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If you could sit down with the Dalai Lama and talk with him about anything, what would you discuss? Fabien Ouaki, a prominent French businessman, was granted such an opportunity and asked the Dalai Lama for his thoughts on the everyday issues that fill our newspapers and our lives. This is the record of these varied and remarkable conversations.


Covered are a wide spectrum of topics — political, social, personal, and spiritual — including the media and education, marriage and sex, and disarmament and compassion. Blessed by His Holiness‘ buoyant and insightful thoughts, Imagine All the People allows readers to glimpse the spontaneous workings of an extraordinary mind at once of — and above — this world.


”Simple but profound — can be reread for pleasure or to savor its practical, everyday wisdom.“ — Actualities tibetaines (France)
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HIS HOLINESS THE DALAI LAMA is the spiritual and political leader of the Tibetan people.


FABIEN OUAKI is CEO of the Tati Group.







Prologue


When you don’t believe in coincidences, it is easier to sense why certain people you meet take on cardinal importance in your life. One evening in 1980 I visited a friend who was working at Europe 1, a French radio station. He had set up a studio in his home and was training radio announcers. That night I met three people who had started the first pirate radio station in France, called “Radio Here and Now.” This station was an open forum, introducing broadcasting concepts that were unknown in France at that time. Little did I know how much that evening would impact my young life, and how it would eventually be instrumental in the creation of this book. One of the men I met that evening was partly responsible for bringing several Tibetan Buddhist masters to France. He casually mentioned that his teacher, Kalu Rinpoche, was giving a teaching in Paris. I decided to go to the event.


Kalu Rinpoche was old, thin, and apparently very frail, but he managed to infuse his surroundings with powerful feelings of love and compassion. He was kind, but quite distant, as if to say, “I love you, but I don’t need anything. Don’t become attached to me.” He seemed to have no personal goal, but taught in response to the increasing number of requests from Westerners of all ages who were attracted to Tibetan Buddhism. That evening Rinpoche was giving an initiation related to Chenresig, the bodhisattva of great compassion, introducing the audience to the path of altruism. Tibet’s Dalai Lamas are recognized as human emanations of Chenresig, who is especially beloved in Tibet.


Kalu Rinpoche wanted to know if anyone in the audience wished to “take refuge.” Taking refuge is a bit like making an agreement with the Three Jewels: the Buddha, the Dharma (Buddha’s teachings), and the Sangha (the community of Buddhist practitioners). Taking refuge is an intimate, personal decision. The main vow one takes is to do no harm to others and, whenever possible, to act for the benefit of all sentient beings according to the path revealed by Shakyamuni, the historical Buddha. For most people, the decision to take refuge is the result of a deeply ponder ed reflection. But I took refuge ten minutes after entering the room. I was totally convinced that Kalu Rinpoche was an authentic embodiment of compassion. His presence hit me like a bolt of lightning.


Although it took me quite a while to realize the meaning of my commitment and to begin to wrap my mind around a religion I hardly knew at the time, I never regretted my decision. Nevertheless, I refuse to be called a Buddhist. The label doesn’t suit me. My religious and ethnic interbreeding — half-Jewish on my father’s side, atheist on my mother’s, Catholic via my mother-in-law, and spiritually curious by nature — offers me total freedom. With no deep roots, I feel at home anywhere. And yet I do believe that humans are more than makeshift packets of molecules. This “more,” which the Jews call The Eternal Father, the Christians name The Lord, the Muslims call Allah, and the Buddhists define as the nature of mind, is the root of my faith, the thread I have been unraveling for so many years.


My first encounter with the Fourteenth Dalai Lama, Tenzin Gyatso, came about thanks to a Tibetan acquaintance of mine, one of the few Tibetan refugees the French government welcomed to France in the 1960s. This Tibetan was living with a childhood friend of mine, and I invited him to dinner. Over dessert he told me — in a highly confidential whisper — that the Dalai Lama would be spending an hour in the VIP transit lounge at Roissy Airport the following morning. “Would you like to meet him?” my Tibetan friend asked. Would I ever!


The next morning I slipped into the large airport salon. The Dalai Lama was comfortably seated, deep in conversation with someone I couldn’t see. I sat down a few meters away, closing my eyes and settling into silence. Mustering all my powers of concentration, I started to mentally offer a mandala to His Holiness. Though neither assiduous in my practice nor proficient in traditional cosmogony, I knew a few things about this offering. I visualized a crystal clear sea in a world filled with soft, yet powerful light. Between sea and sky I added a few mountains. It was beginning to look something like a postcard.


Suddenly, from the depth of the picture, I saw the Dalai Lama walking toward me. Each step was punctuated by his deep, joyous laughter, and the sound swelled as he entered my field of vision. I opened my eyes, and there he was. His deep, joyous laughter rang through the air. I squeaked, “Fabien, you’re dreaming!” But I was definitely awake — if not awakened.


Each of my next encounters with the Dalai Lama drew me closer to him. The religious and political leader of Tibet has long considered artists and the media more useful allies than politicians in disrupting the apathy toward the sufferings of the Tibetan people. As, among other things, a journalist and radio personality — as well as someone who strongly identifies with Tibetan Buddhism — I felt compelled to foster a relationship with His Holiness. During one of the Dalai Lama’s rare visits to Paris, I arranged a meeting for him with a number of leading French artists and writers. This event coincided with the opening of a film I produced, called Lungta. The following year the Dalai Lama and I met again for the premiere of Little Buddha. In 1993 we worked together on a colloquium in which philosophers, businessmen, politicians, economists, and spiritual searchers shared ideas on business and ethics at the Palais des Congrès in Paris.


Subsequent visits with His Holiness piqued my interest, as well as my frustration. We never had enough time to discuss any subject in depth — until this book project. During a meeting we had in Marseilles, in September 1994, I explained to the Dalai Lama that I wanted to question him more deeply on ethics, business, global changes, the economy, personal relationships, and compassion in everyday life.


“Can this book help people?” he asked. “If so, let’s do it! Prepare questions and I will do my best to answer.” He was very happy to find another opportunity to communicate with the world. Faced with his buoyant enthusiasm, I began to wonder what I had got myself into. We arranged a series of interviews to take place in Dharamsala, India, at the Dalai Lama’s residence-in-exile.


The best place to rent a jeep in Dharamsala is Nechung Monastery. Each day our chauffeur, a monk called Tenzin, picked us up at our hotel and dropped us off in front of His Holiness’ residence, two kilometers up the mountain. As we were about to leave for our first meeting, the monsoon — several weeks late — decided to hit. In the twenty seconds it took to cross the garden, a dense fog gathered and a sudden shower drenched us. Amid fits of laughter, we crammed ourselves, our bags, and three open umbrellas into the jeep. A single windshield wiper flashed across the glass, utterly useless. Tenzin probably entrusted our destiny to his tutelary deity while the car cut a path through the opaque curtains of rain, sluicing across the thin, tortuous track leading up to the residence. I had visions of large slabs of road and mountain, parched by six months of drought and assuaged by such torrential rains, suddenly deciding to slide down the steep slopes to the foot of a neighboring cliff. My joy at the thought of meeting His Holiness shifted to panic. Fortunately, I didn’t have much time to worry because the jeep had already pulled up before the gates of Thekchen Choling — the Mahayana Dharma Palace — the Dalai Lama’s home. After the last furious gust of wind and rain ushered us into the security zone, the storm died out.


The Dalai Lama’s bodyguards knew me. We had worked together on His Holiness’ security team in Paris. Nevertheless, they inspected all our equipment before letting us pass through the gates. The palace is actually an old hillside residence dating back to English colonial times: a few low buildings surrounded by multiple gardens and steps that form a pleasant, but slightly mysterious labyrinth. Thousands of brilliant flowers had defied the downpour and a variety of birds sang sweetly. The walls of the waiting rooms and corridors were graced with the kindly gazes of painted buddhas and bodhisattvas. In the background one could hear deep, rhythmic chanting.


In the waiting room, I tried to collect my soaked possessions and scattered ideas. Luckily, I had prepared a list of questions that underlined the plan of the book. The first part would broadly address the state of the world. The second part would focus on individual problems and be an examination of everyday life. I thought this combination essential, because wisdom is not only for the clarification of fundamental questions, but should also retain a daily relevance. A third section would deal with natural and human mysteries. In this last part I would ask His Holiness questions about death, metaphysics, and the creation of the universe.


I jumped at the arrival of Tenzin Geyche, His Holiness’ secretary. Our time had come? So soon? No, Tenzin Geyche had just come to say hello. While he discussed the details of my visit with my collaborator, Anne Benson, I plunged back into my notes, feverishly revising the day’s plan. Finally Lhakdor, His Holiness’ Tibetan-English translator, fetched us. We walked down the veranda, and there was His Holiness, standing before us. He seemed taller every time I saw him. He joyfully grasped my hand and pulled me into his private sitting room.


His Holiness likes to receive visitors and spend quiet afternoons listening to elderly Tibetans tell him even older stories in this well-lit, spacious room. A huge relief map of Tibet covers one wall, while a small altar with a beautiful statue and a thanka (scroll painting) of Chenresig occupy the opposite one. By the time I had extracted my notes and positioned the microphones, His Holiness was already happily seated in his armchair, facing the inner garden. Small talk has little place in His Holiness’ vocabulary. We began straight away.


From July 10 to 16, 1995, Anne, Lhakdor, and I spent two wonderful hours each day with the Dalai Lama. Anne would transcribe the day’s tapes every evening, comparing them with Lhakdor’s notes the following day. My deep curiosity about life, as much as my attraction to Tibetan Buddhism and my respect for the Dalai Lama, provided me with inspiration throughout these interviews with His Holiness. I hope that the sense of spontaneity and joy, reflection and surprise that surfaced during these interviews surfaces again in Imagine All the People.
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Power and Values


Fabien: Your Holiness, do you think it possible to introduce a system of laws, based on the Buddhist principle of interdependence, that would be more in harmony with human nature as well as modern, global society? Is it possible to create such laws without referring to a particular religion or philosophy?


Dalai Lama: From a Buddhist point of view, laws are a human creation. But then there are different systems. Some systems deliberately protect a single-party system — I am thinking of the laws set up by totalitarian regimes, communism in particular. Such legal systems go against human nature, and I personally think they are wrong. In democratic countries laws are also man-made, but their goal is to protect the rights and values of human beings. In general, I feel that laws should serve as guidelines for the proper use of human initiative, creativity, and ability.


Fabien: Do you think that democracy is helping laws to evolve in this way?


Dalai Lama: Yes. In democratic countries, legal systems should work that way and they generally do. But these laws nevertheless partially contradict the Buddhist principle of interdependence, since they do not include “democratic rights” for the environment and the animal realm. Most legal systems refer only to human rights and do not consider the rights of animals or other beings that share the planet with us. Laws that protect human rights and values and indicate proper ways to use human ability are not in contradiction with karma or causality — not in the Western sense where the same causes have the same effects, but in the Buddhist sense where each effect proceeds from a cause that also needs to be considered.


In reality, the problem is that for most “powerful” people there is a difference between the principle of the law and its application. Almost all legal systems condemn killing. This notion occurs in most countries of the world. Yet in practice, powerful people treat killing as they treat lying. For politicians, small lies are prohibited, but large lies are accepted. For a Buddhist this is a very obvious contradiction. The same applies to killing. When a man who is desperate kills another person, this small act is defined as murder. It is wrong. But the man who kills or gives orders to kill thousands of people is a hero! That is very unfortunate.


Most religious systems condemn murder, rape, and theft. In my opinion, religious principles are based on natural human attitudes and feelings. Their essential function is to inspire human beings to develop basic human qualities. Thus it seems logical that most laws would be consistent with the principles of positive karma. But in order for both religious and secular laws to conform to the principles of interdependence, we need to widen their perspective to include protection of the environment and the animal realm. This is how we can apply the Buddhist view of interdependence to a broader vision of law and order.


Fabien: What about money? Does money have its own intrinsic power? Do we have the means to control it, like we do laws? Is money a servant to higher motivations or has it become a god?


Dalai Lama: Let me say this: money is good. It is important. Without money, daily survival — not to mention further development — is impossible. So we are not even questioning its importance. At the same time, it is wrong to consider money a god or a substance endowed with some power of its own. To think that money is everything, and that just by having lots of it all our problems will be solved is a serious mistake.


In the Buddhist approach, worldly happiness is based on what we call the four excellences: the Dharma, wealth, nirvana, and satisfaction. Nirvana, or freedom from suffering, is the ultimate goal. The satisfaction achieved from a successful temporal life is just a transient goal. The teachings are the means to achieve ultimate inner freedom, whereas money and wealth facilitate worldly happiness, temporary satisfaction. One strives to achieve that which is positive for all beings. To do so, one must attend to both ultimate and temporary goals. Well-being and money belong to the latter category. In fact, Buddhist texts mention the fruition of eight qualities including wealth, health, and fame that define a “fortunate” human existence.


To enjoy even temporary happiness, however, one must first have peace of mind. Next comes health, then good companions, and then money, in that order, though of course all four aspects are connected. For example, when we had to escape from Tibet, our first priority was to save our lives. Being penniless was secondary. If one is alive, it is always possible to make friends and earn money. Peace of mind must come first. Peace of mind generally attracts prosperity. Certainly someone who has a peaceful mind will use his or her money judiciously.


The mind is key. If anything should be considered a god, so to speak, it is the mind, not money. A healthy, positive mind is the utmost priority. But if we were to reverse the order of these priorities, what would happen? I find it hard to imagine how a person with great wealth, bad health, no friends, and no peace of mind could feel even slightly happy.


Fabien: But many people live that way.


Dalai Lama: Yes, especially rich people like you! And then alcohol becomes their best friend, doesn’t it? In the end, their fortune is exhausted and their health is spoiled. That is why someone who grasps peace of mind but not the other three elements can still survive and be happy, even in poor health. Inner peace alone can be enough to define happiness. Following the same logic, if you are in peace, healthy, and surrounded by trusted friends, surely you can survive without money. But reverse the situation and observe what happens. If someone has only money and not the other three elements, then they have nothing but problems. That is how I see it.


Fabien: Fine, but then how do you explain the importance that accumulating money has acquired in the modern world? For me, the present economic system is not intended to make people happy — its only goal is to make more money, to produce more wealth.


Dalai Lama: You are raising an essential point. It is a generally accepted principle in the West that for a country’s economy to be healthy, the gross national product must increase every year. If it decreases, everyone panics. Something is wrong. Sooner or later we will have to change this archaic concept.


Practically speaking, I base my proposal to deal with this problem on the huge gap that separates the northern and southern countries. In Europe and other countries there is a production surplus, whereas the world’s southerners are dying of starvation. Yesterday the BBC announced that one child in four in Somalia is starving. That is terrible. In India there are also many poor people.


Yet I must admit that I saw beggars even in the West! I was in Graz, Austria. I noticed a poor man sitting on a bench in front of the hotel where I was staying. The next morning when I looked outside, he was still there. He had slept on the bench. I felt very bad. We had eaten a good breakfast, and he had gone hungry. I sent the man some milk and bread through my bodyguard. He found out that the poor fellow was unemployed and had no home. One beggar in the West. That is quite sad. But here in India, there are hundreds of thousands of beggars.


Fabien: But what is your point of view, as a Buddhist, about money? I heard you don’t touch money.


Dalai Lama: Why not? Of course I touch money!


Fabien: But I noticed that you don’t open envelopes containing offerings.


Dalai Lama: That is because I give them to my office to deal with. I can touch money. The vows of a Buddhist monk clearly state that one should not touch gold. This is prohibited. But according to the bodhisattva practice, when someone offers you gold with a very sincere heart, if you refuse to touch it, that person may be disappointed. Under such circumstances even a monk is allowed to touch gold. The meaning of this vow is to reduce attachment.


The same applies to clothes. For example, a monk’s robe is one of the thirteen articles, including his begging bowl, staff, and ground cover, that he may consider his own. If I happen to have extra garments — of course I have several — I can use them, but I am not allowed to consider them “mine.” I must consider them as belonging to my abbot or someone else. These rules help reduce attachment. A monk is not permitted to claim ownership of anything except those thirteen articles. He must always maintain the attitude “This does not belong to me. I am only using it to serve others.”


Such rules apply exclusively to monks and nuns, not all Buddhists. The vows we take on the day of monastic ordination involve three transformations: a change of attitude, a change of name, and a change of clothes. Since, from this day onwards, nirvana becomes our main goal, we must change our mental attitude and direct all our energy toward that. The question of survival is solved by begging for alms. We call this “equalizing merit.” Whatever you get, you accept. Monks must eat their meals after the sun rises and before it crosses its zenith. No solid food is taken in the afternoon. The main purpose of all our vows is to reduce attachment.


Fabien: But what about attachment to money in general, lay terms? People usually consider their money their personal property.


Dalai Lama: Let’s look a bit closer. I think there are two types of attachment or desire functioning here. Generally speaking, I have several thousand dollars at my disposal. In a certain sense, I feel this money is “mine.” That does not mean, however, that I may use it to buy food, clothes, or anything else for myself. This money is spent on projects to help others. When I receive a donation from a Tibetan of one hundred thousand rupees, for example, I feel happy. I think, “Now I’ve got some money!” Some notion of desire may arise in me, but it is not for anything personal. I receive an allowance for my personal sustenance from the Indian government and collect some interest on personal, invested funds. I use the latter when I want to buy a watch or something personal, but I am very careful to spend donations, especially those made on behalf of sick or dying persons, entirely on spiritual or educational goals. There may be some desire in such circumstances, but it is not mixed with personal attachment.


Now let’s consider the case of a company that makes lots of money. If those profits were used for community development projects or for helping people in need, and not necessarily consumed in the name of a luxurious lifestyle, that would be an example of “right desire.”


Fabien: In my opinion, money is becoming a bit like the golden calf in the Bible. Is money just an image projected by our unceasing wants and needs?


Dalai Lama: Certainly not! For me, the story of the golden calf can symbolize the potential dangers of our attraction to money and our increasing desires when we replace God with a concrete object. As I said before, money is undoubtedly important. To tell you the truth, I even think that from a global perspective the amount of money produced in the world is insufficient.


Let me finish my previous idea: the gap, as it stands, between the rich world and the poor world is not only morally wrong, but practically infeasible. It is a huge source of global problems. Look at European countries such as France, England, and Germany, where many southern immigrants come seeking employment. Many are Muslims who mainly procure low-level jobs. As they increase in number, local people begin to feel uncomfortable. The basis of the problem is not the Muslims, but the economic gap. If Turkey and the various countries of Africa, from where these people tend to emigrate, were developing properly, their inhabitants would not want to leave. Not only is this situation morally unjust, but by letting the economic gap remain or increase we are creating huge problems for ourselves.


Fabien: Part of the problem is that the money of poorer, “third world” countries has practically no value in terms of global economic standards. Northern countries use southern countries as just a part of their production line.


Dalai Lama: I think the southerners also have an important role to play in finding ways to bridge the gap and making things equal. The main responsibility lies on their shoulders. They should work harder at it. I recently visited Gabon, in Central Africa. I was told the soil is good, but that local people are quite apathetic and that a small, Western-educated elite controls the whole country. Not only is there a large gap between northerners and southerners, but this divide also exists within poorer countries: a small, circle of people live like Westerners, while the masses remain scantily dressed and poorly nourished. I find this very sad.


In these circumstances, the money northern countries give to southern countries is wasted. The poor country’s elite spends all the funds building skyscrapers with immense halls and air conditioning — which is all very good — but on the outskirts of cities and in rural areas there is nothing — no progress, no development. Surely it would be better if this Western-educated elite were to develop proper motivation, care more for their people, and invest in a truly useful infrastructure. The southern countries must also invest in education. I think education is essential.


In any case, all the natural resource specialists with whom I have spoken warn me that this gap between the “haves” and “have nots” should be reduced. At present, there are 5.5 billion human beings on earth. If the living standard of the southerners were raised to the level the northerners are presently enjoying, what would happen to the world’s natural resources? This situation would not be sustainable. China, for example, has a population of 1.2 billion. If each family were to have two cars, the environmental damage would be unimaginable. Nine hundred million people live in India.


The Western concept of increasing the GNP each year must change, and fast. The principle itself contradicts all natural and logical laws.


Fabien: Do you think Westerners should also have fewer cars?


Dalai Lama: Certainly. They need to develop a sense of contentment and more consideration toward others. Things should be done in a more just, equal manner. In the meantime, the birth control question must also be addressed. The southern countries must curb their population growth.


Fabien: Efficient birth control mainly depends on standard of living. The more access to education women have, the fewer children they produce, statistically speaking. So, education seems to be the best way to curb the population explosion.


Dalai Lama: That’s very good. But what education? To tell you the truth, I think the first thing the southerners must do is recognize the negative consequences of the present Western concepts of life and economy. We have to correct or remould this erroneous belief in the value of an ever-increasing GNP.


Likewise, although some factories and industries are now adopting new ways to protect the environment, the northerners are inflicting a lot of damage on the world’s environment. This prompts me to say that from a global point of view the money produced by the northern world is still insufficient.


Fabien: Do you believe that money has magical power?


Dalai Lama: No! Absolutely not! Yet, people in industrialized nations can no longer survive without money. This explains the critical role money plays in our lives and why people’s attitude toward money has changed over time. If you visit Tibetan nomads, you will notice that money means virtually nothing to them. In fact, their animal herds fulfill practically all their daily requirements. This situation is changing now. These nomads have been introduced to thermoses, for example. Now they want to buy thermoses and, at this point, they realize money is necessary to acquire things. For most of us, trade has developed to a point where it can’t function without money. Thus it is logical to respect money. There is nothing wrong with that.


Another factor to consider in our attitude toward money is the concomitant lack of spiritual experience that pervades most modern, industrialized life. For example, not necessarily all Tibetans but at least those whose spiritual experience is deeper appreciate money for what it is, while acknowledging that there are other, more essential values. Most people, however, lack this cultivated spiritual experience, and society as a whole abides by the rules of money and power.


Fabien: I would also like to discuss the subject of power with you. In Tibetan I think you say wangtang —


Dalai Lama: But first, regarding money, have I made myself clear?


Fabien: It’s clear, but I’m a bit disappointed. You said that money is important, that it has its own value, that it is useful, and that it is good to share it.


Dalai Lama: I also said money is not everything. There are other values.


Fabien: Yes, but those who ignore these values think that money is the highest goal. I think that money has stepped beyond the boundaries of its useful, basic functions.


Dalai Lama: Of course, some people are very much involved in money. They can spend almost twenty-four hours a day thinking about it. But the same can be said of a musician or a singer. All their thoughts and energy are spent on music. They even forget to eat and sometimes their health deteriorates. I think this is human nature.


Fabien: But it seems as if the whole structure of our society is based primarily on making money?


Dalai Lama: That is characteristic of industrialized nations. You cannot wear or eat your robots and your machines, so money has become a priority. A farmer can always manage to eat and make clothes with what he cultivates. He can survive without money. In an industrialized nation that is no longer the case. Everything must be bought from a shop. How could one possibly obtain food from a supermarket without money? If I went to a supermarket with a loaf of homemade bread and tried to exchange it for vegetables, it would never work!
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