, to distortions in thinking, our habitual misperceptions of ourselves, others, and the world around us. Thus, in our last volume we will return the focus to our inner world, as the Dalai Lama will weave together the concepts presented in the earlier works and present a practical structured program for inner development.

But now, to work . . .


Chapter 1

TRANSFORMING DISSATISFACTION AT WORK


It had been a long day for the Dalai Lama. Even by the time he had eaten his meager breakfast of tsampa1 and tea at 7:30 A.M., he had already been up for four hours, completing his rigorous daily regimen of prayer, study, and meditation. After breakfast he began his usual workday, and that day there was a full line-up: meeting with one person after another, he saw an Indian government liaison officer, the head lama of one of the ancient lineages of Tibetan Buddhism, the president of a member republic of the Russian Federation, a high official in the Tibetan government-in-exile, and various members of his private office staff. And scheduled among these private meetings, I watched with admiration as he met with a group of newly arrived Tibetan refugees. They had made the arduous journey across the Himalayas by any means of conveyance they could find, lucky if they could afford a ride on an antediluvian bus, but more likely to have caught a lift, riding in the open bed of a shuddering pickup truck. Some had crossed the rugged border on foot, climbing high-altitude passes with grim determination. Here and there one could see a child missing a finger or a toe—casualties of frostbite. Many arrived penniless, destitute, their traditional chubas (native Tibetan costumes) tattered and dusty from the long journey. In some of the older faces, ruddy faces, weathered and creased by winds and harsh climate, one could detect traces of untold suffering, spirits hardened by years of mistreatment at the hands of the Chinese Communists. For many of these people, however, a mere glimpse of the Dalai Lama, the fulfillment of a lifelong dream, was enough to revive their withered spirits and infuse them with renewed hope and joy. He offered them all, young and old, words of hope and encouragement, as well as hardheaded practical advice, ranging from “Education is critical to success” to “Now you men should be careful of going with prostitutes—you could catch a disease.”

Finally, it was 2 P.M., his last scheduled appointment for the day. And here was I. I had been allotted several hours each afternoon to collaborate on our book, and I was here to collect. Our meetings were far from chatty tête-à-têtes, however. In fact, I often gave him no end of difficulty as we struggled to reconcile East and West, pestering him with endless questions, a fair proportion of which he labeled so silly or impossible to answer that it had become a running joke between us, trying even his legendary patience.

Standing outside on his bougainvillea-draped porch, with the majestic snowcapped Dhauladhar Mountains of northern India as a backdrop, the Dalai Lama greeted me warmly as he led me inside his home. Little had changed in this room since our first meeting twenty years before. The same traditional Tibetan thanka paintings lined the pale yellow walls, the same Buddhist shrine covered with ornate Buddhist icons at one end of the room, and the same floor-to-ceiling relief map of Tibet dominating the opposite wall. Even the modest furniture appeared to be the same, although it’s possible the sofa may have been reupholstered.

As I unpacked my notebooks and fumbled with my tape recorder, we spoke casually about some of his activities and meetings earlier that day. The Dalai Lama generally scheduled our meetings for his last appointment of the day, so as I loitered in the attached reception room waiting for our meeting to begin, I often had the opportunity to observe the collection of individuals who came to meet with him. On that day in particular I was struck by the diversity of individuals seeking his time and counsel, people coming to visit him from all corners of the earth.

Thinking about this as I began our session, I said, “You know, I couldn’t help but notice how many different kinds of people come to see you, people with various professions, all sorts of jobs. And I was thinking about how you also are involved in so many different kinds of activities. Now, this week I want to focus on the topic of work . . .”

“Yes. Good.” The Dalai Lama nodded.

“And since we’re going to be talking about work this week, I was just curious, what do you consider to be your primary job?”

The Dalai Lama looked puzzled. “What do you mean?”

I was puzzled why he was puzzled. It seemed to be a simple question.

“Well, in the West,” I explained, “when you meet somebody, often the first question you ask a stranger is, ‘What do you do?’ meaning specifically, ‘What kind of work do you do? What’s your job?’ So, if you met a complete stranger and they didn’t know you or had never heard of the Dalai Lama and they didn’t even know what your monk’s robes signified, they just met you as a human being and they asked you, ‘What do you do for a living?’ what would you tell them?”

The Dalai Lama reflected in silence for a long while, and finally declared, “Nothing. I do nothing.”

Nothing? In response to my blank stare, he repeated himself. “If I was suddenly posed with this question that would probably be my answer. Nothing.”

Nothing? I didn’t buy it. He clearly worked as hard as anyone I knew, harder even. And as grueling as this day had been, it was light duty compared to his schedule during his frequent trips abroad. In fact, informally attached to his small staff on a speaking tour of the U.S. the year before, I had witnessed a remarkable display of relentless activity, dedication, and hard work: as a statesman, he had met with President George W. Bush, Secretary of State Colin Powell, and a host of high-ranking senators and members of Congress. As a teacher, an ordained Buddhist monk and consummate Buddhist scholar, he gave extensive lectures expounding the most subtle facets of Buddhist philosophy. As a Nobel Peace Prize laureate and tireless advocate for world peace and human rights, he gave public addresses to tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands. As a religious leader striving to promote interfaith dialogue and harmony, he met with religious figures from many faiths: priests, rabbis, ministers, and swamis, even the president of the Mormon Church. He met with scientists, scholars, entertainers, the famous and the obscure. And in each place he visited, he met with local Tibetan refugees struggling to make a life and prosper in their new country. He worked morning till night, traveling from city to city with such speed that one place seemed to merge into the next. And yet not a single meeting or event on this tour was initiated at his own request—all were based on invitations from others. And even more remarkable—no matter how rigorous his schedule became, he seemed to handle his work effortlessly. He was happy doing it.

He did nothing? Not by a long shot.

“No, really,” I pressed. “What if someone persisted and asked you again?”

“Well,” he laughed, “in that case, I would probably say, ‘I just look after myself, just take care of myself.’” Perhaps sensing my frustration with this glib response, he smiled and continued, “I think maybe this answer isn’t entirely serious. But actually, if you think about it, that’s true. All six billion human beings in the world are just ‘taking care of number one.’ Isn’t it?2 So whether one is a professional, or whatever line of work one is in, each of us from birth to death is just working to take care of ourselves. That’s our main task.”

My attempt to pin him down on his job description was getting nowhere fast. And this wasn’t the first time I had noticed his natural reluctance to engage in discussion about his role in the world. Perhaps it was due to a certain lack of self-absorption, an absence of self-involvement. I don’t know. But I decided to drop the subject of his job for now and turn to the wider issue.

“Well, in working to take care of ourselves most people need some kind of job. Now many times in the past I’ve heard you say that the purpose of life is happiness.”

“That’s right,” he affirmed.

“So, we need a way to be happy at work as well as at home, but that’s not always easy. Let me give you an example of a friend of mine. I gave her a copy of The Art of Happiness shortly after it came out. She told me that she kept it on her bedside table and read from it each night before she went to bed. She was tremendously inspired by your words, and she said that when she read it she felt it was really possible to be happy. But then she told me, ‘When I go to bed, I’m thinking that if I make the effort, happiness is within my reach, genuine happiness is out there waiting for me. But then the next morning I have to get up at five o’clock in the morning and face an hour-long commute to work. And the minute I step into the office, everything changes—I have to deal with the pressures, the demands, my boss is a jerk, and I can’t stand my co-workers. And suddenly it seems like the idea of happiness slips away. It just evaporates. Things are so hectic that I barely have a chance to catch my breath, let alone think about training my mind or inner development. And of course the company I work for doesn’t care a bit about my happiness. But I need to work. I need the money. I can’t just quit and expect to get another job. So, how can I find happiness at work?’

“And of course my friend isn’t an isolated case,” I continued. “In many countries throughout the world, there seems to be a kind of widespread dissatisfaction at work. In fact, I recently read a survey that reported that nearly half of American workers are dissatisfied at work, unhappy with their jobs. I’ve talked to some experts who say that the number may even be higher than that. And things seem to be getting worse. According to the Conference Board, the nonprofit organization that conducted the survey, that same survey showed that over the past five or six years the percentage of people who are satisfied with their job has dropped by around eight percent.”

The Dalai Lama appeared surprised. “Why is that?” he asked.

“Well, according to the studies I’ve read, there may be a variety of reasons, ranging from inadequate compensation, or simple boredom, to more complex factors related to the specific nature of the work or the workplace conditions. There are all sorts of things that can make a person miserable at work: poor social atmosphere, lack of recognition, not enough variety, and other things. In fact, I’d be interested in hearing your opinion on each one of these factors. But let me give you an example. A few days before leaving for Dharamsala, I had dinner with some friends who were both in the software industry and worked for large corporations. They spent most of the dinner sitting around complaining about their jobs. Even though they worked for different companies, one thing they both mentioned was that they felt they had no control over what they did every day. They had no sense of autonomy, no freedom to do their work in their own way. They both complained that they didn’t get enough information and direction from their bosses, but once they were finally given a clear-cut task or assignment, they wanted to carry out the assignment in their own way. Instead, the supervisor seemed to be standing over them breathing down their necks, giving them no room for creativity or personal initiative. They resented the fact that not only didn’t they have any control over the kind of work they are required to do, they couldn’t even choose how to go about doing it.

“So, do you have any thoughts about how a person could go about increasing their feeling of autonomy or freedom at work?”

“I don’t know,” the Dalai Lama responded. “Of course it will completely depend on the person’s individual circumstances, what position they are in.”

“Any general suggestions?”

He reflected for a moment. “Let’s take the example of a prisoner. Now of course it is best not to be in prison, but even in that situation, where a person may be deprived of freedom, he or she may discover small choices that they are able to make. And even if somebody is in prison, with very rigid rules, they can undertake some spiritual practices to try to lessen their mental frustrations, try to get some peace of mind. So they can work on internal development. In fact, I’ve heard that there is a program here in India where prisoners are being taught meditation.

“So, I’m thinking that if people can do this under the extreme conditions of prison, in the workplace people may try to discover small things, small choices that they can make in how to go about their work. And of course, somebody may work on an assembly line with little variation in how to do their tasks, but they still have other kinds of choices in terms of their attitudes, how they interact with their co-workers, whether they utilize certain inner qualities or spiritual strengths to change their attitude at work even though the nature of the work may be difficult. Isn’t it? So, perhaps that would help.

“Of course, when you are talking about rigid rules and lack of freedom, that doesn’t mean that you are required to blindly follow and accept everything others tell you. In instances where the worker might be exploited, where the employer thinks of nothing but profit and pays a small salary and demands a lot of overtime, or where one may be asked to do things that are not appropriate or are unethical, one should not simply think, Well, this is my karma, and take no action. Here it is not enough to think, I should just be content.


“If there is injustice, then I think inaction is the wrong response. The Buddhist texts mention what is called ‘misplaced tolerance,’ or ‘misplaced forbearance.’ So, for example, in the case of Tibetans, in the face of Chinese injustice generally, misplaced patience or forbearance refers to the sense of endurance that some individuals have when they are subject to a very destructive, negative activity. That is a misplaced forbearance and endurance. Similarly, in the work environment, if there is a lot of injustice and exploitation, then to passively tolerate it is the wrong response. The appropriate response really is to actively resist it, to try to change this environment rather than accept it. One should take some action.”

“What kind of action?” I asked.

“Of course it again depends on the situation,” the Dalai Lama said reasonably. “But perhaps one could speak with the boss, with the management, and try to change these things.”

“And if that doesn’t work?”

“Then, revolt! Rebel!” He laughed. “This is what I generally say. One needs to actively resist exploitation. And in some cases, one may simply need to quit and to look for other work.”

“Well, in today’s world, exploitation certainly goes on,” I agreed. “But in a lot of cases it isn’t a matter of gross exploitation. It may just be that the nature of the job is very demanding. For example, when the economy is slow, companies are forced to cut back and lay off employees. Then the employees who are left have to take on more and more responsibility. Work becomes more stressful for those who remain. Any suggestions on how to cope more effectively with that type of situation, that sort of pressure or stress?”

“Of course it will vary from individual to individual how one emotionally and psychologically responds, and it also depends upon the nature of work and the nature of the company,” he reminded me. “So there are many factors to take into account. For example, if you view your work as something that is really worthwhile—if, for instance, there is a higher purpose to your work—then of course, even if the work is very hard there may be a greater willingness to undergo that hardship. Under such circumstances you might think, Oh, here’s an opportunity to do something good for society. So, it depends.”

“But that kind of situation or attitude may not apply to everybody,” I pointed out. “So, what I’m wondering about is a general approach to work overload, which is actually one of the other common sources of work dissatisfaction.”

“What is this ‘work overload,’ what do you mean?” asked the Dalai Lama. The genuine curiosity in his voice suggested that he had never heard of the concept.

“Well, you know,” I said, struggling for words, “where you are overloaded with work, and it becomes a source of stress.”

“I still don’t know what you mean by this term ‘overload.’ For example, your boss could give you some work which you could probably finish within a certain amount of time, but that’s not overload because it is something you can accomplish, even if it is difficult. Or he could give you an amount of work that is impossible to finish in a certain amount of time, in which case you simply have to say ‘I can’t do this.’ So, what do you mean?”

He wasn’t getting it. But I failed to understand why he didn’t get it. The concept of work overload isn’t some obscure American custom, or even something unique to Western culture. After all, the Japanese have even coined the word karoshi—death by work overload. I decided to frame it in his terms. “Well, let’s say you’re a young monk and you’re studying and practicing Buddhism. So your teacher would be the equivalent of your boss.”
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