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FOREWORD


Gyonpo Tshering’s collection of proverbs is from the land of Gross National Happiness (GNH)—a concept that originated from the wise mind and compassionate heart of His Majesty Jigme Singye Wangchuck, the fourth king of Bhutan.

His unique philosophy guides as well as measures Bhutan’s growth and progress not by its Gross Domestic Product but by its GNH. It is based on the conviction that material wealth alone does not bring happiness or ensure the wellbeing of its people, and that economic growth and ‘modernisation’ should not be at the expense of the people’s quality of life. Bhutan’s philosophy of governance based on GNH, which is now acclaimed by economists and planners the world over, also reflects the spiritual and cultural values that have guided Bhutan through the ages. Many of these values are echoed in this collection of Bhutanese proverbs.

Full of timeless wisdom and universal truths, these proverbs were passed down orally to us by our ancestors. My own grandfather was a fount of folk wisdom, and used to recite his favourite proverbs to us in our childhood. I am happy that Gyonpo Tshering has compiled some of the best of our proverbs into this book so that they can reach a wide readership.

‘Life is like footprints in the snow. Every step will show’, says one of the proverbs in Gyonpo Tshering’s collection—a short and simple saying which, like other proverbs in this book, conveys a profound message. I hope this volume will be a valued companion in the reader’s journey to a happier life, and be enjoyed and appreciated for years to come.
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Ashi Dorji Wangmo Wangchuck
Queen Mother of Bhutan



INTRODUCTION


Bhutan is flanked by India, China and Tibet—a tiny jewel of a country nestled in the Eastern Himalayas between two immense superpowers. This position may make it seem vulnerable, but its values—a devotion to the highest principles of human existence—give it strength.

Bhutan is the first and only country in the world to have a government edict that Gross National Happiness (GNH) is more important than Gross Domestic Product. The principal of GNH—emphasising a selfless service to others and the search for enlightenment—is a core value of this unique Buddhist kingdom. They have a designated Gross National Happiness centre—a magnet for scholars and experts studying this innovative philosophy—which will spread this message to a wider, troubled world.

The concept of GNH has received international media coverage and ‘happiness’ conferences seem to be springing up worldwide. The current Prime Minister of Bhutan, Jigmi Y. Thinley, addressed the United Nations in New York on the concept of GNH. Bhutan has a lot it can teach us.

Bhutan is entirely original. It appears at first glance to be a simple country with a village-based subsistence lifestyle. Yet beneath the surface, it is a rich, diverse community comprising groups such as yak herders and the nomadic Laya people as well as a complex royal and government hierarchy, overseen by scholars, gurus, rinpoches, high Lamas, abbots, senior monks, and some of the most environmentally devout practitioners in the world. (Bhutan is the only country in the world to have banned cigarette smoking and was the first to ban plastic bags in 1999.)
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