
Dr. Elise Bialylew, founder of Mindful in May (mindfulinmay.org) and
The Mind Life Project (www.mindlifeproject.com) and author of The

Happiness Plan, interviews Matthieu Ricard

Matthieu Ricard is a French writer, photographer, translator and Buddhist
monk who resides at Shechen Tennyi Dargyeling Monastery in Nepal.
Matthieu Richard grew up among the personalities and ideas of French
intellectual circles. He received a PhD degree in molecular genetics from
the Pasteur Institute in 1972. He then decided to forsake his scientific
career and instead practise Tibetan Buddhism, living mainly in the
Himalayas. Ricard is a board member of the Mind and Life Institute. He
received the French National Order of Merit for his humanitarian work in
the East with Karuna-Shechen, the non-profit organisation he co-founded
in 2000 with Rabjam Rinpoche. Since 1989, he has acted as the French
interpreter for the 14th Dalai Lama.

Elise: So, Matthieu, thank you so much, as I said, I'm really delighted to
have this opportunity to have a conversation with you. As someone
who has trained in psychiatry and is also very passionate about
meditation, I think your background of having been a PhD in Molecular
genetics and then this journey into becoming a monk and committing
to meditation has been really fascinating for me to follow and very
valuable. So, thank you.

I know that you're reluctant to talk about your own story generally
because that's not of such interest to you. However, for the listeners,
that may not have come upon you, I'd love it if you could share a little
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bit about your story, just to get that context of the unfolding of your life
and the relevance of the combination of science and meditation.

Matthieu Ricard: Well, obviously, you know, it's all a matter of ideas and
what you are dedicated to and how you can serve and not so much
about telling how you learn to ride a bicycle or something. But anyway,
of course, there are some points in what we could call my story.

Basically, it was a discovery and I was raised in Paris in quite intellectual
surroundings with my father being a philosopher and a writer, my
mother an artist, my uncle was an explorer and myself in science. So,
you meet all kinds of people but what is sort of unsettling for a young
person is that if you’re looking for a kind of role model in life, which I
think we all need some kind of source of inspiration, of someone who is
coherent, who walks the talk, so you can find probably the same
distribution of wonderful people and of very obnoxious people, you
know, among philosophers, scientists, gardeners, carpenters, any walks
of life. So, there is no obvious correlation between even being a great
philosopher and a very good human being. So I didn't formulate it in
that way at that time. But there was a kind of, “How come? Why should
I look for some kind of model?”

And then when I was twenty-one I travelled to India, to Darjeeling to
meet a great spiritual Tibetan teacher who had fled the Chinese
invasion of Tibet after seeing a documentary being made by my friend
on that. Then it was completely different. I had no idea about
Buddhism as such. I mean I read a lot of books on spirituality, but not
much actually was translated about Buddhism in the 60s yet. But the
quality of these extraordinary human beings was so striking that I
thought if I can become just one-hundredth of their quality and that's
already an ambitious project then that will be worth spending the rest
of my life on.

So basically, I went back and forth five or six times, and when I finished
my Ph.D., I decided that I would do my Postdoc in the Himalayas. So, I
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spent a half a century there and I congratulate myself, now that I'm 74,
that I did that in time when I was 26, and sort of retired, and then, you
know, could benefit from a few slight qualities I might have developed
thanks to the kindness of those teachers, Kangyu Rinpoche, Dilgo
Rinpoche and many others, as well as the Dalai Lama. I cannot name
all of them, but they are all vibrantly present in my heart.

Elise: And can I ask you, your mother was an abstract artist but also
then became a Tibetan nun. Did that happen before you went there or
after? I was just very interested in that connection as well.

Matthieu Ricard: So my father was a very agnostic philosopher as were
all his friends. My mother, though, was very much interested in
spirituality and my uncle, her brother as well. So, we had a circle of
friends reading about everything you can think about,Vedanta, Ramana
Maharshi, the Sufis, Ibn Arabi and everything. But it was all books, you
know there was no connection to a living tradition even though those
traditions where alive, but they were not connected with them.

So, I did go first. And when I came back, I thought, look, you are so
interested in those early Christian mystics and everything. Here you
have a tradition which is fully alive, which like Socrates or Francis of
Assisi alive right now. And there are so many of them. So, I told her, “if
that's what you're interested in then you should go.” So, she went and
spent quite a few months, the first trip being in 1968, and then she
became a nun almost right away.

So, then she came back and after some years she, she moved there
for good. So we’ve been sometimes apart, sometimes together and
sometime crossing each other. Now for quite a long time, she's been
back in France and did a three year retreat here. So now she's 97 and
yes, she's been a Buddhist nun for the last fifty years.

Elise: Wow, that is fascinating. So I know it was a long time ago, but
can you speak to the fact that lots of people go to study and meditate,
but then not everyone decides to become a monk and completely
move, you know, their life in that way. How did that happen for you?
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Matthieu Ricard: It happened very organically. I mean, as I mentioned,
for seven years or six years plus, I went back and forth and I did my
Ph.D. so I had plenty of time to compare the two ways of life. And so,
to have done it right away, at twenty-one years old would have been
premature. Also, I think I would have been a huge disappointment for
my father who invested in my education.

I would have broken something. But when I finished my Ph.D.,
published all the scientific papers and I was going to do a Postdoc
somewhere else, probably in the in the USA, you know, it was just a
different direction to move out of Pasteur Institute. And I told my boss
that I was going to move to the Himalayas. So, it was just the right time.
And you know, it's not a big deal, when the fruit is ripened, like if you
want to pluck an apple, if it's green, you may break the branch, but if it's
already matured, you just touch it and it falls back in your hand. So, it
was just perfectly the right time.

And I didn't become a monk for quite some time, only when I was 31
years old. So, everything matured in the right time. There was no jump
in the unknown with some kind of feeling of vertigo. It was all
completely natural. And, you know, it’s like when you come onto a
mountain pass and then you discover another beautiful valley and then
you go on. So, there was nothing like a revolution and breaking with
everything and drastic changes and upheaval. It was absolutely smooth
all the way.

Elise: So, I wanted to ask you, you have spent quite a long time in
solo meditation retreat, which is a common practice. I think it was
about five years in total that you've spent. And in the West, some
people that don't
understand meditation can say that's selfish. So why would you go off
and just spend five years just meditating when there's so many things to
do and fix in the world? Could you speak to what is the point? What are
you actually doing? Can you speak to this idea, this concept of going
off by yourself for years to meditate?

Matthieu Ricard: So, of course, there's a lot to say about that, but just
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to address the main question, which was also asked to me by a
journalist from the BBC, “Isn’t it terribly selfish you know, to just go on
your own and have the easy time?” Well, if one of the main goals of
the retreat is to get rid of selfishness once for all how can that be
selfish?

When you build a hospital, you could say, “Oh, no, no, no, this takes
too much time. You know, all the plumbing, the concrete work,
electricity. Let’s do surgery in the streets now.” Of course, in an
emergency, you have to do that. But when the hospital is ready, it's so
much better, to cure people. So now we are like a beggar who wants to
give a banquet to 100 beggars, but there's nothing to give. So, unless
you build up something within, how can you serve others? You are just
like the blind trying to lead the blind!

And in fact, I must say that after so many years of being with my
teachers, trying to practise, when I could finally get into the
humanitarian world and now Karuna Shechen, the organisation that I
co-founded 20 years ago which helps about 350,000 people every year
in the health, social service and education in India, Nepal and Tibet ;
the kind of strength and enthusiasm, resilience, vision and integrity that
we bring into that is actually the result of all this practice. I think the
best advice I would give to people who want to work in a world where
there are a lot of ego conflicts, and sometimes corruption is precisely to
spend some time becoming better human beings.

So of course, this is a very short way of expressing what can be the
whole of a spiritual path. But basically, you do that precisely because
you need to mature something before trying to do something useful for
others. Otherwise, we say hell is paved with good intentions and you
try to help others and sometimes you make things worse. So, if the goal
is to get rid of hatred, is to get rid of animosity, grasping, of craving, of
arrogance, of jealousy, the more you do that, the better you can serve
others. So, in a way, the motto would be transforming yourself to better
transform the world or to better serve others. And that's the only goal.
Even the great hermit Milarepa in the 12th century, spent seven years in
caves- all that much more drastic than what I could ever do- and he said

5 Copyright Mind Life Project 2022



there is not a single mantra or a single meditation that was not entirely
dedicated to the benefit of beings.

And we say if something is not dedicated to the benefit of others, it's
not worth doing. So, the goal of Buddhism is not to become a Buddha
or become enlightened, contrary to what you might think. It is to
become a Buddha in order to gain the capacity to free beings from
suffering. That's the ideal of the Bodhicitta for compassion. So that's
why we go into retreat. And also, just on the very practical level, you
know, when I try to practise myself while I'm somewhere, say one hour
in the morning at dawn, of course, it is wonderful and maintains the
regularity of my practice. But I always notice that say the same period of
time between five and six or six and seven, if I do it in my hermitage
where I know the whole day is going to be dedicated to entirely focus
on practice, even that single hour has a different taste because it's
somehow integrated seamlessly in those 24 hours where everything is
about practice or reading inspiring texts. So even that limited time has a
different taste. I think you interviewed my friend Richard Davidson
recently; there was a study published showing that in fact, when they
look at the change in terms of neuroplasticity in the brain of a
practitioner, for the equal number of hours spent practising, there might
be people who have practised, say, 45 minutes a day for 30 years, that
those who did a big chunk of that in solid retreat, not five years, but say
more than a month or so, there was much greater change and benefit to
do so.

So, there's clearly something special. Even if you go for a week or a
month, something more than just doing, you know, 20 minutes, 40
minutes a day, and then going into regular activity. It is very important
to practise every day. Practice should be regular and multiple periods of
time, but from time to time, you can engage in it more in-depth you
know, completely committing yourself. This is very, very precious.

Elise: I think, from my own experience when I went on an
extended retreat for 10 days, that was actually what catalysed my
commitment because I feel like I got to experience something
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that I hadn't when I was just doing shorter meditations. But I think
when you have a family and a lot of the listeners who are tuning
in, might have families and work and they may never be able to
go on a one month retreat…. Oh, that's not true…. Maybe you
don't prioritise it. But do you think there is benefit in shorter
practices, you know, if you're someone who’s listening, that may
never go on a retreat, do you think that 20 minutes a day has any
benefit?

Matthieu Ricard: Of course, it is beneficial and you know, when we did
the research in neuroscience with Francisco Varela, Richard Davison
and Antoine Lutz and many others, in the beginning of course, the
idea was to look at long term meditators, who have done between 10
to 60 thousand hours of meditation. That's a lot. Because if they did
not find any difference in them either that means that meditation is
good for nothing or you know, the way we probe it, the equipment,
doesn't allow us to see the change.

But in fact, of course, we know that 20 years ago when we started
doing that, we found a lot of major changes in the capacities of the
skills of those long-term meditators, very clearly. And even those
changes were sometimes proportional to the number of hours they
practised. Very simple. So the idea was, well, good for you, you can
afford spending years in the Himalayas. That's very nice. I rejoice, but I
cannot do that. So that's why we started the second wave, almost at the
same time. We started to see what is the difference- what does this do
for you if you do 20 minutes or 40 minutes a day regularly.

I know one of the first major papers was done by Richard Davidson
and Jon Kabat-Zinn studying employees of a biotech company and
showing that with mindfulness-based stress reduction, there was a
very clear reduction of stress, and boosting of the immune system
when they were giving them a flu shot, all that in three months. So
now there have been countless and countless of great studies
showing that your brain will change functionally and also structurally,
even after one month.
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And of course, the more you do it, the more it changes. And another
thing which is very important, is each type of mind training, because
let's call meditation what it is, it is training the mind in special skills- so,
it could be focused attention; it could be compassion; it could be open
presence; it could be knowing how your mind functions, a
familiarisation. Each of those is a different skill and each has a different
signature in the brain that recruits different networks in the brain. You
know, it's like if you flex your arm muscle, you are not muscling your
leg. And a longitudinal study done by Tania Singer for nine months
studying just pure mindfulness, then perspective taking and then
lovingkindness,“metta,” showed clearly that, yes, mindfulness increased
mindfulness, no surprise but it doesn't necessarily boost prosocial
behaviour.

Perspective taking makes you better understand the state of others,
and it includes a little bit of prosocial behaviour, but training in
meditation usually increases prosocial behaviour. So actually, it does
what it's supposed to do. Lovingkindness is supposed to make you
more altruistic and even though when you do the full MBSR program,
of course there's a lot of kindness and compassion included, but it’s
only a bit and mostly practising focusing attention which is not the
same as if you fully engage in practising, loving kindness. And by the
way, if you do so, you have to be attentive at the same time,
otherwise, you're distracted, you're not practising anything. So
basically, you get two for the price of one if you practice compassion
and loving kindness.

Elise: Yes. Thank you for kind of outlining the differences, because
I think when people start meditation, they can think that it's just all
one thing, you know? So….

Matthieu Ricard: It's a bit like if you are saying to somebody, I'm
training. And then they expect- what are you playing, rugby,
badminton, chess? Are you learning how to juggle? So, it's the same.
Meditation is a generic word and bhavana in Sanskrit means to
cultivate some qualities, and gom in Tibetan means to familiarise
yourself, so it can be with attention.
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Elise: We were talking before the interview and I said there are certain
topics I'd love to speak to you about and you could talk about them
probably for hours on end. And one of them is the topic of self and
consciousness. In Buddhism and in the practice, there's a lot of talk
about the self-being problem and that this is what causes us so much
suffering and that somehow meditation can help us to have a different
perspective on this. Can you share some thoughts around self,
suffering, and the relationship this has with meditation?

Matthieu Ricard: So the Dalai Lama very often, and everyone else by
the way, but he especially, emphasises distinguishing between
analytical meditation and it's something we should really do, he says,
and then that leads afterwards to a more contemplative meditation. So
analytical meditation is typically used to investigate the role of the self.
So, of course, the self is not an ugly thing at all. It’s just if you
understand it correctly there is no problem with the self, it’s just a
convenient illusion to work with, to function in life.

The problem comes because we crystallise that self and believe that
there is a singular, autonomous, lasting entity that somehow sits at the
heart of our being. Because when we start to solidify that notion of
self, to reify it, then naturally, we want to protect it by all means and
also please it by all means. And it's interesting that when I had a
conversation with neuroscientist Wolf Singer over many years, it was
published in a book called “Beyond the Self,” you know, the insight of
neuroscience goes very well with the insights of Buddhism because
there's no central post of command in the brain. It's all sorts of
interrelation, interdependence, relation, interactions and so forth. So
basically, you know, there would be no big deal about the self if it
wasn't the major cause of suffering. So basically, to make it simple,
there's a notion of “I”; I wake up in the morning, I'm cold, I'm hot, I'm
hungry, I'm happy, I'm feeling in a good mood or not. That’s fine. That
momentary perception that “I” exist, what's wrong with that? Then
there is the notion of the person, you know our personal history.
Everyone has a personal history, memories… you know, it's like a river.
The Ganges is not the same as the Mississippi. You know it's different.
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It carries different things, you know, sometimes medicinal plants,
sometimes pollution.

So, there is a clear history, but there's no Ganges entity, a little head
that pops up and says,” look, don’t forget I’m the real Ganges. The core
of the Ganges, the quintessence of the Ganges, like the soul.” So,
there's no such thing. So, the person is fine and has history. Nobody has
said that doesn't exist. So to use “me” and so forth is a useful concept
to function in life and is obviously practical. I’m not the other person
and so forth.

But when we reify it and then everything revolves around that, then
there's a cause of suffering because that strong reification creates
attraction/ repulsion- and attraction /repulsion then diversify into the
what we call the five-mental toxins. There are actually eighty-four
thousand mental toxins in Buddhism, which basically revolve around
rejection, animosity, grasping, clinging, and then also lack of
discernment, the mind being obscured and sort of perturbed by those
afflictive mental states, and then arrogance and then jealousy and then
it goes on and on.

So those are causes of suffering. And those initially come because of
the strong perception of the self. There are even scientific studies that
show the more we have a strong sense of self, the more we tend to be
selfish and not open to others and so forth. So, in that sense, we need
to deconstruct that, because it brings problems. So how to do that?
That's analytical meditation. For instance, if say “you pushed me,” so
self is equated with the body -and then next moment you will say, “oh,
you have hurt my feelings,” well now the self is equated with the
feelings.

But in both cases you said, “my feelings” as though the self is the owner
of the body and the feelings. So it doesn't make sense. How can it be
the body…the feelings? So basically, in the final analysis, it's just a
convenient label and concept that we attach to this dynamic stream of
experience that consciousness is, just as it is convenient to call a river
the Ganges so that we know it is the Ganges with its certain
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characteristics, but it's not the Mississippi. So that's all. And so, I
remember once I was interpreting for the Dalai Lama in France, there
were ten thousand people and the whole morning he deconstructed
the self.

So, at lunch, he had called for a question and there were so many who
said, “ How can we be responsible for our actions? How can you speak
of multiple existences?” So, I thought, you know, there are a lot of such
questions. And he said, “This is your fault. You didn't translate properly.
I never said there is no self. I just said that it is a convenient label
attached to this bodily aggregate and the consciousness together, but
there's no self as a separate entity.” So, if it was just a philosophical
discussion, there would be no problem, but it has huge implications for
suffering. Just to give you a simple example; if you’re sleeping in a boat
in the middle of a lake on Sunday afternoon, and having a nice,
wonderful nap looking at the sky, then suddenly bang, another boat
rams into yours and you get up and say, “how dare you?” And then
you see the empty boat that was drifting, then you laugh. Why?
Because somehow you are not the target. There was nobody after you
or trying to hurt you or something.

The self is the target that leads us to suffering, so we offer the target all
the time by being an exacerbated self and a feeling of self-importance.
We are very vulnerable because of that then we become insecure, then
we become even more self-centred. If we are not, if we have a
transparent self like the Dalai Lama or a teacher, then we are not
insecure. You won’t feel
vulnerable. So, then you can open up to others because you don't
bother about yourself all day long.

Elise: So, yes, I'm just sitting with everything that you've said because I
think it's such a fascinating topic. It really is. I remember when I started
reading and trying to understand this for a while- I just didn't get it. I
thought this is ridiculous. There's a me. What do you mean there's no
self? There's a me and I make an arrangement to meet someone and
there's a me. Now I understand more from our talking about it. I think
the River Ganges is a very useful metaphor for this. It exists, but it's not
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in the way that we label it exactly, there's another way to view it.

Matthieu Ricard: So, it is puzzling for us actually, you know in the
Buddhist tradition how important it is and yes how somehow, it is quite
alien to Western culture. Because for us it is so central, I mean, we all
say grasping is the root of samsara of conditioned suffering. And I
remember when I wrote the book on happiness, of course, as usual
there was a chapter on deconstructing the self and the publisher, US
publisher said, “Oh, let's get rid of that chapter it has nothing to do
with happiness.” I said “come on!” It definitely has a central role in
happiness, because if you have, again, a very strong side of me, me,
me, all day long, your life will be miserable and you will make life
miserable for everybody.

Elise: Yes, it's kind of ironic that the publisher was in the US because I
feel it's also a cultural understanding. I mean, in general, the US has
this culture of individualism. So it is all about the self.

Matthieu Ricard: Jean Twenge who is a research psychologist wrote
the book and all the studies called The Narcissistic Epidemic.

Elise: Yes.

Matthieu Ricard: So we are into that right now.

Elise: Yes. So in in your book, Happiness, there was a quote that I want
to read. You wrote “We try to fix the outside so much, but our control of
the outer world is limited, temporary and often illusory. Happiness is a
state of inner fulfilment, not the gratification of inexhaustible desires for
outward things.” Can you just speak a little bit more about how
meditation can actually be practical? We've talked about the self and
the fact that if we've got such a strong self-identity, that's where a lot of
the suffering is. Can you speak a bit more about meditation and what
we're actually doing and how this is supporting our happiness?
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Matthieu Ricard: Well, if we define happiness not as an endless
succession of pleasurable experience, that's a recipe for exhaustion and
clearly it doesn't work. Pleasure can change into a neutral, or
something aversive and it exhausts itself as you consume it and it can
be experienced in a very selfish way, even at the cost of others
suffering. So, there's nothing wrong with pleasure, like taking a hot
shower after walking in the snow, but it’s simply a different thing.

Now, if we define happiness as a way of being, as an optimal way of
being, a very optimally healthy state of mind, which actually the more
you experience, the more it deepens, unlike pleasant sensations- so, it's
not just one thing, there's no happiness centre in the brain, there's no
happiness with the big H. It's a coming together, because it's a way of
being, of a cluster of fundamental human qualities, say openness,
loving kindness, inner freedom, inner peace, inner strength, resilience.
All those positive constructive qualities together when you have
optimised them as skills, create a state of flourishing and that's your
baseline, you have up and down, but you come back to a different
baseline that you’ve raised while cultivating those skills.

So, in that case, cultivating those skills is crucial to flourishing as a way
of being, which may not bring you immediate rewards of pleasure but
mind training allows you to cultivate those skills. Mind training also give
you a much greater space of inner freedom. Normally, we are very
easily unsettled by gain and loss, pleasure and pain, praise and
criticism, whether we are recognised and acknowledged or completely
unknown. All these kind of preoccupations makes people either happy
or unhappy, and it's changing all the time. And so, if we don't have a
bigger depth, then we will always be the slave of those hopes and fears
a little bit like the ocean. I mean, I know that in Australia you are big
surfers and when you surf near the shore and you might be surfing with
the exhilaration on top of a big wave, but if you're not careful when the
wave goes down, you may hit the rock because there's no depth. So,
you go from euphoria to physical pain. Now, if you are on the same big
wave in the high sea- some people do that- then there you have a
thousand meters deep below. So, no big deal. So the sea might be like
a mirror or like a storm, but the depth is always there. So that’s what
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comes through meditation training, cultivating an inner space of
freedom that’s very vast, to accommodate all the ups and downs of life.
So, in a way, yes this can be cultivated.

Now, about the outer condition. This work I mention by does not mean
we should neglect improving our outer condition, especially when it's
about making a better world for those who are most in need. There's
absolutely a need to fully devote ourselves to remedy poverty, in the
midst of plenty, social inequalities, social injustice, discrimination,
violence, war, whether it's domestic violence or all kinds of things-
that's absolutely taken for granted. Now, this being said, if we put all
our hopes and fears on the outer condition at a personal level, then
we’re are in for a rough ride because again, as you mentioned, the
control is very limited. You know the universe is not a mail order
catalogue for our desires. It doesn't work like that and it is by nature
transient, labile and impermanent. That's the nature of things. You can't
escape that and also it’s often illusory. You know, you are at the top, big
boss and everything, and next day you're fired or you lose your fortune
or something happens. So yes, we should do our best to improve outer
condition. But what we usually do is we vastly underestimate the power
of mind to translate those outer conditions to either utter misery or
sense of flourishing.

And it is well known and the Dalai Lama often speaks about it, that the
inner condition that you can cultivate - and that's more within the realm
of your control- can override the outer condition in the sense that you
can keep your balance and compassion and inner strength, even in the
face of very difficult adverse circumstances. Alternatively you can be
completely unhappy, depressed and destroyed, even living in the little
paradise where you so-called have everything to be happy and yet you
are miserable from morning till evening.

So, in essence, we vastly underestimate the power of mind to translate
outer condition in either misery or happiness. And so, without
neglecting the outer condition, by all means, we need to work on
improving the inner condition, cultivating nourishing the inner
condition for flourishing. That means undermining the afflicted mental
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factors like hatred, grasping and so forth, that undermine our
flourishing, and cultivating all those who have and will help us to get to
the way of being we call genuine happiness; this is called Sukka in
Sanskrit and Eudaimonia, a term from the Greeks, meaning a sense of
accomplishment, of fulfilment which they differentiate from hedonism
or hedonia, which is more about seeking endless pleasures.

Elise: I think it's so fascinating that there are these texts from millennia
ago, the Buddhist texts, that actually almost scientifically explain and
outline all these afflictive mental states. I find it just incredible that
humans have known about this, even though we're now living in this
technological world, our minds are still almost like the same as they
were two thousand five hundred years ago when the Buddha was
looking at this and all these things were recorded. It strikes me as quite
incredible.

Matthieu Ricard: Well, you know, our cultures have changed, but the
human mind and emotions are the same. Genetically, we are absolutely
the same as Aristotle, who thought that slavery was a great thing and
we don't think that anymore. But our emotions are definitely the same.
Very few genes have changed for the last five thousand years. So, the
fabric of our emotions are the same, but of course our cultures have
changed and civilisation has changed drastically and we live in a very
different world. So that's why also a young person who was born now
the person's brain and epigenetics will be shaped differently, but
fundamentally, we are the same human beings, the same emotions,
east, west, before and now.

Elise: Yes. And what you're talking about in terms of training the inner,
I trained in Psychiatry and was very privy to the acute mental health
crisis that's going on. And, you know, with the World Health
Organisation saying that depression is now, I think, the leading cause
of global burden of disease, this is a real problem. So, I think that now
more than ever, these teachings are so important, and then connected
to that which will move us onto the final theme of the conversation is,
we've got this inner crisis in the world where people are so depressed
and there's a lot of focus on the external world and they're suffering.
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But then we've also got this global crisis, which you've spoken a lot
about in terms of the climate and the sustainability of our planet. And
you’ve written a book called Altruism, “The Altruism, The Power of
Compassion to Change Yourself in the World,” and you've given a TED
talk about this topic and you've spoken about the caring economy. I
wonder if you could explain what you're talking about here with
altruism and how this relates to meditation, if at all.

Matthieu Ricard: So, you know, everything I have been writing and
thinking about was, of course, the maturation of all the great
teachings I received and witnessed, especially being an interpreter of
the Dalai Lama for the last 30 years. So much of our time is teaching,
and we’re focused more and more on compassion and altruism in a
way.

So when I think of all those clusters of basic human qualities that
together bring what we call flourishing or happiness or whatever you
call that well being, for me, clearly altruism is the main factor, because
there's no such thing as a selfish happiness. It doesn't work. It is a
self-destructive idea. It doesn't work, it’s not working in terms of
experience. It makes you miserable. It doesn't work because we are so
closely interdependent, so the idea that you could build up your
happiness in your little bubble is absolutely bound to fail.

Now on the global issue, and that's where we come to what you were
saying. Clearly selfishness would not do the job of solving the
challenges of our times. You know, there's no reason that selfishness
will take people out of poverty. You know, you will exploit them the
most you can. This is economics, maximising personal preferences and
interests. Why should you bother about paying more, and fro example
people doing T-shirts in Bangladesh. Selfishness would not bring up a
caring economics, and also, more than anything else selfishness will not
make us take care of future generations and of the eight million other
species in this world- you will instrumentalise them, exploit them or
ignore them if it's two generations ahead.
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So, you know, Groucho Marx was my favourite Marx and he said
“why should I care for our future generations? What did they do for
me?” The problem is we have a lot of people saying that seriously
today. So now what kind of concept would work - supposing that the
banality of goodness which is that most of the time, most of seven
billion human beings behave decently and the violence aberration,
barbarism is sort of the exception.

So basically, we would like to have a better world, a vast majority of us.
So now we need a concept where sitting at the same table we have
psychiatrists like you, social workers, politicians, economists, investors,
scientists of the environment, and together we build up a better world.
We need a concept to sort of seamlessly reconcile the need for short
term, mid term and long term. And again, selfishness, won’t do the job,
only having more consideration for others can do that. If you have more
consideration of others, you will build up an economy that is at the
service of society, not the opposite. You will, with the voice of care,
remedy poverty in the midst of plenty and you will take care of what we
call the commons, that means the quality of the atmosphere, of the
water, of the environment, of democracy, of science, something that
you have to step out of maximising your personal interest to promote.
Then of course, if you have consideration for others, first you cannot
sacrifice the future generation, they will say you did nothing. And as
Greta Thunberg said at the UN, that it is a treason for future
generations. That is absolutely the case. Second, you will stop
instrumentalising all the other species as if they were just there for us, it
is just ridiculous. I mean, life exists on Earth since three point five billion
years. If we put that into 24 hours, we came the last 15 seconds. We
made such a mess of those 15 seconds? But we are not the king of the
universe. We’re just late comers, but still we made a lot of trouble.
And if you estimate the number of homo sapiens that ever lived on
Earth, no, it's not that much. It's about a hundred and Twenty billion
because 12000 years ago we were only five million. And at some point,
we almost disappeared even before. So that hundred and twenty billion,
that's the number of other species that we kill every two months. No,
it's a hundred billion land animals and a trillion, a thousand billion sea
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animals every year as if nothing happened. So, there's a big moral issue
and issue of vision and coherence and all that, that can only be solved
both for humans and for the other species by having more consideration
for others. So that's why altruism is such a powerful concept. It's not a
goody goody utopian ideal, a luxury when everything goes well. It is the
root cure to the difficulty that we are facing now. And, you know, we
have seen how much upheaval came with the COVID-19. I mean,
forgive me, but it's nothing compared to what could come if the climate
change, if the temperature goes to four degrees. Just to give one
example; the cycle of the parasite of malaria, which is about, you know,
a little bit over two weeks or three weeks, could be shortened to ten
days if the temperature goes up. I mean, you know, there's a million
people dying of Malaria. There could be so much more, and there could
be 250 million climate refugees. So we need to start having more
consideration for others. And that comes, again, from mind training,
from changing yourself, from becoming a better person, more
committed to the good of the of the others.

Elise: And so just to finish. What I found interesting in your book was
that, you talk about this concept, but what’s hopeful is that there's
actually a way to become more considerate of others through a training
process, and I think I heard you talk about some research that was done
with preschoolers around some kind of lovingkindness practice and the
link to social behaviour. So, do you see that? I mean, because how do
you change the whole mindset of an entire species that seems to be
quite driven to be selfish? How do you do that? Do you see these
practices as a pathway to that? How do you see this happening?

Matthieu Ricard: One of the most fascinating discoveries or links which I
found when I was researching for the altruism book - because I was
puzzled by the articulation between personal change to mind training
and societal change and it was not easy. So, when I came about the
notion of the evolution of cultures, which is a branch of the science of
evolution, which is a Darwinistic approach of course, but it changes
much faster than genes. And actually, there's a wonderful book by both
Boyd and Richardson called Faster than Genes. You know a culture can
change over one generation or two. And we can go to a culture that
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respects human rights, women's rights, children's rights, that says war is
not a solution, quite fast, much faster than changing our genes. So
that's one thing. And then the other thing, of course is education. That’s
what contributes to the evolution of culture. So fortunately, yes, we
know that first of all, contrary to what was taught by a few people a
century ago, like Freud and others, that kids are just selfish brutes that
become socialised to function better that in fact, all the research now,
by Tomasello and many others, Elizabeth Atkins and others have shown
that we have a much stronger predisposition to liking people who
behave nicely to each other, to cooperate with each other. Ninety five
percent of kids would prefer people who are nice to each other and
they are 100 percent cooperative from one to four years old.

As a social animal, of course, we can become psychopaths and commit
mass murder. But altogether, this predisposition for goodness is
stronger. Well, that of course goes according to what Buddhism says
about basic goodness. So that means that we can cultivate that, we can
enhance that. So, the kindness curriculum that you were mentioning
was developed by Richard Davidson’s team in Preschools. It was a very
simple intervention which in ten weeks of working together,
cooperating and being aware of others’ emotions, yes… very incredible
results, for instance wiping out discrimination between those who we
like less or more, race, religion and so forth. Very simple intervention.
So as the Dalai Lama said, if we can scale it up to one hundred schools,
a thousand schools, then the UN and the whole world, of course, it's a
long way to go. But there are now some trials being done in a US city
where one hundred thousand young students, preschoolers are going
through that curriculum and we will evaluate exactly what it does. And
this is really something very promising.

And I think any education that is really focused on lovingkindness and
improving our relation to others is crucial to prevent future social
troubles, antisocial behaviour and all kinds of things. We know what we
need is more kindness, more cooperation, not more competition and
reckless behaviour.

Elise: I wonder if you might just close this conversation with a short
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compassion or lovingkindness practice, so the listeners get a sense of
what you've been talking about.

Matthieu Ricard: Sure. Well, it's very simple, in fact, it's something that
we all know -we’ve all had moments of unconditional love and
compassion for someone very dear. A child, for instance, is the easy
example where you see that child and you feel an unconditional wish
that may this child be happy, and prosper in life. And may all his or
her aspirations be fulfilled, only good things. And may the child be
spared great suffering…. so unconditional love for that child.

But sometimes if we feel that this feeling comes and goes we do
something else, so we really have that in mind, taking first an easy
example like this child, then fill your mind with loving kindness. It
completely fills your inner mental landscape, then when it is there
strongly, then you maintain it. If it declines, you'll revive it. If you
are distracted, you come back to it like the butterfly coming back
to the flower.

So, you sort of watch that- with this metta awareness- so that you
maintain that over time, 10 minutes, 15 minutes, one hour, five hours go
for it. So if you do that, then it becomes part of your nature, your true
nature. So, this is what it's about. And then, of course, starting with the
easy way of triggering that unconditional loving kindness or
benevolence, then you move, why not to children other than yours and
then why not other sentient beings you know? Then why only those you
know, why not everybody who wants to be free of suffering and wants
some kind of well being? So why not wishing that to all? People say that
unconditional love is unrealistic, but it doesn't mean you have to go
around the world and make everybody happy. That's not your job and it
doesn't work. But why not have this unconditional wish, may all sentient
beings, without exception, be happy.

That would be useful because people don't think like that. I mean,
they say, okay, I like my friends and my dog to be happy. I don't
care about others. Actually, I want them to suffer. So unconditional
love is about
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leaving nobody out of your heart and expanding the circle, the
sphere of loving kindness to all sentient beings because they all
want, without exception, to escape, suffering and find happiness.
And even the most terrible people like bloody dictators, you are not
going to wish them success, but you will meditate on thinking may
the anger, the animosity, the cruelty, the indifference, the greed of
the person be eradicated. That you can do.

So, you see step by step -and of course, meditation in silence- but I’m
speaking like a parrot because we have little time and we cannot
spend time in silence for half an hour or two hours. But basically, you
will bring those topics step by step from an easy case to the most
difficult one, and then cultivate, cultivate, cultivate, cultivate this loving
kindness and compassion.

So, loving kindness is wishing may all beings be happy and find the
cause of happiness, and compassion is wishing may all be free from
suffering and the cause of suffering. Then you rejoice in those who
have good qualities and then you cultivate impartiality so that you
don't discriminate between those who treat us well and those we don't
etc. Everybody needs to be free from suffering, including animals, of
course.

Elise: Thank you so much, Mathieu. This has been so valuable. and
thank you so much for your time and wishing you good health and
wellness and more books.

Matthieu Ricard: I don't know. Let's see. Okay. Take care, Elise. Thank
you very much.
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