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TERMS OF USE 
“Success Redefined: Where the Music Business and Eastern Philosophies Meet” is a modest 
compilation of ideas originated from diverse sources and authors, whose ideas have been 
revisited and presented in a condensed way in this book. Due to the complexity and diversity 
of topics covered, what is presented here can only serve as a framework —a scaffolding if 
you like, aimed at giving structure to a broad range of disciplines, studies, sciences, and 
philosophies related to the title of this book.  

Furthermore, in spite of the author’s best efforts to convey in his own words such a varied list 
of subjects and topics, it is important to mention that some of them have been already 
published with great clarity and in such a concise manner by the original authors themselves 
that need not further interpretation or paraphrasing. In such cases, credits have been clearly 
referenced in the footnotes of this book. 

The main goal of this book is to present philosophical ideas from centuries-old eastern 
traditions that have proven benefits to modern 21st century societies. The author does not 
claim any original content in regard to this aspect of the book, however a great body of 
reflection and modern applications have been included here, which is arguably the author’s 
main contribution to it. 

Disclaimer: Although the publisher and the author have made every effort to ensure that the 
information in this book was correct at press time, and while this publication is designed to 
provide accurate information in regard to the subject matter covered, the publisher and the 
author assume no responsibility for errors, inaccuracies, omissions, or any other 
inconsistencies herein and hereby disclaim any liability to any party for any loss, damage, or 
disruption caused by errors or omissions, whether such errors or omissions result from 
negligence, accident, or any other cause. 

This publication is meant as a source of valuable information for the reader, however it is not 
meant as a substitute for direct expert assistance. If such level of assistance is required, the 
services of a competent professional should be sought. 
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DEDICATION 
This book is dedicated to a long line of teachers, lamas, yogis, monks, laypeople, and 
spiritual seekers that have made possible the study and interpretation of ancient scriptures, 
with the only goal to benefit as many sentient beings as possible. To all these rare, 
compassionate, and wise beings, all my respect, reverence, and gratitude. 
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CHARITY SUPPORT 
This book is free of charge, and is an unsolicited and spontaneous gift to you. If you’ve found 
the content of this book interesting and useful, there are a couple of ways you can help: 

- Please share it, especially with people you think might find this information useful, too; 
- Please consider supporting the charity projects listed on my website (https://xavo.one). 

All donations are greatly appreciated; or 
- Consider chipping in an euro or two at https://buymeacoffee.com/Xavo. Your support 

will fuel more art and altruism.  

Thank you very much for helping me help others. Your generosity and kindness light the day 
of the voiceless destitute. Thank you. 
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INTRODUCTION 
This pandemic has hit us all very hard. It’s mid 2020 and all I see in the news is pain and 
confusion. Future looks bleak and, what I thought would be a year of learning and self-
discovery at the Library of Tibetan Works and Archives in Dharamsala, India, it has turned 
into a pessimistic lockdown wrapped in fear and despair. Though I consider myself blessed 
for there is a very low level of contagion in the area, I am not quite sure how things will 
unfold for me now that I’ve quit corporate life in Europe in favor of a more diligent spiritual 
training and practice in the East. 

I am not a writer —nor ever thought of writing anything myself, however, that doesn’t mean 
that I can’t learn to use my spare time for the benefit of others. In this vein, it didn’t take me 
long to realise that this lockdown presented to me a wonderful opportunity to revisit many 
spiritual tenets, tighten mental muscle, clarify doubts and gaps, and to connect different 
concepts and philosophies while sharing my findings and thoughts with a broader like-
minded audience. In the process, I’ve come to internalizing the notion that says that nothing 
is worth doing if it’s not done for the benefit of others, thus reaffirming this decision and 
making it a no-brainer for me.  

Beethoven once said: “Music is ... A higher revelation than all Wisdom & Philosophy.” It 
always resonated in me. I’ve always believed there is Truth in every mantra, in every chord, 
in every prayer, and in every song. During my travels —especially across Asia, this has been 
my personal guiding motto, one that has opened my eyes to the subtleties that overlap 
ancient traditions, delicious cuisine, fascinating customs, and awe-inspiring philosophies. 
Even though, claiming to be a “Buddhist” would be just claiming a label, undoubtedly this is 
the tradition my heart and beliefs tilt towards. And though I don’t consider myself as an 
orthodox Buddhist student, I have immense respect for the teachings of the Buddha, for the 
great dedication and devotion that the Tibetan clergy and laypeople display, and the 
unfathomable compassion and wisdom needed to overcome life in exile, and especially, to 
overcome the repression experienced by those still living inside Tibet. 

So why am I writing this book? See, I believe that every expression of art conceals the 
potential for spiritual liberation. This belief is based on the notion that, whether you just 
intend it to be a hobby or a life-long career, you need to invest yourself in the study and 
development of your craft, and all that work can only happen in the present moment —the 
only “place” where art, life and liberation is possible. As a guitarist, I’ve spent countless 
hours immersed in my practice, completely lost in time and space, in deep awe and 
reverence to the sounds coming out of my instrument. Likewise, my meditative practice 
requires similar commitment of diligence and devotion, and though the reward I get from my 
spiritual practice is far, far greater, there is a relatively similar qualitative glimpse of bliss and 
joy I found in music. Some, quite literally claim touching “heaven” when they experience the 
fleeting beauty of art… I believe that is somewhat possible. 

The benefits of walking a spiritual path are different in the sense that liberation is a profound 
and everlasting state of mind based on self-realization, self-actualization and self-knowledge 
—call it Moksha in Hinduism, or how Buddhists put it: the “blowing out” of the misperceived 
sense of self (Nirvāṇa), and the release from the cycle of rebirth (Saṃsāra). Be it as it may, 
elusive and fleeting, or reachable and definitive, that state of profound bliss is at the reach of 
our hand —it is our birthright, through right effort and mindfulness, beautifully epitomized by 
the Buddhist Noble Eightfold Path. 

In this day and age, when negativity, anger, anxiety, depression, and many more neurotic 
manifestations plague our daily lives and the lives of people around us, it has become 
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increasingly urgent to tackle the real causes of our collective suffering. However, it is 
important to be aware that the path to liberation begins on your meditation cushion. The 
greatest revolution is the one that takes place within ourselves, through awareness and 
mindfulness, and the realisation that everything is changing moment by moment, and 
interwoven in fabrics of interdependence and Love. Our path of liberation demands radical 
acceptance, honesty, relinquishing harmful tendencies, and diligent practice. The reward is a 
progressive drop in our mental afflictions, an increase of clarity in our intentions and 
decisions, an all-encompassing sense of well-being, and the realignment with our main 
purpose in this Universe, which arguably is to creatively enrich and enhance Life on this 
planet. 

In this book we will be touching down on different concepts —some complementary, others 
seemingly contradictory, but all pieces of a cognitive kaleidoscope that has shaped Eastern 
thought since antiquity. With practice and patience, eventually you will be able to find 
similarities between different religions and other people’s world-views. Not surprisingly, the 
non-dualist approach described as the Tao is relatively similar to that of Brahman, and 
qualitatively near to the doctrine of emptiness. Learning to connect the dots across these 
traditions has helped me to distill the essence of interdependence —that which binds us all 
in karmic relationships, and consequently, to further develop feelings of compassion and 
loving-kindness toward my fellow brothers and sisters. Understanding this and other 
fundamental marks of existence, has brought serenity, happiness, acceptance, and joy to my 
life. Truly, this is my idea of reaching the “top of the hill.” 

But, what does “redefining success” mean to you? This is what this book is all about. We all 
have different ideas, needs, and preferences, but —assuming my readers are predominantly 
coming from Western societies, I bet most are related, in one way or another, to the 
conventional sense of the word “success” —money, fame, social life, sex, etc. The main goal 
of this book is to invite you to consider other less materialistic possibilities that might bring, 
possibly in a rather unforeseeable manner, lasting benefit to you and to the people around 
you. Further, if you make it to the last section of this book, your patience will be rewarded 
with interesting ways to apply ancient knowledge to your music career, and a much more 
holistic way of seeing the world at large. 

Though this book can be relevant to artists and non-artists alike, it has been particularly 
written with the aspiring professional musician in mind. Though there are interesting insights 
about the music business in general, I reckon the main input this book has to offer is that of 
introducing different perspectives that originated on the far eastern side of the world… new 
perspectives that I hope will trigger your curiosity for Eastern traditions and the inherent 
benefits they provide to 21st century societies. If you’ve ever considered peeking into this 
subject, this book will present you with basic concepts that will help you get a hold of what 
Eastern philosophies can offer to you. In spite of my talkative trait, I’ve tried to succinctly 
cover the most relevant teachings and doctrines which, far from being an exhaustive 
presentation, I’m afraid it will just serve you as a reference for further exploration if that is 
what you fancy afterwards. 

I’m already burning the midnight oil and this journey has only just begun. Many intriguing 
teachings will lay at your feet, many exotic philosophies will resonate like a gong inside your 
chest, alleyways perfumed with incense and seasonal flowers will guide your feet, while 
centuries old monasteries and ancient texts will be your companions in this quest to self 
discovery and enlightenment. Please, leave your Western preconceptions at the door, and 
travel light in this journey that will take you across Asia, its cognitive traditions, and its long 
prolific philosophical history. Welcome aboard. 

Dharamsala, January 2021. 
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SECTION 1 
THE WONDER OF MUSIC IN OUR LIVES 

 
“Music gives a soul to the universe, wings to the mind, flight to the imagination 
and life to everything.”  ― Plato 

Chapter # 1 

HOW MUSIC AFFECTS OUR BRAINS 

S ince the time our ancestors roamed the earth as hunter-gatherers, music has been 
playing a fundamental part of every culture, every region, every religion, and ultimately, 
every individual. Perhaps, one of Homo Sapiens most defining traits are our superior 
social skills, which were a determinant factor in our way to the top of the food pyramid. 

Like any social animal, humans engaged in social activities, especially those related to the 
survival of their kin and tribe. In our evolutionary past we’ve found evidence that music was 
used to facilitate people accomplishing great tasks together: things that they couldn't have 
done as atomized individuals. For example, in the age of exploration, sea shanties helped 
organize, motivate and sustain the efforts of sailors going around the world. Their 
accomplishment would have been unlikely if they hadn’t learned to harness the power of 
rhythmic music. Modern science confirms we are born with this innate capacity to entrain to 
the beat, and this doesn’t seem to change across our lifespan. Where did we learn this from? 
It is abundantly clear that, throughout history, music has shaped the development of our 
brains, our cognitive abilities, mood and even our health, directly exerting influence on 
virtually every aspect of our lives and the life of our offspring. 

A long time has passed, but our brains have remained unchanged from those of the foragers 
of antiquity. In regard to how music affects our brains, modern science has made enormous 
breakthroughs in understanding how our brains work with the help of functional magnetic 
resonance imaging instruments (fMRI in short) and positron emission tomography (PET) 
scanners. Routinely, when neuroscientists ask test participants to listen to music in the lab, 
multiple regions from different parts of the brain light up, showing that it is possible to 
monitor them in real time. 

Arguably, the most impressive effect music has on our brains is altering our mood and 
feelings. For example, film directors have learned to harness this quality of music very 
skillfully. Have you noticed how your mood changes when a very peculiar piece of music 
strikes during dramatic moments? It is music that truly makes the scene epic. This change in 
our mood is caused by changes in the chemistry of our brain. When you listen to music your 
brain releases a neurotransmitter called dopamine.  Dopamine gives us this feeling of 1

satisfaction, which is the same feeling you get when you eat your favorite food, do drugs, or 
have sex. Have you noticed how an upbeat song can uplift your mood and give a refreshing 
feeling of happiness? On the other hand, when you are sad or depressed, a sad song 

 Salimpoor, V., Benovoy, M., Larcher, K. et al. Anatomically distinct dopamine release during anticipation and experience of 1

peak emotion to music. Nat Neurosci 14, 257–262 (2011). https://doi.org/10.1038/nn.2726
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resonates with your mood making the whole experience more soothing to you. Likewise, 
listening to music can also have an impact on your exercise regime, as it competes for our 
brain’s attention in moments of physical fatigue.  2

MUSICIANS' BRAINS 
Curious about the effects in music listening, 
neuroscientists used fMRI instruments on 
musicians playing their instruments to gain 
understanding of how their brains work.  The 3

results were incredible: their whole brains lit up 
like fireworks in the sky. It has become clear now 
that, as musicians process sound, separately 
analyzing elements like melody and rhythm, and 
then reassembling them back together into a 
unified musical experience, nearly every area of 
the brain that we have so far identified engages 
in this full brain workout… and all of this 
happening in a split second! 

Furthermore, brain scans show that musicians’ 
brains are different from non-musicians. People 
who play an instrument have bigger, better 
connected, and more sensitive brains. A study 
from 2008 showed that, compared to their non-
musical counterparts, children with at least three 
years of musical training performed better on a 
variety of tests, mainly relating to auditory 
discrimination abilities and fine motor skills.  4

They also ranked better on vocabulary and 
nonverbal reasoning tests, which involve 
understanding and analyzing visual information, 
and identifying relationships, similarities and 
differences between shapes and patterns. 

Moreover, neuroscientists have noticed that seniors who play an instrument or sing with 
other people are more resistant to cognitive and memory problems. This might be 
associated to the generation of more alternative connections in the brain that could 
compensate for cognitive decline as we grow older. 

The decisive difference between listening to music and playing an instrument lies in the 
required fine motor skills —which are shared by both hemispheres, combined with linguistic 
and mathematical precision —mostly involving the creative left side of the brain. 

 Bacon CJ, Myers TR, Karageorghis CI. Effect of music-movement synchrony on exercise oxygen consumption. 2

J Sports Med Phys Fitness. 2012 Aug;52(4):359-65. PMID: 22828457.

 Schmithorst VJ, Holland SK. The effect of musical training on the neural correlates of math processing: a 3

functional magnetic resonance imaging study in humans. Neurosci Lett. 2004 Jan 16;354(3):193-6. doi: 10.1016/
j.neulet.2003.10.037. PMID: 14700729.

 Marie Forgeard, Ellen Winner, Andrea Norton, Gottfried Schlaug. Practicing a Musical Instrument in Childhood 4

is Associated with Enhanced Verbal Ability and Nonverbal Reasoning. Published: October 29, 2008. https://
doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0003566
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Consequently, this interaction between the hemispheres has been found to increase the 
volume and activity in the brain’s corpus callosum —the bridge between the two 
hemispheres, allowing messages to get across the brain faster and through more diverse 
routes. This may be likely the reason why musicians are capable of solving problems more 
effectively and creatively, in both academic and social settings. 

Last but not least, due to the emotional content and messages involved in creating music, 
musicians often show higher levels of the executive function —a set of interlinked tasks that 
include planning, strategizing, and attention to detail, which require simultaneous analysis of 
both cognitive and emotional aspects. This ability also affects the way our memory system 
works by showing enhanced memory functions —creating, tagging, storing, and retrieving 
memories more quickly and efficiently. 

Chapter # 2 

MUSIC AS A LANGUAGE 

In its broadest sense, a language is a structured system of communication. Though it is 
debatable whether words can represent experience, human language is indeed a 
remarkable way to communicate. It is even more remarkable that in a very few short years 
a child can hear, mimic, explore, practice, and finally, learn such a complex way of 

communication. 

The use of language is deeply established in human culture. Hence, in addition to its 
communicative application, language also has many social and cultural uses, such as 
signifying group identity, social stratification, as well as social grooming and entertainment. 

Language relies entirely on social convention and learning. We are born with the capacity to 
make sounds and our genetics allow our brains to make associations between sounds, 
objects, actions, or ideas. The combination of these capabilities allows the creation of 
language. Language acquisition is a product of active, repetitive, and complex learning, 
mostly by constant interaction with our parents, siblings, and caregivers. Due to this 
interaction, during this period —the first six years of life, the child's brain is learning and 
changing more rapidly than with any other cognitive or physical ability. 

In regard to music, many teachers attempt to teach their students how to play an instrument 
before they understand music. Furthermore, in most cases beginners are not allowed to play 
with more experienced musicians until they are capable to do so. Beginners are usually 
stuck in the beginner’s class for some time until they manage to move to an intermediate 
level. It is here where they start having some interaction with peers, but they will have to 
graduate to the advanced class before they may go out and “talk” to the world —where you 
will still be paying your dues for some time. This approach is like teaching a kid to spell 
“milk” before drinking it. It doesn’t make any sense at all, however for some reason we 
believe they need to know the theory and the instruments first. 
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In learning to speak, children first listen. They are surrounded by the sounds of language 
even in the womb. From birth, babies are “jamming” with professionals all the time. They 
absorb these sounds and become accustomed to the language of their culture. This 
prevents them from ever perceiving themselves as beginners. Soon after, children begin to 
imitate and think in their language. What follows is improvisation and mastery of their 
language… all that happening before they are taught to read and write. 

No one in their right mind would avoid talking to a toddler because he is not ready to speak. 
You don’t ask a toddler to sit in the corner and practice first, right? Think about it, when a 2- 
or 3-year-old kid says a word wrong over and over, usually no one corrects him. Funnily 
enough, if he says it wrong enough times, instead of correcting him, his parents learn the 
word his way, and they start saying it wrong, too! Love has mysterious ways, indeed! 
Bottomline, kids are free to learn a language organically, avoiding embarrassment and fear. 

In fairness, there are some music learning methods that offer a more holistic approach. For 
example, the Suzuki method is an internationally known music curriculum and teaching 
philosophy dating from the mid-20th century, created by Japanese violinist and pedagogue 
Shinichi Suzuki (1898–1998).  This method aims to create an environment for learning music 5

which parallels the linguistic environment of acquiring a native language. Through this 
method, students build a solid foundation of aural and performing skills through singing, 
rhythmic movement, and tonal and rhythmic pattern instruction before being introduced to 
notation and music theory. Suzuki believed that this environment would also help to foster a 
good moral character. 

Further, you can learn language and music at the same time and in the same way. Besides 
the standard organic language learning process, you could stimulate your baby’s creative 
spirit by having music around the house from the earliest age. Additionally, having 
instruments around will certainly arouse their curiosity. Around age two, the baby should be 
ready to have something to hold. Nobody expects the baby to play a song at this age… it is 

 The Suzuki Method. From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.5

20

Photo by Helena Lopes on Unsplash.



only for the sake of holding something that produces sound, which will prepare him for later 
years. In this way, the baby is learning to play music, not an instrument. In a subconscious 
way, the baby believes he’s born musical. 

Likewise, when a kid plays an air guitar, there’s no right or wrong for them. It's not about the 
notes, nor about the instrument. They play it because it feels right. It's the same reason you 
sing in the shower or in your car on your way to work. You’re not singing because it's the 
right notes or because you know the right scales… you’re singing because it feels good! It is 
so unfortunate to lose that freedom as we grow old, wrapped in fear of criticism and self-
centeredness. 

Chapter # 3  

SOUNDS, VIBRATIONS AND FREQUENCY 

T he global civilizations of antiquity relied on the power of sound, frequency and vibration 
for multiple applications. In the rituals of all religions and spiritual teachings we find how 
our ancestors consistently used the power of harmonious chants and hymns. This power 
has been used in the form of prayers for Christians and Muslims, mantras for Hindus and 

Buddhists, healing chants for the shamanic traditions.  Based on the growing interest in 6

mind-body medicine today, it’s not surprising that these ancient traditions are experiencing a 
modern-day renaissance. 

Some sounds simply make us feel better than others. A growing number of health journals 
and studies suggest that sound can also help us reduce stress, create a deep sense of well-
being and even promote healing. Whether our conscious mind is paying attention or not, our 
body takes its cues from these sounds and rhythms, knowing when to get energized and 
when to slow down. 

Disclaimer: Although some of the techniques described below have been extensively 
studied, proven and documented, there are others that still remain inconsistent with the 
western approach to inquiry, thus falling into a wide category of subjects loosely identified as 
“New Age.” If you wholeheartedly embrace skepticism —which is certainly not a bad way to 
go at all, you may skip this chapter. However, as an exercise of healthy curiosity and 
tolerance, I encourage you to read on and keep an open mind. Many ancient arts and rituals 
may well be infused with forgotten knowledge yet to be rediscovered by modern science. 

 To this day, shamans use different techniques for different healing purposes. The most essential one is the 6

“icaro” —derived from Quechua: ikaray, which means "to blow smoke in order to heal,” a sacred song sung by 
the doctor to the patient to stimulate his/her natural well-being and prompt recovery. This song is particularly 
popular in the ayahuasca ceremony practiced deep in the Amazon rainforest.
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HEALING PROPERTIES 
“If we accept that sound is vibration and we know that vibration touches every 
part of our physical being, then we understand that sound is heard not only 
through our ears but through every cell in our bodies.” — Dr. Mitchell Gaynor  7

As far as we know, sound healing goes as far back as the time of the Pharaohs, but it likely 
predates it. They believed that these chants could generate holy vibrations with healing 
potential. Using a method called “toning” they manipulated the vowel sound using breath 
and voice to produce harmonic therapeutic sounds. In order to amplify its beneficial 
properties, the Egyptians built resonating structures where religious ceremonies were held, 
which not only included the temples, but also the pyramids —especially those along the 
Band of Peace.  According to “Egyptian Sonics” author, John Stuart Reid —an acoustics 8

engineer who conducted a series of experiments in Egypt's Great Pyramid in 1997, the King’s 
chamber in the Great Pyramid of Giza was designed to reverberate in order to increase the 
sound energy from ritualistic chants. Reid claims that his chronic pain in the lower back was 
healed while conducting cymatics  experiments in the pyramid. 9

In 1973, the studies of biophysicist Gerald Oster —based on Heinrich Wilhelm Dove’s 
discoveries, brought many flocking to brainwave entrainment tones (a.k.a. “binaural beats”) 
for relaxation, deep sleep, and relief from physical and mental ailments. When the brain 
hears two tones of different frequencies simultaneously in each ear, it causes the brain to 
perceive a new tone (beats). This tone is the mathematical difference between the two 
frequencies sent to the left and right ears. Oster recognized potential diagnostic medical 
applications in this experiment, but he did not cure anything with binaural beats or present 
research in that regard.  10

Binaural or not, sound therapy (a.k.a. acutonics ) is being applied now more than ever 11

before. Various branches of science and holistic medicine have offered proof of its 
effectiveness, as well insight into specific frequencies to use for deeper healing. 

BUILDING APPLICATIONS 

 Integrative Oncologist and author of six books, many of them focused on the environment's effect on an 7

individual's health, who taught cancer patients to supplement conventional medicine with soothing music, diet 
and meditation.

 The Egyptian “Band of Peace” is a set of twenty-two pyramids that includes Giza and other sites both, north 8

and south of that along the Nile. A growing number of researchers believe that some of these sites are far older 
than Egyptologists have told us, and their purpose was far different from that attributed to them by mainstream 
archaeology. Allegedly, there is evidence of superior technology and sophisticated knowledge of physics, 
astronomy, biology, and cosmology.

 Cymatics. The study of wave phenomena, especially sound, and their visual representations.9

 Chaieb L, Wilpert EC, Reber TP, Fell J. Auditory beat stimulation and its effects on cognition and mood States. 10

Front Psychiatry. 2015;6:70. Published 2015 May 12. doi:10.3389/fpsyt.2015.00070.

 Acutonics. System of vibrational sound healing rooted in Oriental Medicine and philosophy that utilizes tuning 11

forks and symphonic gongs tuned to the planets, Tibetan bowls, bells, drums, and rattles. Connecting body, 
mind and soul in the journey toward optimal health and spiritual transformation with all things in the Universe.
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Besides these therapeutic applications, there is growing interest in and speculation about 
some of our ancestor’s building techniques. Based on small-scale acoustic levitation 
experiments  and several archeological discoveries, it seems that ancient civilizations 12

successfully managed to harness the power of sound vibration and frequency to carve and 
levitate heavy stones and objects, hence leaving megalithic structures to posterity. 

Again, it is widely believed that the Egyptians had different sonic techniques and devices 
that allowed them to cut massive stones just as if they were cutting butter. Although 
examples like the remains of Abu Simbel’s main temple are most impressive and provide 
sufficient reasons to believe in this theory, I would like to present another example that may 
suggest this technology was not exclusive to the Egyptians. 

Up in the South American Andes Mountain range, with an altitude of 3.9 km (12,800 feet), 
Bolivia’s Pumapunku —“The Door of the Puma” complex (part of the Tiwanaku Site) was 
constructed approximately in AD 536–600, however many scientists argue that the site is 
much older. The unparalleled characteristic of this archeological site —many arguing to be a 
mystery greater than the pyramids of Egypt, is based on the dozens of massive stone blocks 
on site, all cut with laser-like precision.  Furthermore, Pumapunku is located above the 13

natural tree line, which means that no trees grew in that area, thus ruling out the use wooden 
rollers for transportation. Up to this day, there is not a clear explanation on how these stones 
were brought to the site —some transported up a steep incline from a quarry near Lake 
Titicaca roughly 10 kilometres (6.2 miles) away; others coming from the Copacabana 
Peninsula about 90 kilometres (56 miles) away.  

 The most common levitator from at least the 1970s until 2017 was the Langevin Horn, consisting of a piezo-12

electric actuator, a metal transmitter and a reflector. A number of studies were also combined to create 
continuous planar motion by reducing the sound intensity from one source whilst increasing that of the 
adjacent source, allowing the particle to travel "downhill" in the acoustic potential field. From Wikipedia, the free 
encyclopedia.

 The largest of Pumapunku's stone blocks is 7.81 meters long, 5.17 meters wide, averages 1.07 meters thick, 13

and is estimated to weigh about 131 tonnes. These stone blocks were engineered as assembling walls for the 
Pumapunku site. Each stone was finely cut to interlock with the surrounding stones. The blocks were fit 
together like a puzzle, forming load-bearing joints without the use of mortar. Many of the joints are so precise 
that not even a razor blade will fit between the stones. From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.
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There are also accounts that Tibetan priests were able to lift heavy boulders up high 
mountains with the help of groups of various sounds. A Swedish doctor called Dr. Jarl, who 
at the time was studying at Oxford, became friends with a young Tibetan student. In 1939, at 
his friend’s urgent request, he was brought to a Tibetan monastery to treat a high Lama. He 
stayed for a long time at the monastery and, because of his friendship with the Tibetans, he 
learned a lot of things that no other foreigner had the chance to hear about or observe. One 
day, the monks took him to a cliff where they were building a rock wall. As soon as they 
found a big stone that needed to be moved —some 250 meters high, nineteen musical 
instruments were set in an arc of ninety degrees, precisely at sixty-three meters from the 
stone. The musical instruments consisted of thirteen drums and six trumpets.  

Once in position, all monks started to sing and chant a prayer. Instruments joined the ritual, 
slowly increasing the tempo of their performance. After several minutes of this crescendo, 
the big stone block started to rock and sway, and suddenly it took off into the air with an 
increasing speed in the direction of the platform. Using this method, the monks transported 
five to six blocks per hour. Apparently, the secret is in the geometric placement of the 
musical instruments in relation to the stone being levitated, and the harmonic tuning of the 
drums and trumpets. Feeling himself victim of mass-psychosis, Dr. Jarl made two films of the 
incident. Unfortunately, both were confiscated by his employer —the English Scientific 
Society, and declared classified, only to be released in 1990. Diagram made several years 
later by civil engineer and flight manager, Henry Kjelson, a friend of Dr. Jarl’s: 

RESONANT FREQUENCIES 
Whether we are conscious or not, everything around us is vibrating at a particular frequency. 
A resonant frequency is equal or close to the natural frequency of the system on which it 
acts, which is to say, a resonant frequency is the specific frequency of a specific object. The 
most obvious application would be to destroy an object by directing and amplifying a beam 
or wave based on the object’s resonant frequency. The typical example would be shattering 
a wine glass by stimulation of its resonant frequency. 
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Based on this principle, in 1938, a scientist named Dr. Royal Raymond Rife (May 16, 1888 – 
August 5, 1971) cured sixteen terminally ill cancer patients. Dr. Royal Rife designed a healing 
device using only electromagnetic frequencies to target and destroy any disease, scoring 
the elimination of 60% of cancer cells from his patients. This discovery should have 
revolutionized the healthcare industry, but Big Pharma and media made sure to suppress it. 

In recent years, Anthony Holland, a professor of music and composer interested in the 
physical effects of sound, decided to follow in Dr. Rife’s footsteps and examine the effects of 
audio frequencies on microbiology.  He discovered that, like with a wine glass, a particular 14

combination of two related frequencies would completely shatter targeted cells. 
Subsequently, he found out the frequencies that could break cancer cells —particularly the 
frequencies needed to destroy pancreatic cancer and leukemia cells. He achieved a 60% 
rate of success. 

DNA REPROGRAMMING 
In 2011, the Russian biophysicist Pjotr Garjajev (Peter P. Gariaev) conducted several 
experiments in an attempt to modify DNA using only sound and light frequencies. The 
experiment was a total success: he and his team successfully transformed frog embryos to 
salamander embryos simply by transmitting the DNA information patterns through frequency 
alone. He theorized that the key of unlocking our fullest potential —including self-healing and 
regeneration, lies on our noncoding DNA —the so called “Junk DNA,” which in the case of 
the human genome currently amounts to 98%. 

CYMATICS 
Cymatics is a subset of modal vibra-
tional phenomena. The term was 
coined by Hans Jenny —a follower of 
the anthroposophical doctrine of Rudolf 
Steiner, in 1967. Typically, cymatics is 
experienced when the surface of a 
plate, diaphragm, or membrane is 
vibrated, and regions of maximum and 
minimum displacement are made 
visible in a thin coating of particles, 
paste, or liquid. Different patterns 
emerge in the excitatory medium 
depending on the geometry of the plate 
and the driving frequency. 

The apparatus employed can be simple, 
such as the Chinese spouting bowl (a 
form of singing bowl), in which copper 

 2009. "New Cancer Research Angle from a Surprising Source," Jefferson Surgical Solutions: Vol. 4 : Iss. 2 , 14

Article 7. https://jdc.jefferson.edu/jss/vol4/iss2/7.
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handles are rubbed causing the copper bottom elements to vibrate. Other examples include 
the Chladni Plate and the so-called Cymascope.  15

According to Jenny, these shapes, which are reminiscent of the mandala and other forms 
present in nature, would be a manifestation of an invisible force field consisting of the 
vibrational energy that generated it. He was particularly impressed by the observation of an 
experiment with a vocalization in ancient Sanskrit of the syllable “OM” —ॐ (regarded by 
Hindus and Buddhists as the sound of creation): the lycopodium powder formed a circle with 
a centre point, one of the ways in which Om had been represented for millennia. 

THE “TONES OF CREATION” 
In modern music, tuning standard for the musical note of A4 is set to 440 Hz. This is a topic 
that  has been extensively and passionately discussed by musicians, scholars, and 
conspiracy theorists alike. What seems to be the prevalent theory is that it originated in 
Germany. Johann Heinrich Scheibler (1777-1837) was a self-taught musicologist who 
recommended A440 as the standard in 1834. Consequently, A440 came to be known as the 
Stuttgart pitch.  This is the musical pitch corresponding to an audio frequency of 440 Hz, 
which serves as a tuning standard for the musical note of A above middle C, or A4 in 
scientific pitch notation. It was adopted by the German Natural History Society the same 
year, but not implemented in the US until 1926 which is when some began using it in 
instrument manufacturing. Finally, this standard was taken up by the International 
Organization for Standardization in 1955 (reaffirmed by them in 1975) as ISO 16. 

In many practical ways, it was a good idea as pitch had been wandering around for a long 
time, and having it standardised had all the same advantages as any other standard does for 
the majority of users. Though in many ways it was apparently an arbitrary decision as to what 
the number was, it seems at the time it was more important that it was finally fixed. However, 
440 Hz is theorized to be out of balance with our bodies, chakras, nature, and our very DNA. 
432 Hz, on the other hand, allegedly hits the sweet spot and harmonizes ourselves with the 
patterns of the universe. Equally important, the 528 Hz pitch —nicknamed the “love 
frequency,” resonates with the heart and is a component of sacred geometry. These “tones 
of creation” are also known as the “tones of God” due to their miraculous ability to facilitate 
healing and alter consciousness, and as we will see below, they show a peculiar 
synchronicity with nature. Read on. 

TIME MEASUREMENT 
For all practical purposes, time's smallest unit of measure is one second. Sixty seconds make 
a minute, and sixty minutes make an hour. Twenty-four hours make one day; thirty days 
(average) make one month; twelve months, a year, and so on. As you might have already 
noticed, there is a recurrent pattern with the number 60 and its fractions. 

The answer to this mystery lies in Mesopotamia —the cradle of civilization. Five thousand 
years ago, the Sumerians were the first to use a written language —an archaic cuneiform 
type of writing inscribed on clay tablets, but also were the first to use a counting system 

 The Cymascope is a device for visualizing sound by causing a membrane to vibrate and shining lights on the 15

membrane. It is claimed that this new method of visualizing sound has already led to marvelous new insights in 
fields ranging from Astrophysics and Biology to Egyptology and Musicology.
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based on counting the knuckles of the four long fingers on one hand (12) and then 
multiplying them by all 5 digits on the other hand, amounting a total of 60.  

Scholars around the world are still baffled by such a sudden quantum leap in language and 
mathematics came about. It is important to note that ancient Sumerians themselves wrote 
about being given this information by sky-god visitors they called the Anunnaki,  who 16

appear in the mythological traditions of the ancient Akkadians, Assyrians and Babylonians, 
too. This is a very interesting topic, but I don't want to go down that rabbit hole here! 

GEOMETRY 
In regard to geometry, whether it is two or three dimensional, it is also derived from base 60 
mathematics. This is the foundation of the 360 degree circle, which in turn provides us with 
all the angles and formulas for creating virtually every shape known to humankind. 

In the sixth century BC, on the Greek Island of Samos, Pythagoras —the so called “father of 
mathematics,” led a school of thought that married philosophy, mathematics, music, and of 
course, geometry. The discovery of musical intervals is attributed to him,  and with it, music 17

therapy was born. 

According to Pythagoras, all musical notes were found by mathematical calculations, and as 
such were given number values according to their placement in a master grid. The 
fundamental intervals he found are the superparticular ratios 2/1, 3/2, and 4/3:  

• 2/1 is the octave or diapason (Greek for “across all”).  
• 3/2 is the perfect fifth, diapente (“across five”) or sesquialterum.  
• 4/3 is the perfect fourth, diatessaron (“across four”) or sesquitertium. 

Note that there have been different adjustments to the sizes of the twelve fifth intervals in 
the circle of fifths so that they may accommodate pure octaves and produce certain sizes of 

Pythagorean Intervals

Note C D E F G A B C

Interval 1/1 9/8 81/64 4/3 3/2 27/16 243/128 2/1

Root note Perfect 
fourth

Perfect 
fifth

Octave

Scientific 
pitch

256,00 288,00 324,00 341,33 384,00 432,00 486,00 512,00

12-TET 
Scale, 
A432

256,87 288,33 323,63 342,88 384,87 432,00 484,90 513,74

 “Chariots of the Gods? Unsolved Mysteries of the Past” is a book written in 1968 by Erich von Däniken which 16

involves the hypothesis that the technologies and religions of many ancient civilizations were given to them by 
ancient astronauts who were welcomed as gods. From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.

 Pythagoras noticed that when a taut string was plucked it would create a tone (pitch), which was determined 17

by the length of the string. He then used different ratios of string length to build musical scales which are found 
at the root of most modern music. This is called Pythagorean intervals.
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major thirds. This is called tempering, and as a result of this process many different 
“temperaments” were used throughout the centuries.  18

Regardless of all this mathematical complexity and the adjustments made to the original 
design, the number 432 has remained quite important for the Pythagorean tuning, as this 
particular note represents a significant piece of coincidental evidence.  

The Greeks believed that nature expressed itself in ideal forms and was represented by a 
type of shape (εἶδος) which could be mathematically calculated. When Pythagoras himself 
was asked why humans exist, he replied “to observe the heavens,” and he used to claim that 
he himself was an observer of nature, and it was for the sake of this that he had passed 
come into existence. He was certainly into something when he realized that geometry and 
math held a key to the nature of all life everywhere. 

BASIC GEOMETRIC SHAPES 
Now, let’s have a look at the four most basic geometric shapes: the circle, triangle, square,  
and pentagon. In each of them are angles of degrees that when added together always total 
a specific number relative to that particular shape. For example:  

• if we take a triangle, the total sum of all three interior angles is always 180; 
• for both, the square and circle, it is 360; 
• and for a pentagon, it is 540;  

Further, the sum of their digits all add up to 9: 

• 1+8+0 = 9 
• 3+6+0 = 9 
• 4+3+2 = 9 
• 5+4+0 = 9 

In addition to this, let’s take a look at the internal angles and their equivalence in vibration 
cycles: 

• The square’s and circle’s 360 Hz is a perfect octave up from the triangle's 180 Hz. These 
tones are F#. 

• The pentagon’s 540 Hz sounds like a harmonic fifth of the other two. This is note is C#. 
• A hexagon’s 720 Hz is another F#. 
• A  septagon’s 900 Hz is an A#, which happens to be the note required to complete an F# 

major chord three-part harmony. 
• An octagon’s 1080 Hz is another C#. 

Here’s an overview of this compelling combination of geometry, sound, and mathematics: 

 Pythagorean tuning was effective when the commonly used harmonic intervals were the octave, the fifth and 18

the fourth. With the increasing use of chromatic alterations or more complex harmonic progressions during the 
medieval and renaissance periods, the Pythagorean tuning was no longer satisfactory to many ears. This led 
musicians to seek new tuning systems during the baroque period.
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Beautifully, musical tones are expressed through geometry, and this just happens to create a 
perfect three-part major chord in the key of F#. As you will see later on, there is something 
special about F#. This pitch holds a certain fascination. It keeps coming up. 

PLATONIC SOLIDS 
Plato, Athenian philosopher and mathematician, central figure in the history of Ancient Greek 
and Western philosophy, was the founder of the Platonist school of thought, and the 
Academy, the first institution of higher learning in the Western world. He has also been cited 
as one of the founders of Western religion and spirituality. 

Plato advanced the study of two-dimensional geometry into three-dimensional geometry, 
and had particular interest in the way nature —whether expressed as a tone, the design of a 
flower, or the spiraling design of a seashell, follows mathematical patterns. His genius and 
tireless quest in explaining order in nature led him to reveal five regular convex polyhedrons 
that we know today as Platonic solids. 

Shape Number of 
Sides

Sum of its 
interior 
angles

Sum of 
their digits 

(Factor 9)

Interior 
Angles  

in Hz

Equivalent 
note

Interval

Circle - 360 9 360 Hz F# 1st Octave

Triangle 3 180 9 180 Hz F# Root

Square 4 360 9 360 Hz F# 1st Octave

Pentagon 5 540 9 540 Hz C# Harmonic 
fifth

Hexagon 6 720 9 720 Hz F# 4th Octave

Septagon 7 900 9 900 Hz A# Major third

Octagon 8 1.080 9 1,080 Hz C# Harmonic 
fifth
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Let’s run a similar analysis on these solids:  19

Here again we have a perfect three-part major chord in the key of F#. 

SACRED GEOMETRY 
Sacred geometry refers to the belief that God is the geometer of the world. It assigns 
symbolic and sacred meanings to certain geometric shapes and certain geometric 
proportions. It is this geometry that guided the construction of religious structures such as 
churches, temples, mosques, religious monuments, altars, and other structures considered 
sacred. 

There are several designs in the sacred geometry family 
of shapes. They are characterized by a high degree of 
symmetry in which these shapes successively derive 
one from the other and form a more complex formula. 
Among these, there is one particularly beautiful —the 
Seed of Life.  

The Seed of Life, also known as the Germ of Life, is part 
of a broader structure called The Flower of Life, which is 
made out of six circles whose centers are the 
intersections of the previous circle, surrounded by a 
bigger circle that contains the other six. For those who 
believe God created the universe according to a 
geometric plan, these seven circles symbolize the 
seven days of creation, seven notes in an octave, 
seven colors, seven layers of the heart muscle, seven 
chakras, the seven endocrine glands, etc. 

So, let’s put it to the test. In order to build the Seed of Life you must follow these instructions: 

• You start with a circle at 360 degrees (which is the familiar F#). 
• Then, we add a second circle, bringing the total to 720 (another F#).  
• The third circle will amount to 1,080 degrees (which provides the harmonic fifth of C#). 

Shape Number 
of Faces

Sum of its 
interior 
angles

Sum of 
their digits 

(Factor 9)

Interior 
Angles  

in Hz

Equivalent 
note

Interval

Tetrahedron 4 720 9 720 Hz F# Root

Cube 6 2.160 9 2,160 Hz C# Harmonic 
fifth

Octahedron 8 1.440 9 1,440 Hz F# Octave

Icosahedron 20 3.600 9 3,600 Hz A# Major third

 The Dodecahedron is composed of 12 regular pentagonal faces, three meeting at each vertex. Different from 19

all the rest which are square or triangle based, this solid is the exception to the rule as it does not align with this 
mathematical coincidence.
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• The fourth circle will make 1,440 degrees (another F#). 
• The fifth circle will make 1,800 degrees (the major third A#). 
• And finally, the sixth circle which will bring the total to 2,160 degrees (another harmonic 

fifth C#). 

Again, we have constructed a perfect three-part major chord F#, this time out of one of the 
most famous shapes from sacred geometry. 

For many of you all this may just sound like circumstantial evidence wishing to be elevated to 
sacred synchronicity. However, it is the overwhelming number of coincidental facts that 
makes us wonder if there is really something else to it. Having said this, and aiming to reach 
a grand finale, I am going to ice the cake with a few random facts I’ve found here and there. 
Gather around, guys… those of you with tinfoil hats may wish to ensure that they’re snugly 
fitted.  

NUMEROLOGY 
Let’s go back for a moment and take a look at one of the numbers that popped out before: 
2,160 —it is a C# and thus, an harmonic fifth of F#. It is expressed on both the cube and the 
Seed of Life. Here are some coincidental facts around this number: 

• Certain ancient myths, sacred texts and ancient buildings have consistently repeating 
numerical values and dimensions which relate to astronomical phenomena. This 
knowledge appears to be based on the observation of the precession of the equinoxes, 
which basically refers to the observable phenomena of the rotation of the heavens —a 
cycle which spans a period of (approximately) 25,920 years, a period of time during the 
which the constellations appear to slowly rotate around the earth, taking turns at rising 
behind the rising sun on the vernal equinox. Among these ancient civilizations, the 
Mayans —arguably the most accomplished astronomers the world had ever known, 
noticed this cycle of 25,920 years (which they called “one great year”) and split it into 12 
“great months”—each one of these taking 2,160 years to complete, and related each one 
of them to the 12 astrological constellations . 20

• 2,160 without the zero (216) is exactly half of our magic number, 432. 

• The diameter of our Moon, when measured in miles, also happens to total 2,160. 

• The diameter of the Sun is 864,000 miles across. If we remove the 000 we are left with 
864, which is 432 times 2. 

• There are 86,400 seconds in a day, or 43,200 seconds for the 12 hours of the day, and 
similarly, 43,200 seconds for the 12 hours of the night. 

• When squared 432 it totals 186,624, which is within 0.01% accuracy when measuring the 
speed of light (186,282.39705122 miles/second). 

• In India, large cycles of time are called Kali Yuga (किलयुग) and each one is 432,000 years 
long. 

 The Mayan long count is based on large figures ascribed to astronomical observations. The reincarnation 20

beliefs of the Mayan states that the fine-matter body exists in cycles of world years (25,920 years), world 
months (2,160 years) and world days (144,000 days = 1 baktun). Other measures are 1 Tun = 360 days, 1 Katun = 
7,200 days and 15 Katuns = 2,160,000 days. 
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Further, how about we have a look at another recurrent number, the 1,440 —an F# note. Here 
are some more interesting facts: 

• If we take the Sumerian 12 and we square it (12 x 12) it totals 144, which also passes the 
“factor 9” test (1+4+4 = 9). 

• As mentioned before, the Mayan calendar “great day” —the baktun, consisted of 144,000 
days. 

• Based on the understanding of scriptures such as Revelation 14:1-4, Jehovah's Witnesses 
believe that exactly 144,000 faithful Christians —the “anointed,” will go to heaven to rule 
with Christ in the Kingdom of God. 

As you can see, the number 432 seems to be present in different cultures throughout history, 
the only relationship being an innate commonality within the mind. Joseph Campbell 
explained this phenomenon as a “collective” archetype, an inherent aspect within the human 
psyche, as well as nature as a whole. For some, 432 may well be the most important 
mythological number in history… for others just a mere coincidence in a myriad of 
numerological connections across an ocean of time and space. 

TRANSCENDENTAL SOUND 
Nowhere in the world has the science of sound and music been studied so deeply and 
exhaustively as in ancient India. This is the birthplace of the concept of Nada Brahman, which 
basically refers to the transcendental sound, or cosmic sound or word. This philosophical 
concept states that the manifold components of the universe are a creation of Nada 
Brahman (Brihadaranyaka Upanishad IV.i.2), which includes ritualistic elements such as 
mantras, hymns, prayers etc. from the Vedic tradition . Furthermore, the fundamental theory 21

of Indian classical music, art and poetry is also grounded in the theory of Nada Brahman.  

Hindu metaphysics and cosmology speak of the primordial 
creative sound, AUM (pronounced “OM”), as the power that gives 
birth to the many worlds of existence. In Ancient India, sound itself 
—the very basis of all music, was thought to be intimately related 
to non-physical and sacred dimensions or planes of existence. 
The audible sound we humans understand was considered to be 
nothing but an earthly reflection of a vibratory activity taking place 
beyond the physical world. This vibration was more fundamental 
and nearer to the heart of the meaning of things than any audible 
sound. 

This notion of primordial sound has permeated every Indian ritualistic practice and has 
crossed its borders beyond. Because OM is considered to be a spiritual presence that 
surrounds us, to practitioners of yoga, meditation, and other holistic techniques of relaxation 
its vibration is a powerful catalyst and synergistic choice for accessing our body’s innate 
healing ability. Chanting mantras is undoubtedly a very restorative and energizing ritual that 
induces our bodies and minds to sync with natural cycles, bringing us into a balanced state 
of peace and well-being. 

 Shiva Samhita —meaning "Shiva's Compendium,” is a yoga text written in Sanskrit probably dated around 21

pre-1500 CE and composed in or around Varanasi. It states that whenever and wherever there is causal stress 
or Divine action, there is vibration (spandan or kampan), and wherever there is vibration or movement there, 
sound (Shabda) is inevitable.
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Chapter # 4  

MUSIC AND WELL-BEING 

EMOTIONS 
Music’s omnipresence pervades virtually every aspect of our lives. As we saw before, it has 
the power of influencing our mood, but it also bonds us to other people as it creates shared 
experiences. 

The capacity to perceive emotion in music is subject to cultural influences, and both 
similarities and differences in emotion perception have been observed in cross-cultural 
studies. Nevertheless, there are cognitive and biological factors at play that affect us all 
irrespective of our cultural and social backgrounds. Based on these factors, music influences 
our emotions as follows: 

1. Emotions based on learned associations 

Members of the Western world —to use as an example, sharing common cultural features 
with everyone else on that side of the world, have learned to associate musical patterns 
with emotionally charged elements, that in return bring emotion to music. For instance, 
you can undoubtedly relate certain musical patterns (e.g.: songs with fast tempos and 
major keys) with laughter, smiles, dancing, etc., which will inexorably lead you to 
associating this music with happiness. 

2. Emotions based on musical expectations 

As we experience music in our everyday lives, we learn patterns and musical styles that 
we can later recall with ease. We all collect musical patterns and probabilities in our 
heads —for example, melodic, rhythmic, metric, timbral and harmonic structures, which 
effortlessly become part of a musical syntax. This information consequently creates 
expectations, and these expectations spontaneously turn into emotions. Typically, for 
example, when a crescendo eventually bursts out in a grand finale. 

These two mechanisms are based on learning, which may well explain why our emotions can 
sometimes be very rich when we listen for the first time to unique pieces of music. 

3. Emotions based on expressive emotional movement 

Happiness and sadness are subjective feelings that are associated with emotions. 
However, there are also particular behaviors that go along with them, which may well be 
the reason why we experience happiness and sadness in the first place. For example, 
happiness usually equates to faster, louder, and higher pitched music. We perceive music 
as emotional because it sounds like someone is expressing him or herself in a 
particularly emotional way, and this seems to be, to some extent, universal. The cause of 
this may possibly be human empathy.  
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4. Influence on our sympathetic nervous system 

Music exerts a powerful stimulus with widespread effects on listener psychology, 
neurology, and physiology. One physiological system which influences all of these 
aspects is the autonomic nervous system (ANS), which is responsible for maintaining 
homeostasis (or balance) within the human body. It is comprised of the sympathetic 
nervous system (SNS) and the parasympathetic nervous system (PNS). For example, 
arousing music —as opposed to calming music, induces subjective and physiological 
arousal, shifting the individual towards a predominance of the sympathetic nervous 
system, which is associated with increases in heart rate and blood pressure . 22

These other two mechanisms are based on a more universal response that may well explain 
why our responses are sometimes very similar, and may shed some light on how music 
manages to bind us together and create shared experiences. 

EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE 
In most parts of the world, academic performance is favored at the expense of music 
education. The perception that music has no tangible benefit in this dog-eat-dog world 
grows bigger while a wide range of mental afflictions and anti-depressants run wild. 

Some believe that music isn’t as important as the core academic subjects. However, 
research has shown that the benefits of music education include students’ academic 
success. Among other things, music has been proven effective in the development of 
language skills, self-esteem, listening skills, math skills, creativity, stress relief, and much 
more. With music you learn discipline, resilience, concentration, etc. Nevertheless, the most 
important thing is not your academic performance —which of course is important, but the 
fact that all those experiences help you become more emotionally intelligent. 

Emotional intelligence is the ability to be aware of your emotions, the ability to express and 
manage them, and being empathetic enough to handle the relationships around you. These 
skills leave you better prepared to make informed decisions in life about your inner self and 
others.  

In his book “Emotional Intelligence – Why it can matter more than IQ”  Daniel Goleman 23

indicates that Emotional Intelligence accounted for 67% of the abilities deemed necessary 
for superior performance in leaders, and mattered twice as much as technical expertise or 
IQ. Goleman says that emotional intelligence is a skill that can be taught and cultivated, and 
that it matters more than IQ because numeric aptitude is not a very malleable aptitude, 
whereas emotional intelligence is a lot more flexible: you can practice it and improve it every 
day. 

Daniel Goleman outlines four capacities to describe emotional intelligence: 

1. Self-awareness 

This is the skill of knowing what you feel, and music is a great way to hone it. For 
example, getting used to performing in front of an audience helps you develop your self-

 Bretherton B, Deuchars J, Windsor WL. The Effects of Controlled Tempo Manipulations on Cardiovascular 22

Autonomic Function. Music & Science. January 2019. doi:10.1177/2059204319858281

 Daniel Goleman (born March 7, 1946) is an author and science journalist. His 1995 book Emotional 23

Intelligence was on The New York Times Best Seller list for a year-and-a-half, a best-seller in many countries, 
and is in print worldwide in 40 languages. From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.
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awareness, and it strengthens your self-confidence. You can't ignore the rollercoaster of 
emotions that go on inside of you, but just like with any other discipline, the more you 
practice, the better you get at it. Through music, we also learn to understand our 
emotions and express our feelings. 

2. Self-management 

This is the ability to develop discipline and self-control. One of the greatest pianists of 
recent times, Arthur Rubinstein, once said: “When I don't practice for a day, I know. When 
I don't practice for two days, the orchestra knows. When I don't practice for three days, 
the world knows.” As a byproduct of this skill, we learn to redirect and control our 
disruptive impulses and to be more prudent with our own judgment —in other words, to 
think before we act. 

3. Social awareness 

This is the ability to understand the emotional makeup of other people and to treat 
individuals according to their emotional reactions. In a musical context, any musician 
knows that one of the most important things you need to know when you're playing in a 
band is that you must listen to one another —you have to understand when you're being 
the protagonist versus when you're accompanying. Further, if you are the leader of the 
band, leadership and the art of diplomacy are key to keeping the band together and to 
successfully developing your musical project. 

4. Relationship management 

This is the ability to create networks and to find common ground. Undoubtedly, music 
creates bonds between people and between cultures. When you play and practice 
together, music can be a unique vehicle for developing tolerance, patience, respect, 
empathy, and social cohesion, while celebrating cultural differences, different opinions 
and musical tastes. 

35

Photo by Filip Mishevski on Unsplash.



MUSIC THERAPY 
Music therapy is an evidence-based clinical utilization of musical interventions to address the 
physical, emotional, cognitive, and social needs of a group or individual. Music therapy 
touches all aspects of the mind, body, brain and behavior, positively affecting people’s health 
in cognitive, motor, emotional, communicative, social, sensory, and educational domains. 

As mentioned earlier, Pythagoras found correlations between the arts and science, which led 
him to discover the musical intervals. This, inexorably, led him to theorize that deep healing 
could be achieved through the use of sound and harmonic frequencies, thus becoming a 
pioneer in the field of music therapy. In modern days, this field of research has been 
conjoined with neuroscience to help advance music-based interventions for diseases and 
disorders of a wide variety. 

Health scholars seem to agree that human responsiveness to music begins in the womb in 
the last trimester of fetal life. The baby is able to hear external sounds that come through 
speech and music, noticing the differences between them through the detection of the 
musical elements in each one of them. Those musical distinctions will allow the child to learn 
speech and language later in life. Moreover, brain imaging technology shows that babies can 
detect the beat in music. 

Studies on three-year-olds’ ability to differentiate between two different sounds offer early 
insights on potential dyslexia, which otherwise won't be diagnosed for another three to five 
years. On the other hand, children with autism respond better to some musical cues than to 
spoken ones.  Furthermore, for those with movement disorder diseases like Parkinsons or 24

stroke survivors, research shows that therapists can use music as an organizing element of 
rhythm to help facilitate people to walk better.  25

Because music is so inviting, it’s fun, it’s non-invasive, and it is familiar and dear to us all on a 
nearly daily basis, we all use music to find comfort, define relaxation, and define motivation. 
Music therapists use those musical connections to help with a patient’s pain, fear, grief, 
anxiety, depression, etc. Music induces a relaxation response that is conducive to supporting 
further medical interventions and techniques. Relaxation responses are very useful to people 
in preparation for surgery —by needing less anesthesia, or in order to avoiding heavy doses 
of pain medication, or for women in preparation for giving birth. 

Given the universal nature of music, music therapy is uniquely able to reach individuals 
across all backgrounds and ages, while not requiring any previous knowledge for individuals 
to meet their goals toward successful healing. Through the gift of music people may benefit 
from individualized treatments that help them treat disabilities, injuries, illnesses or to simply 
improve their overall well-being. 

DAILY STEPS TOWARD A BETTER LIFE 
Here are some simple tips you can use to benefit from the power of sound and frequency, 
and thus, improve your health and happiness: 

 Discrimination amongst sounds is the ability to understand that sounds have meaning, and by having 24

children participate it essentially jump-starts their speech and language development.

 Zárate P, Díaz V. Aplicaciones de la musicoterapia en la medicina [Application of music therapy in medicine]. 25

Rev Med Chil. 2001 Feb;129(2):219-23. Spanish. PMID: 11351476.
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1. Make affirmations with 432 or 528 Hertz music in the background. 

Thoughts and words, and especially, the intention you set beneath them, have immense 
power. These intentions create a vibrational momentum that powers your affirmations. 
Some of the most useful affirmations are based on gratitude, kindness, and compassion. 
By using 432 or 528 Hertz music in the background you will amplify the effect — these 
frequencies reduce anxiety and lower blood pressure and heart rate . 26

2. Sing in the shower, or wherever you are. 

Singing releases endorphins, which are chemicals responsible for relieving pain and 
producing a feeling of euphoria. So while you sing in the shower, your body is not only 
getting cleaned, you are also becoming emotionally more positive. Singing also 
strengthens the immune system while releasing oxytocin and giving the lungs a workout. 
This pairs with toning abdominal and intercostal muscles and the diaphragm, while 
stimulating blood circulation . 27

Through singing, deep healing can occur, especially when you don't care about what 
others think. Singing can be a very powerful way of letting out all the negative feelings 
and emotions that you are holding. Use your energy, let the energy flow through your 
vocal cords, let your body vibrate with the sound, and you will feel the deep healing 
power of this practice. This will bring you to a lighter and more balanced state. 

3. Test healing techniques or treatments based on magnetism. 

Next time you have a headache or any other minor pain, consider the use of magnets —it 
has been proven that magnets can be used much the way ice packs and compression 
are. This can be beneficial for everyday sprains, bumps, and bruises. Recent studies 
demonstrate that the use of an acute localized static magnetic field of moderate strength 
can result in significant reduction of swelling when applied immediately after an 
inflammatory injury . 28

The therapeutic power of magnets has been in physicians’ toolkits since ancient Greece, 
Egypt and China over 4000 years ago. To this day, is still widely used as an alternative 
method for treating a number of conditions, from arthritis to depression. In this respect, 
Reiki (霊気) is a Japanese form of alternative medicine called energy healing . It is a 29

form of biofield therapy, which is based on the principle that fields of energy and 
information surround living systems and that these fields can be influenced by a 
practitioner to stimulate healing responses. Though Reiki has been used as an illustrative 

 Diletta Calamassi, Gian Paolo Pomponi. Music Tuned to 440 Hz Versus 432 Hz and the Health Effects: A 26

Double-blind Cross-over Pilot Study. Corrigendum: EXPLORE - Volume 16, Issue 1, January–February 2020, 
Page 8. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.explore.2020.01.001

 Grape C, Sandgren M, Hansson LO, Ericson M, Theorell T. Does singing promote well-being?: An empirical 27

study of professional and amateur singers during a singing lesson. Integr Physiol Behav Sci. 2003 Jan-
Mar;38(1):65-74. doi: 10.1007/BF02734261. PMID: 12814197.

 Cassandra E. Morris, and Thomas C. Skalak. Acute exposure to a moderate strength static magnetic field 28

reduces edema formation in rats. 01 JAN 2008. https://doi.org/10.1152/ajpheart.00529.2007.

 The promoter of Reiki, Mikao Usui (⾅井甕男) focused his studies on history, medicine, Buddhism, Christianity, 29

psychology, and Taoism.
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example of pseudoscience in scholarly texts and academic journal articles, those who 
have been healed or positively influenced by it probably count in the millions.  30

4. Use high vibrational objects in your environment. 

The use of objects charged with high vibrational frequencies —like crystals and 
mandalas, has become increasingly popular in the West. For many, there is no doubt a 
feeling of calmness and peacefulness arouses in some places. By transforming your own 
room and house into these sorts of places you will experience an overall improvement in 
your life, and your meditations will also be highly amplified.  

Neuroscientists and psychologists say this and other “New Age” treatments work but not 
necessarily for the reasons people are told they do. One of the most comprehensive 
studies in crystal therapy was presented by psychologist Christopher French and his 
team—a study which is already nearly twenty years old, involved 80 volunteers. It 
concluded with the suggestion that the placebo effect is almost certainly at play. 
Irrespective of this conclusion, 
there is no doubt that the mere act 
of doing something to take control 
of your destiny can often boost 
hope, brighten mood, and improve 
your ability to cope with a chronic 
condition.  

5. Inspire yourself to practice yoga, tai 
chi, or any kind of meditation. 

Practitioners around the world 
praise the benefits of these ancient 
high-vibration induced techniques.  31

  Not only that they will keep 32 33

your physical, mental, and emo-
tional body balanced and strong… 
they can also keep you fit! A deeper 
understanding of the immense 
power behind each one of them will 
inspire you to take action and 
create your own daily routine. We 
will further discuss this topic in 
Section 4. 

 Natalie L. Dyer, Ann L. Baldwin, and William L. Rand. A Large-Scale Effectiveness Trial of Reiki for Physical 30

and Psychological Health. The Journal of Alternative and Complementary Medicine. Published in Volume: 25 
Issue 12: December 16, 2019. 1156-1162.http://doi.org/10.1089/acm.2019.0022.

 Hofmann SG, Andreoli G, Carpenter JK, Curtiss J. Effect of Hatha Yoga on Anxiety: A Meta-Analysis. J Evid 31

Based Med. 2016;9(3):116-124. doi:10.1111/jebm.12204.

 Bazzano AN, Anderson CE, Hylton C, Gustat J. Effect of mindfulness and yoga on quality of life for elementary 32

school students and teachers: results of a randomized controlled school-based study. Psychol Res Behav 
Manag. 2018;11:81-89. https://doi.org/10.2147/PRBM.S157503.

 Bridges L, Sharma M. The Efficacy of Yoga as a Form of Treatment for Depression. Journal of Evidence-Based 33

Complementary & Alternative Medicine. 2017;22(4):1017-1028. doi:10.1177/2156587217715927.
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SECTION 2 
A PEEK INTO THE MUSIC BUSINESS 

 
“What’s money? A man is a success if he gets up in the morning and goes to bed 
at night and in between does what he wants to do.” — Bob Dylan 

Chapter # 1 

THE MUSIC INDUSTRY 

Let's start with the basics. In general, loving music and knowing a lot about it is required if 
you want to do well in the music industry, however, you will be dead wrong if you think this 
should be enough to make it. On the other hand, always remember that it all boils down to 

the basics: great songs and badass shows are simply the foundation of any musician's 
career. Additionally, we’ll be discussing why radio play and presence in streaming platforms 
are both very important, and why you must find more persuasive ways to keep your fan base 
engaged other than just social networking. Lastly, let’s try to be fair… there are still some 
good-hearted music lovers at the record labels who are not conspiring to get you screwed. 
You must be careful, though… read the fine print and get yourself proper legal assistance, but 
most importantly, enjoy the ride. In a nutshell, this is what this chapter is all about… so buckle 
up, folks. 

MUSIC CONTAINERS 
Let's have an initial look at the industry from the perspective of the product itself: “canned” 
music, and how our preferences as consumers have changed in the last century and a half 
based on the evolution of its containers . 34

1. Music before anything was ever recorded 

In the 19th century, with the development of a market for sheet music and the spread of 
public concerts, music became something which could be bought and sold for profit. This 
would eventually pave the way for the invention of sound recording at the end of the 
nineteenth century and the consequent growth of a market for musical recordings.  

Before music was ever recorded, a song was no more than just a couple of rhymes that 
you would spout off in the pub. It was often a folk ballad which went on for as many 
verses as it took to tell its story, or it was a symphony which could go on for an hour or 
more —like the Greek national anthem, which has 158 verses. In this sense, music was 
very flexible: it was like a gas in the air —there was no container for it. 

 Based on Alan Cross' Ted Talk dated on September 2019. Alan Cross is a Canadian radio broadcaster and a 34

writer on music. Based in Toronto, Ontario, he is best known nationally and internationally as host of the 
syndicated radio series “The Ongoing History of New Music,” “The Secret History of Rock,” and “ExploreMusic.”
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2. The phonograph —by Thomas Edison (1877) 

The phonograph was the first container that was ever capable of storing music. Edison 
designed a little machine using a cylinder with grooves around its surface. Over this was 
placed tin foil, which easily received and recorded the movements of a diaphragm with a 
needle. It could hold up to two minutes worth of music: if you wanted to be a recording 
artist after 1877 your music had to conform to the size and shape of this container. For 
the first time there was a time limit for a piece of music. 

3. The 10-inch disc —by Emile Berliner (1900) 

Based on some of Edison's principles, Berliner developed a rotating flat disc. After a 
couple of years everything was standardized into a 10-inch disc that ran at 78 rpm with 
grooves cut so far apart it could only hold between three and four minutes of music. After 
that we had to get up to change the record or turn it over. For the next 50 years, the 78 
rpm record became the device that standardized our appetite for popular music: we 
began to crave and expect songs that were three or four minutes long. 

4. Detractors of “canned” music 

In 1906, John “The March King” Philip Sousa published an essay entitled the “Menace of 
Mechanical Music.” He believed that by committing something to a permanent storage 
format —like a record or a cylinder, it would lead to unrest and social decline. Once 
“canned” it would be in that container forevermore. It would ruin the opportunity for a 
reinterpretation of that music.  That performance would be frozen in time and musicians 
will eventually not be needed anymore. 

Musician unions didn't like the idea either. They were rightfully concerned about their 
jobs: at the time musicians used to play live in radio stations —music containers were 
putting their livelihoods at risk. Record labels didn't like it very much either. They thought 
that if everybody played records on the radio and got music for free, why would anybody 
go out and buy records? I'm sure you can find the similarities between this and the 
concerns of the 21st century music industry. 

5. The Long Playing (a.k.a. LP) Vinyl —by Columbia Records (1948) 

In 1948, Columbia Records introduced something they called the “33 and a third long 
playing vinyl record.” They made the record longer by cutting the grooves closer 
together, and by slowing down how fast the record turned around —from 78 rpm to 33 
and a third. They successfully managed to extend the duration of their container —22 
minutes of music on a side of the record before you had to get up and turn it over. For 
the first time ever there was this really long interval where we could just sit back and 
listen to music. This led to an explosion in interest in longer forms of music. Artists soon 
realised the potential of this device as they started to fill it with more music. 

6. The 7-inch “single” — by RCA Records (1949) 

In spite of this new and longer capacity device, consumers still maintained their liking for 
three or four minute songs, which was perpetuated by the 7-inch single, introduced by 
RCA Records in 1949 as a response to the 12-inch album. Radio stations embraced this 
cheap and easy to use format as it was simple to distribute. Now, a single like this could 
hold up to five minutes —well, actually it could hold longer than that but audio quality 
began to degrade after five minutes so the industry didn't put more than that on these 
records. 

7. Other containers (1960s) 
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The 60s saw the explosion of new innovative music containers: 

• The cassette, which was invented by a Dutch company named Philips; 

• The 8-track tape, which was invented by a consortium led by Bill Lear —of Lear Jet 
Corporation, along with Ampex, Ford Motor Company, General Motors, Motorola, and 
RCA Victor Records; 

• And then, we had the reel-to-reel tape, produced for consumer use by Ampex and 
Columbia House. 

Now you could buy pre-recorded records on all three formats, but nobody really messed 
too much with that long capacity of the LP —they didn't fill these containers to the brim. 

8. The Compact Disc —by Philips and Sony (1982) 

The CD was developed by Philips of the Netherlands and Sony of Japan, and this new 
design could hold up to 74 minutes worth of music. At this point, we stopped talking 
about a rotating disc with grooves and a needle, and we began talking about a plastic 
disc that contained megabytes of information. People began to fill this container to its 
limits, giving you so much more music on a CD compared to what you had on an LP 
album. 

9. Napster (1999) 

Napster, a peer-to-peer (P2P) file sharing network that allowed users to upload and 
download MP3 files freely, broke all music industry conventions when it was launched in 
early 1999. This structure revolutionized the consumer's perception of ownership over 
digital goods: it made music freely replicable, thus having a massive impact on music 
sales. The anonymity of the Internet opened the road for online music piracy, thus 
lowering the perception of the illegality of such behavior as it became common practice. 

The advent of Napster sparked the creation of numerous other P2P sites —called 
“pirate” sites, some of which are still used to this day. The reign of P2P networks was 
short lived, though. The first to fall was Napster in 2001. Numerous lawsuits were filed 
against Napster by various record labels, all of which were subsidiaries of Universal 
Music Group, Sony Music Entertainment, Warner Music Group, or EMI. In addition to this, 
the Recording Industry Association of America (RIAA) also filed a lawsuit against Napster 
on the grounds of unauthorized distribution of copyrighted material, which ultimately led 
Napster to shutting down for good. 

10. Streaming Services (early 2000s) 

Although music is no longer a freely replicable public good, streaming platforms such as 
Spotify, Deezer, Apple Music, SoundCloud, and Prime Music have shifted album sales to 
an endless subscription-based music streaming experience. While some platforms —
most notably Spotify, give customers access to a freemium service that enables the use 
of limited features for exposure to advertisements, most advertisers operate under a 
premium subscription model. 

When it comes to accessing and consuming music, there have been remarkable changes 
in our behavior as a result of the streaming business model. For example: 

• The Value of Music 

Back in the day, when you bought a CD or vinyl, you had to work hard for a certain 
period of time to afford it. Due to its value, you would listen to the album over and over 
again —including those songs you didn't like very much because rejecting songs would 
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equate to wasting your money.  After several tries, even those songs you didn't like 
very much eventually became more interesting to your ears. 

• Additional Content 

Most records had additional content: there was artwork that you could study, there 
were liner notes, lyric sheets, etc. There was this intellectual investment in the 
container that enhanced the listening experience. On the other hand, with streaming 
music, not so much: it is context-free music that goes in one ear and out the other. 
There is nobody to tell you important facts about a particular song, what's cool about 
this band, who was behind this album, or what this sound is all about. 

• User Behavior 

There is a company behind Spotify called “The Echo Nest”  which is forever analyzing 35

data from users: they know exactly how we listen to music, how often we listen to 
music, and how we skip music. For example, if you're listening to a song on Spotify…  

• there is a 24% chance that you will skip that song in the first 5 seconds, 
• there is a 29% chance that you will skip that song in the first 10 seconds, and  
• there is a 35% chance that you will skip that song before 30 seconds have passed. 

In other words, Spotify aims to understand, influence, and generate revenue from the 
habits of listeners in a closed system that both, provides and constructs narratives for a 
product it openly —and legally, does not own . 36

• Artist Revenue 

In Spotify, no one gets paid for a stream unless it runs for at least thirty seconds, so 
producers, composers, songwriters, and record labels are throwing everything they can 
at those first thirty seconds to make sure we —with our short attention spans, hang on 
to that song for at least thirty-one seconds. Songs are now being genetically 
programmed to hold our attention for 30 seconds. This is perverting the way that music 
is being created, not only in the compositional aspect of the song, but also in its 
duration: nowadays, the average length of a song on the Hot 100 is as short as three 
minutes and 30 seconds. 

• Gaming the System 

The reason behind this shortening of songs is because artists, producers, and 
engineers, from looking at the data, have noticed that a shorter song seems to indicate 
that people will skip less, and that there’s therefore a greater chance of them listening 
for at least those first 30 seconds. With shorter songs, the listener can have more 
songs on a playlist, so that the 30-second mark is reached much more frequently. 

In the end, there is only one container that matters —our heads and our minds, but there are 
people who are trying to game us neurologically, manipulating our tastes, so they get prime 
placement in our “containers,” and thus making more money, making a career, etc. Where 
did we lose our way and turn music into another disposable item of mass consumption? As 
artists, do we still hold dear that beautiful craft of songwriting? Has this consumerist society 
already won the game? 

 Josh Constine. Inside The Spotify – Echo Nest Skunkworks. Tech Crunch. October 19, 2014. https://35

techcrunch.com/2014/10/19/the-sonic-mad-scientists/

 DeForrest Brown, Jr. — How Platform Capitalism Devalued the Music Industry. Noteworthy, The Journal Blog. 36

https://blog.usejournal.com/how-platform-capitalism-devalued-the-music-industry-30883adf3a15
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SYNOPSIS OF A CALAMITY 
Artists, producers, engineers, record labels, publishers, and virtually everybody associated 
with the industry complains about how things have become increasingly more difficult in the 
past two decades. There are two major causes for this calamity which I will discuss below, 
hoping it will give insights about the music business and, hopefully, may light your way 
toward a more successful career. 

1. The Telecommunications Act of 1996 

“The Act,” signed by President Bill Clinton, represented a major change in American 
telecommunication law. It was the first time that the Internet was included in 
broadcasting and spectrum distribution. Consequently, 90% of all media and 
entertainment companies in the United States went from being owned by 50 companies 
in the early 1980s, down to just six after the signing of the Act: these six being Comcast, 
Disney, 20th Century Fox, Time Warner, CBS, and Viacom.  

These six companies currently control everything that is heard, seen, and read in the 
United States. In other words, less people have much more consolidated power to make 
a decision on what is going to be played on the waves. This is the main thing responsible 
for the homogenized and boring playlists we see today. 

2. The advent of Napster (1999) and Streaming Services (2005) 

Napster was a peer-to-peer file sharing software that allowed users all around the world 
to share files —mainly music in nature. Verified Napster use peaked with 26.4 million 
users worldwide in February 2001. Due to the fact that Napster essentially made music 
“free,” albums sales were doomed: as you can imagine, anytime music changes hands 
without money being involved, royalties can't be paid to artists or anyone else involved 
in the business, which is why so much has been done to prevent music piracy. 

Record labels were in trouble. They had just enjoyed a decade of large profits as CDs 
were flying off the shelves, with even average artists making hit records. The industry 
saw a fivefold record sales rise in the 1990s, but the industry was ripe for disruption. 

At the time, record labels generally had an 85/15 profit split agreement with their artists: 
for every record sold, the label would take 85% and the artist would take 15%. Labels 
were making billions due the volume of sales, and they were all right with the artist 
making money on tours and merchandising because they were already fed… but when 
record sales dropped, labels scrambled to secure their revenue.  

Later on, during the early 2000s, users had access to increased network bandwidth, 
which facilitated the streaming of audio and video content to computer users in their 
homes and workplaces. Advances in computer networking, combined with powerful 
home computers and modern operating systems, made streaming media practical and 
affordable for ordinary citizens. The implications that this chain of events had on the 
music business can't be overestimated. 

INTERNET, CONSUMERISM, AND THE MUSIC INDUSTRY 
Ranging from early lawsuits over unauthorized distribution of copyrighted material in the 
early 2000s, to current disputes over music streaming services and royalties, the Internet 
has been constantly challenging both artists and the music industry to adapt to consumers’ 
ever evolving ways to obtain free music. After the Napster experiment that decimated the 
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music industry, David Bowie predicted in 2002 that: “Music itself is going to become like 
running water or electricity.”  The introduction of platform capitalism to the music industry —37

based on streaming services and online media brands, reoriented the music industry's 
function of supply and quality of demand by flooding the market with valueless content in the 
form of user-uploaded music content. After a decade of imperceptive belief in algorithms 
and platforms that sell “wholesale” music, the market is deflated and this can be directly 
linked to the overall devaluation of music.  38

Certainly, the business side of the equation has been struggling for some time to generate 
enough revenue, but, as we will see later on in this section, blaming this particular aspect of 
Internet use misses the bigger picture. All these problems are essentially a byproduct of our 
own narrow-minded consumerist way of living. But, why is that so? From an economic 
standpoint it is undeniable that, as consumers, we shape our industries, we influence our 
government policies, we create and nourish markets, etc. As a byproduct of this interaction, 
technology evolves to satisfy the curve of supply and demand. The music industry is clearly 
not immune to market forces, consequently it is also under the influence of technology, 
hence becoming an accomplice of our own consumerist behavior. This has inexorably 
caused a constant devaluation of music and creativity in a world based on media image and 
the transient satisfaction of ownership rather than the ontological value of the meaningful 
cultural experience. As the saying goes: “What goes around, comes around,” so we should 
be very careful of what we wish for, hence, let’s wisely consider the consequences of our 
actions. 

As a result of all the above, many people have a negative opinion about the Internet and the 
impact it has had on the music industry. No one would dispute the fact that the Internet has 
changed the music industry drastically over the past couple of decades, however we must 
also ponder the positive effects this symbiosis has brought to the world. In this regard, the 
Internet has clearly made music more accessible to the public —though largely at the 
expense of artists' ability to secure their revenue, but in return, it also happens to be an 
incredible tool that enables independent musicians to find a global audience without relying 
on a major label. Take YouTube or Spotify as an example: as technical structures dictate 
human behavior, the implications of these new tools are vast. Be it as it may, if you know 
what you're doing as an artist or as a musician nowadays, you should be using the Internet to 
your advantage because one thing is clear… the Internet isn't going away anytime soon. 

SUPPLY VS. DEMAND 
As elaborated before, our relentless materialistic approach to music has turned it —for the 
most part, into an incessant flow of homogeneous valueless products that saturate the 
market, and ultimately, our minds. For this reason, many —in a rather pessimistic tone, assert 
that music simply is not worth what it used to be, and don't see this changing in the future. 

This analysis is based on a purely economic approach. The intersection of the supply and 
demand curves is called the “market clearing price” or the “equilibrium price.” This is the 
price that the market has decided a particular thing is worth, in other words, this is what 

 David Bowie, quoted in Jon Pareles, “David Bowie, 21st-Century Entrepreneur,” New York Times (9 June 37

2002).

 DeForrest Brown, Jr. — How Platform Capitalism Devalued the Music Industry. Noteworthy, The Journal Blog. 38
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people are willing to pay for this particular product at the given levels of supply and demand. 
When these levels fluctuate, the effect in the market is felt as follows:  

• When supply goes up and demand stays the same, prices go down; and  
• When demand goes down but supplies stays the same, prices go down. 

On the supply side, we have all noticed more 
music than ever because it is cheaper to 
make and to distribute. Nowadays, you can 
absolutely make a 100% pro quality recording 
in a bedroom studio with nothing more than 
just a few hundred bucks. On the other hand, 
production and distribution are cheaper and 
easier than ever, which means that the supply 
of music has gone up, which in turn means 
that the market value of music has gone 
down. Feeling depressed already? 

Furthermore, nowadays people have more entertainment options than ever —music is just 
one on a long list. Honestly, it is increasingly hard to compete with so many options such as 
video games, Netflix, YouTube, texting on social media, etc. As a musician, you are 
competing against other musicians, but also against all the other things your audience could 
be doing with their free time and money. If you add to the mix the pervasive attention deficit 
hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) we all suffer from at varying levels, sometimes it feels like 
music is no more than just the background for all those other options of entertainment. 

Having said this, it seems we, musicians, all suffer from a collective delusion that makes us 
overestimate the value of our music. Sadly, it is the market which decides its worth, not us. In 
general, artists are emotional creatures: they're highly invested in their work and, to be 
honest, there might be a little bit of a sense of entitlement —sometimes we feel like we've 
been wronged anytime the market doesn't agree with our own sense of worth. The naked 
truth is that, from a commercial standpoint, based on the way we treat music nowadays, 
music is devoid of any inherent value —its worth is what someone is willing to pay for it, 
regardless of the value you think it has. Whether you like it or not, this is the cruel economic 
model we have helped to build with our decisions and actions —or the lack thereof. We 
complain against any perceived act of unfairness we have to endure, but at the same time, 
we are keen to jump on every opportunity that takes us higher in our career ladder. We might 
be missing the point entirely. 
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Chapter # 2  

CONTRACTS AND AGREEMENTS 

THE 360 DEAL 
The 360 deal —also called a multiple rights deal, is a business relationship between an artist 
and a record label or any other type of company in the music industry for that matter. It is 
essentially a type of contract that allows a record label to receive a percentage of the 
earnings from all the artist's activities. Through the 360 deal a label takes a portion of your 
live performance money, your publishing revenue, your record royalties, your merchandise —
essentially everything that you make money from. In exchange, the label agrees to provide 
support for the artist, including direct advances as well as support in marketing, promotion, 
touring and other areas. Compared to other contracts where labels are simply entitled to a 
percentage from record sales, the 360 deal is somewhat controversial —it is seen as just a 
cynical money grab by labels that are facing dwindling sales and high overheads. 

Just like the industry adapted and evolved in the past century, it keeps on being challenged 
by technology. As discussed 
earlier, technology has been 
the main driving factor of 
changes in the creation and 
consumption of music, which, 
one way or another, have 
starved the industry in the past 
twenty years. As a result of 
this, new and increasingly 
aggressive business models 
have become the norm for 
those artists ready to jump in 
the multi-million-dollar-making 
wagon. 

In the early 2000s, as labels 
were rapidly losing business, 
they realised they quickly 
needed to find a way to go 
back to pre-Napster revenue 
levels. They found an inno-
vative way to “skin the cat”: if 
they weren't going to make 
their money from record sales, 
they had to make profit from 
other areas the artist was 
involved in (e.g.: touring, 
merchandising, personal ap-
pearance income, publishing 
income, etc.). 
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THE ARTIST 
For a new artist, the 360 deal is like a double-edged sword. Almost any artist would love to 
be signed to a major record label, however it is increasingly common to hear discouraging 
news about big artists losing legal battles against almighty record companies. Every artist 
needs to be aware that he is giving his signature in exchange for just a promise from the 
record label, so if you are offered a 360 deal, get an experienced entertainment lawyer to 
explain to you every obligation you will have after signing it. 

Typically, the root cause of tension between artists and record labels revolve around two 
complaints: 

• The artist feels like their record contract isn't fair and that the label is taking too much of 
the profit; or 

• Creative control of the music and the artist's ability to have free reign over their sound and 
image. 

Case Study # 1: Reshaping an Artist 
When a label signs a contract with an artist, it is usually agreed that the artist will 
remain true to his sound, image, etc. Then, sometimes during the process, likely 
moved by fear and greed in equal parts, the label tries to reshape the artist into 
becoming a pop star, which, more often than not, the artist is not happy with. This 
practice seems to be common with many major label artists. From the labels' 
perspective, their sole purpose is growing an artist into a profitable business, and 
the easiest way to do that is by appealing to the widest audience, thus making the 
move “justified.” In the process, the artist will likely lose what makes them special 
in the first place, besides damaging their self-esteem and artistic identity. Should 
the artist refuses to cooperate, they will likely have to face a law suit for breach of 
contract, or in the best case scenario, will probably get stuck with a company that 
is no longer going to invest a penny in them, thus pushing the artist into utter 
oblivion. 

So, if you are new to the game, here are some tips that can elevate your music career more 
quickly…or at least not sabotage it.  

• If you're good at what you do, people will recognize that. Nothing else matters. If you're a 
great band with great songs people will notice it… that's the foundation of your career. 
That's all, but you've got to be a badass. 

• As a young musician you're not going to make a living doing it. Accept and embrace this 
truth as soon as possible. Once you realise this, you're stoked. Playing music should be the 
reward of playing music, and that should remain your main priority throughout your career. 
Period. Our first act of freedom should be to choose our priorities wisely. What we work for 
and what we yearn for... what we spend our time and resources on gives insight into our 
priorities. Always question yourself, why am I going through all this? Hopefully, your answer 
will be “because I love making music, and I love sharing music with my friends.” If it's 
anything other than this, you may have to dig deeper, reevaluate your motivations, and 
maybe, consider other career options. 
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• Fill your life with other expressions of art. This holistic approach —anything from gardening, 
photography, poetry, cooking, etc., will certainly help you grow as an artist and as a person. 
Though this may sound counterproductive as you will need time to develop these other 
skills, it is not about being good at these other artistic expressions, it's about aligning 
yourself with Life, which in return will nourish your artistic and spiritual self. 

• Enjoy music and play for your own joy in —don't worry about who's listening. Enjoy 
practicing hard and getting immersed in the timeless dimension of the present moment, 
immersed in an ocean of sound waves and vibration. All the rest is of secondary 
importance. 

• Your physical and mental sanity is a must if you want to survive the ruthless business of 
entertainment, especially if you're in a very rock-and-roll environment. Drugs and alcohol 
will only sabotage your career because you need everything you've got —a healthy body, 
an equanimous and focused mind, etc., to face the music career ahead of you. The choice 
is always up to you, though… the question is, are you really serious about your career? 

• Always be true about yourself and your music. Don't do it for the money nor for the fame… 
none of them last for long. If you betray your better angels you will have to carry the heavy 
burden of that for the rest of your life. Remember your priorities, why are you doing this? 
What kind of artist do you want to be remembered as? What kind of legacy do you want to 
leave? 

• Learn how to play the game. Know the legal stuff, learn the legal jargon of contracts, 
understand basic accounting, etc. You need these things to prevent yourself from being 
exploited. Keep yourself educated in these and other necessary skills to handle your music 
career. 

THE PRODUCER 
The Internet calamity that starved the artists and labels has also impacted other parties 
involved in the music industry. Take the producer, for example:  in the early 2000s, a typical 39

new band would get 13 percent points out of which, 3 points would go to the producer, 1 
point would go to the mixer engineer, and if the producer is also a writer, he would be 
making publishing royalties, too. Back in the day: 

• You sell one million records. At $10 per record sold =  $10,000,000 
• As a producer you have 3% royalties = You make $300,000 
• If you hit a triple platinum record (3,000,000 copies sold) you would almost be a 

millionaire. 

Fast forward twenty years, those multi-platinum record sales are gone. Nobody makes 
money from record sales, nor royalties are shared that generously anymore. However, there 
are still opportunities for producers: 

• You have to have songwriting skills. Labels expect this from you. You must be able to 
contribute on the songs. 

• You have to be able to engineer, to mix, and find talent. 
• You have to understand social media. 
• Being able to play instruments is a huge plus! It cuts down the cost tremendously, and it 

also lets them know or have an idea of what are they going to get from you.  

 Rick Beato. YouTube video “Making A Living In Music (2019 Update).” YouTube. December 22, 2018.39
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ENGINEERS 
Studio engineers are also in dire straits. In the late 90s there was a huge number of 
recording studios. People would go to studios all the time because people had budgets to 
make records. Nowadays, people make records in their own personal studios —whether 
they're in their house or in a free-standing building. As a result of this, people interested in 
recording schools have shrunk a lot. Unless you're planning to make a living as a producer 
using your engineering skills, there just isn’ work in studios for you anymore. 

THE PUBLISHING DEAL 
A publishing contract refers to the promotion of a musical composition, and/or its referral to a 
suitable recording artist. Publishing contracts are not covered in the United States by 
statutory requirements for fairness and may contain vague language, biased terms and 
hidden future pitfalls, hence authors should be very cautious when signing one of these. 

The key to a good contract is clarity. Ambiguity and inconsistency are the two key 
ingredients in the litigation soup. Formal agreements are essential. Under copyright law, 
without a written agreement signed by the author, the publisher does not control exclusive 
rights. If a dispute arises, a well-drafted contract will anticipate such a dispute and could save 
you thousands of dollars in legal fees later on. Keep in mind that you are negotiating a very 
long term relationship.   40

Music publishing contracts set out the legal relationship between writers and music 
publishers. They manage the rights in musical and lyrical copyright works, which are different 
from the rights in sound recordings —the subject of recording contracts. The role of the 
music publisher is to earn money by exploiting the rights in the works on behalf of the 
writers, which they do by issuing licenses to people who want to use these rights to, for 
example, synchronize the works with moving images such as adverts, or giving public 
performances of the works.  41

If you are a writer and you have a publishing deal, it is likely you have a 50/50 deal with your 
publisher. However, if you have multiple writers, some might have publishing deals, some 
might not, which means it has to be sorted out in advance. Additionally, you may have to pay 
a 10% administration fee, so out of that 50% you get 40% and your publishing company gets 
60%. 

THE RECORDING DEAL 
A recording deal is a legal agreement between a record label and a recording artist where 
the artist makes a record (or series of records) —usually in exclusivity, for the label to sell and 
promote. 

Typically, the label or publisher gives you an advance based on what they think your value 
will be. This advance is just a loan to you. They will take your 50% of publishing royalties as 
collateral. This loan must be paid back to the label before you start getting any money —

 Jassin, Lloyd B. What Not to Miss When Drafting & Negotiating Your Book Publishing Contract. CopyLaw.com. 40
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basically, you've got to make that loaned amount on top of the recording cost and everything 
else before you get any of your costs back, otherwise you are effectively in debt.  

This money is meant to pay all the artist's personal expenses during the making of the album 
so they don’t have to worry about anything else during the record-making process. Typically, 
artists are very happy with this agreement as they often don't understand the terms in which 
this money is given (they often don't even understand that it is just a loan). With this money 
they can pay rent, make their car payment, or take drugs for a boost of creativity. In the 
contract, these expenses are called “recoupable expenses,”  and they are not really an 42

investment because the artist actually owes this money back to the label, making it 
recoupable money “from the top” —meaning recoupable for the label before the artist 
receives any money. Also, remember to make sure you take your manager's commission 
from the non-recording portion of the fund —specifically, what's left over after the recording 
budget has been agreed. This is your personal advance, from which your manager will take 
his 20% commission. 

Ultimately, the artist pays all the expenses that come with making the album, although they 
usually don't have the knowledge of personal finance to be able to handle that much money 
all at once. At the end of the day, the advance you have been offered comes with strings 
attached, and you must be aware of this from the get-go. You absolutely need capital to 
grow your music career, so just be sure you understand every detail of the deal. 

Case Study # 2: Indentured Servitude 
Here's a typical breakdown of expenses as dictated by a “standard” recording 
deal. 

• The Label invests $500,000 in a new artist (“in advance”), and it has been 
agreed that the label keeps 85% of the sales through royalties. 

• If the artist sells 100,000 records (at $10 a record) that generates $1,000,000 in 
revenue. 

• The Label makes $850,000. 

• At first glance, the artist makes $150,000 but he/she has a “recoup” of 
$500,000, so he/she is in debt to the label for $350,000. Note: Even though 
the artist has just sold $1,000,000 worth of records, he is still in debt to the 
label. Nevertheless, you still get to receive your writer royalties. 

• The artist decides to tour to pay back this debt: 

• You may sell $500,000 in merchandise —$250,000 goes to you, the other 
half goes to the label, but the label is going to charge you with the expenses 
to make and sell the merchandise, so your net profit is going to be much 
lower. Note: The 360 deal compels you to give a big share of everything to the 
label: 25-50% of gross revenue earned from various sources. 

• You may sell $1,000,000 in concert tickets —only $750,000 goes to you, but 
first you have to pay your tour promoters, your tour manager, and the rest of 

 Every contract is going to be different, and how much is recoupable is going to be different from artist to 42

artist.
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the staff. However, as you are in debt with the label to the tune of $350,000, 
you first have to pay this before you pay your staff. 

• Most bands have multiple members so the remainder gets split. These bands 
also have accountants, lawyers, producers, and taxes to pay. 

• Some artists file for bankruptcy while selling millions of records (e.g. TLC). 
Other artists are sued for breach of contract when they rebel after realising 
how unfair their situation is (e.g. 30 Seconds To Mars). 

On the other hand, there is an interesting concept labels use to further avoid paying the 
artist. It is called “cross-collateralization”: 

Case Study # 3: The Cross-collateralization 
Clause 
Say you're a band that has made three records. Let's say: 

• You spend $300,000 on your first record but only make back 250,000 dollars, 
well that $50,000 that you didn't recoup gets added onto your next bill. 

• Your next record cost $400,000 but you only make $250,000 on that, so 
there's an extra $150,000 plus the $50,000. Now you owe the label 
$200,000.  

• You'll probably get dropped at this point —meaning that the label is no longer 
interested in promoting your band, but if you didn’t get dropped, then that 
debt carries on to the next record and so on. 

Typically, many artists work on a year-to-year basis in regard to that recoupable money. Let's 
say it's $100,000 a year that they will pay you to deliver “X” amount of songs, which will have 
to be demoed and submitted for review. Some of them might not get placed, hence you 
either get a sale or you get a draw each month —which might be as much as $10,000 a 
month worth. If you think about it, twenty years ago anybody that got a record deal would 
get a $300,000 publishing deal without selling a record no matter what genre they were in. 

At the end of the day, all those professionals the label gets for you —the best engineer, 
producers, stylist, photographers, and even the massive party and champagne, are being 
paid out of your own pocket. All these expenses are going to be your bills, so you've got to 
make a certain amount of money back. The only way possible is by owning the “masters.” 

THE MASTERS 
So this is how it goes. The label puts a big record contract in front of you and say, “in order to 
record your album we're going to pay for it, we're going to distribute it, we're going to 
promote it, but then we will own it forever.” You will get your “royalties” which usually sum up 
to 15% of the record's dealer price (PPD), leaving 85% for the label in addition to the finished 
work, the masters. 
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Now, the masters are important because this is where the money is. In the music business, a 
master recording is the official original recording of a song, sound or performance. It is the 
source from which all the later copies are made. You own the lyrics and you own the song, 
but they will make the recording, so they will pay you to go into the studio and make it. What 
you don't realise at this point is the power they get by owning the recording. The labels own 
the recorded work, so if they want to make money from it they are going to rinse it as much 
as possible. This is about control and future money, and that is why it's so crucial to own your 
masters. 

As shown above, many artists understandingly feel like slaves under such contractual terms, 
that's why many artists and bands are forced to be constantly on tour instead of making any 
money out of their masters. Even if an artist succeeds in paying back the loan (recoupable 
recording expenses), the label still gets to keep the masters. As an example, we are currently 
following the news about rapper Kanye West equating the music industry to “modern day 
slave ships.” Follow the link for more information.  43

To ice the cake, through the 360 deal, labels can also decide how to use your music. It 
doesn't matter if you don't like the brand that will be using your name and music, as long as it 
makes revenue for the label. At this point you will certainly come face to face with the naked 
truth: it was never about your art… it was only about making money —money that was not 
intended for you in first place. This is why many artists are developing their own brand, 
selling their image to their own products, and owning their own masters. In this way, they 
decide what their music is used for, and get all the revenue for themselves. 

ROYALTIES 
Music royalties are payments that go to recording artists, songwriters, composers, 
publishers, and other copyright holders for the right to use their intellectual property. U.S. 
copyright laws give artists these exclusive rights to their work. These payments become a 
primary form of payment to musicians. Thus, contracts define royalty agreements between 
the owner of the recording and the distributor. 

Music Royalties are generated for various types of licensing and use. The four most 
important types include mechanical, public performance, synchronization, and print music. 
Arguably the most relevant are the mechanical royalties, which generate income from the 
physical or digital reproduction and distribution of copyrighted works, including all music 
formats such as vinyl, CD, cassette, digital downloads, and streaming services. 

For example, if you make money on a million digital downloads it is probably worth about a 
million dollars or so. Due to the intricate complexity in the calculation of the mechanical 
royalties agreed for digital music distributor services, in addition to the sinking numbers of 
physical sales of your album, artists rarely get to see any money from mechanical royalties. 

MUSIC COPYRIGHT 
Music copyright designates legal ownership of a musical composition or sound recording. 
This ownership includes exclusive rights to redistribute and reproduce the work, as well as 
licensing rights that enable the copyright holder to earn royalties. If you ever want to earn 

 Rhian Jones. Why Kanye West's fight for his masters marks a changing music industry. The Guardian. 9 Oct 43
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any money on musical composition or sound recording —meaning, if you're going to protect 
that right and ensure that people aren't stealing your work, you need to know your copyright 
protections.  

Understanding how music copyright works is notoriously complicated. There are different 
copyrights for different parts of a musical work, with copyright ownership and royalties split 
between artists, songwriters, labels, and publishers. Then, there are various middleman, from 
collection agencies to distributors, that facilitate the collection of royalties on behalf of rights 
holders. 

There are two different copyrights at play: 

1. The composition of the song, including the arrangement of notes, melodies, and chords. 
This copyright is held by songwriters, lyricists, and composers, and managed by their 
music publishers (who also partially own the copyright). On the other hand, many artists 
don't write their own songs or produce all the elements of the song: you have the 
producers, featured guests, and additional writers. You may also have background 
vocals, guitars, or lyrics composed by someone else. All these people receive royalties.  

2. The final product, which is known as “the masters.” It covers the specific sound 
recording, which contains a particular expression of the underlying musical composition 
created by performing/recording artists. This copyright is held by the performing artists 
and, typically, their label. This lies at the core of the dispute between artists and their 
labels: if you don't own your masters then the label owns them, and they can do 
whatever they like with them —they will be the ones profiting from your music in 
perpetuity. 

SONGWRITERS 
Back in the late 90s, just before Napster dealt that blow to the industry, if you were a writer 
you could survive from having album tracks —meaning non singles on record, simply 
because you would have gold records, or platinum records, and your album tracks would be 
worth some real money. For example, a top-5 country song would bring in about a million 
dollars from terrestrial radio airplay (via BMI and ASCAP that collect money from radio 
airplay). And in pop music it would bring in probably around one to three million dollars. 
Consequently, when that money was split between the writers —say there are three writers 
and three million dollars to split, everybody would get one million dollars. 

Nowadays, if you're part of a three-way split, an album track may be worth $3,500 or so, and 
the only way to really make it is to have a hit single, which is really difficult to achieve. 

MUSIC LAWYERS 
Music lawyers handle client contracts and assist them in making sure they aren't violating 
any laws. Among other roles, they spend their time drafting and negotiating record label and 
live performance contracts on behalf of music artists. They also file lawsuits when their 
clients' intellectual property rights or copyrights are infringed. 

If you don't have any context or base level understanding of the legal jargon used in 
entertainment contracts, then it's unlikely that you'll be able to make any sound judgment as 
to what you're actually signing. For this reason, hiring a lawyer is essential, and you should 
not try to skimp out on this. Some may just look over the paperwork to make sure there isn't 
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anything “out of the ordinary”…well, that's not really useful if “the ordinary” is an artist signing 
away their masters in ownership for a small cut. 

There are many reasons to hire a good lawyer. Here are some: 

• Often, in your contract there will be a 25% distribution and packaging fee, which —with 
digital sales, ceases to make any sense at all other than boosting the label's profits.  

• There will be a 10% for breakages fee. Back in the day that made sense because vinyls 
used to break during the distribution process, but that's not the case anymore. 

• Also, back in the day labels were used to incentivize shops with 10% of giveaways, but that 
is not necessary with digital music.  

Some artists don't actually need to go and find a lawyer because their “friends” at the record 
company got them covered with a “well respected professional.” Sadly, legal malpractice and 
corruption in the entertainment business are very common. Many attorneys are drawing up 
label-friendly deals, encouraging the artist to sign them by ensuring them it's a fair deal. 
Clearly, their intention is biased toward building up a relationship with the executives at the 
labels. The artist is just coming and going —it's kind of a revolving door. Many artists are 
signing deals with the help of a lawyer without knowing that their lawyer friend is either 
employed by the label or is financially benefiting from the deal. This is a classic “conflict of 
interest.”  44

Some of the biggest mistakes ever made in the music business are made by people at the 
beginning of their careers. Artists sign long-term deals, tying them up for important rights 
with people that may or may not have been working in their favor. Some people in fact may 
have gotten in the way of their music career from the start. 

THE RECORD LABEL 
As we discussed earlier, the 360 deal entitles the record label to a percentage of the 
earnings from all of the artist’s activities —the artist’s ancillary rights, rather than just earnings 
from record sales. These ancillary rights include concert revenues, merchandise sales, digital 
sales, streaming royalties, licensing, endorsement deals, and any other income stream you 
may think of.  

In return, the labels invest large amounts of money —potentially millions of dollars, into artists 
with no guarantee of success. That's why they generally take artists with very little fanfare. 
Labels are well aware that unknown artists have very little chance to becoming stars by 
themselves: it's statistically not going to happen for small artists to become superstars 
without the help of a major label.  

On the other hand, labels generally have several artists on their roster, which at the 
beginning, all are recipients of the label's resources. Some reports say that only five percent 
of the artists actually generate a profit, so the labels need to sign 360 deals hoping that the 
five percent that do succeed makes enough money to cover all the losses for the 95 percent 
of artists that don't make enough money to recoup the initial investment. As you can see, 
labels are basically acting as a venture capital fund: they invest hundreds of thousands of 
dollars into a lot of little companies (artists) hoping that one of them becomes a “unicorn” 
and hits the jackpot. 

 Spencer Cornelia. YouTube video “Why Your Favorite Musicians Are Broke.” YouTube. October 24, 2020.44
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As a result of this, most successful artists complain about the 360 deal generally because 
they effectively subsidize artists who didn't profit. Sadly, but not surprisingly, solidarity and 
generosity are rare commodities in this industry. 

STREAMING SERVICES 
Undeniably, music streaming is a very convenient way to listen to music for the end 
consumer. It gives you access to millions of songs so you don't have to buy individual songs 
or albums anymore.  But what's behind the scenes? 45

The agreements that record labels reach with music streaming providers can be defined as 
ownership equity deals.  In order to score an equity position, labels agree to receive very 46

low revenue rates for the artist's music. As a result of this, the artist loses money, however, as 
Spotify and other streaming services rise up in their equity position, labels benefit. Basically, 
having equity in companies like Spotify ensures that the labels get paid at the end of the day, 
though much at the expense of the artists. In other words, labels pimp out their own artists to 
take a greater equity position in a rising business: they effectively devalue their artists, but in 
return, they get equity in the music streaming industry which benefits from lower expenses. 
Not surprisingly, artists had no say in this matter. 

 Music streaming is gratis under the freemium model, and for a monthly subscription fee your experience is 45

ad-free.

 Michael Arrington. This Is Quite Possibly The Spotify Cap Table. August 7, 2009. Tech Crunch. https://46

techcrunch.com/2009/08/07/this-is-quite-possibly-the-spotify-cap-table/
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Case Study # 4: Streaming Service Payouts 
• Say, your album has 10 songs and is listed on Spotify. 

• You will need 47,170 complete album listens every single month to earn $1,500 a 
month. Quite an unsustainable proposition if you ask me. Additionally, 

• If your band has multiple members then the number of streams needs to be 
multiplied by the number of members. 

• If you don't own the masters then the money gets split even more. 

On the other hand, as Paula Mejía pointed out in her NPR Music Magazine article in 2019, 
“Critics say [that Spotify's] pro rata model disproportionately privileges top artists and labels, 
and leaves little chance for even midsize artists, such as a band like Khruangbin — whose 
most-listened-to songs have tens of millions of listens on Spotify —to get a fair shake. Also, 
and importantly, fans have no say in the direction of where their subscription dollars head. In 
parallel to the promise of ‘music for everyone’ (as Spotify's tagline goes), a harsh truth has 
emerged: Countless working artists in the United States can't feasibly make a decent living in 
this new world.”  47

DISTRIBUTION SERVICES 
Music distribution refers to the process of getting music from the artist to the store, making it 
available to the public for purchase. This is the same whether that store is a physical store or 
a digital music retailer —only the platform changes. As we don't see lorries carrying physical 
albums around the country anymore, we will be specifically focusing on the digital side of the 
business here. 

Obviously, digital music distribution deals with music in digital format (usually .mp3 or .wav). 
The music is sent to online music platforms such as Spotify, Tidal, Deezer, Pandora, Amazon 
Music, Google Play, etc. But we can't upload our music directly to any of these platforms, so 
we need a middleman, a distributor —also called an aggregator, to do this for us. 

There are many distributors out there but the most important are: Distrokid, Ditto, Cd Baby 
and Tunecore. Among these distributors, fees change depending on what they offer. One big 
difference is whether it does or doesn't include publishing services. Publishing means that 
once your music has been used somewhere, royalties are passed back to you and to any 
other right holder.  

When it comes to summarizing which is the best for you, it all comes down to how much 
music are you going to be releasing, how often are you going to be releasing, and how are 
you going to be releasing —singles ep’s or albums. All of these aspects do make a difference 
in pricing. Last but not least, please keep in mind that this business model is based on a 
yearly subscription, meaning that in order for you to keep your music on Spotify, for example, 
you have to keep on paying the subscription fee every year. If you stop paying, by the end of 
the contract your music will be taken down from the platforms you uploaded it to. 

 Paula Mejía. The Success Of Streaming Has Been Great For Some, But Is There A Better Way? July 22, 2019. 47

NPR Music. https://www.npr.org/2019/07/22/743775196/the-success-of-streaming-has-been-great-for-some-but-
is-there-a-better-way
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EDUCATED DECISIONS FOR A HAPPIER CAREER 
Here I present arguments that debunk some of the common claims you will hear from the 
industry: 

• “In exchange for receiving a larger percentage of the money made by the artists they 
represent, the labels take a lower cut from music sales.” 

As album sales have been constantly dropping for almost twenty years now, agreeing 
to a lower cut from music sales is not a big sacrifice from the label's part. As a matter 
of fact, the artist is effectively compensating the label for their loss in sales. Is that an 
equitable distribution of loss? Mmmm, hard to say. If you consider that record labels —
specially the major ones, already possess all the means of production necessary to 
make the record —the recording studios, the ability to buy up radio airtime, the teams 
established to market you and give you the biggest probability of success, and most 
likely already have advantageous agreements to distribute your album, too, then this 
whole deal turns to be very unfair from the get-go. 

• “Labels also say they will commit to promoting the artist for a longer period and 
aggressively develop new opportunities for them.” 

The artist must always remember that the label is committing to nothing but a 
promise, which the label is notoriously inclined to break if the artist's sales don't go as 
expected. Of course, it goes without saying that if this ever happens, the artist gets 
shelved, leaving him/her basically stuck and jobless: the exclusivity clause of the 360 
deal prevents the artist from looking for other opportunities elsewhere during the 
validity of the contract. This is known as the “non-profit music industry.” 

• “Essentially, now labels often seek to serve as a manager and look after the artists entire 
career, rather than focusing only on selling the music.” 

Music aside, labels are implicitly focusing on selling you entirely. In the labels' eyes, in 
order to have more chances to sell an artist, the artist must be appealing to the great 
majority of the public —it's a no-brainer for them. If that means the artist needs to be 
“reshaped” —meaning transformed into a more homogenous widely appealing kind of 
saccharine pop product, so be it. Absurdly, reluctance from the artist's side may well 
be understood as a breach of contract. 

• “Typically, the label would justify their share of the revenue based on the money they will 
have to invest on the recording, distributing, and promoting of the album.” 

On the one hand, the label will give you money in advance to cover your expenses 
during the making of the album. This is not an investment, it is meant to be paid back 
to the label on top of the recording cost and everything else before you get to make 
any money, in other words, you are effectively in debt to the label. In addition to this, 
the label typically provides all of the professionals involved in the record making 
process, but you will have to pay for them from the money given in advance… and 
their work is certainly not cheap! 

On the other hand, the labels are meant to keep the masters for themselves. Hang 
on… the artist receives money in advance to make the masters, which they will 
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eventually have to pay back, however, regardless their capacity to pay back or not, 
the label gets to keep the masters? Is this really fair? They know very well the money 
is in the masters, thus they will never give them away. 

• “Among the mechanical royalties section of the contract it is common to see several 
deductions labels refer to as ‘standard’ deductions.”  

Packaging deductions, breakage fees, incentive giveaways, and others are simply not 
applicable when it comes to digital downloads. As digital downloads and streaming 
services have been increasingly outweighing physical sales in the last decade, all 
these deductions are plain and simple scams… they are only meant to further reduce 
the artist's royalty rate.  

• “The major record labels —and the bigger Indies, seem to support Spotify now.”  

In a 2018 year-end report, the Recording Industry Association of America (RIAA) 
touted the fact that “for the third year in a row, double-digit growth was driven 
primarily by increased revenues from paid subscription services including Spotify, 
Apple Music, Tidal, Amazon and others. ” At first glance it looks kind of weird to see 48

all these major labels rejoicing over digital streaming success, which should 
essentially have a negative impact on album sales —the native realm of major labels. 
However, if you scratch beneath the surface, you will discover all their shenanigans. 
As Helienne Lindvall writes in the Guardian, “No wonder the majors speak so highly of 
Spotify – they receive 18% of shares in the online streaming service. It's just a pity that 
artists won't get to see any of this.”  49

The artist may see all this as “modern day slave ships,” 
but from the labels perspective, that's just the price you 
pay for getting access to the billion dollar machine. 
They are not putting a gun to your head… the choice is 
always yours; fame and money will tempt you, though. 
Your priorities in life will lead you to the path that you 
are meant to follow. If you take the “blue pill,” —worst 
case scenario, you wake up in a world of broken 
dreams, empty fame, fake friends, and a troubled 
career. On the other hand, if you take the “red pill,” you 
get to keep ownership of your career, of your music, of 
your image; you get to decide an acceptable and 
sustainable level of compromise between music and 
family life; and most likely, without making any real 
sacrifice, you get to enjoy what you were seeking for 
all along: happiness, creativity, and joy. 

 Recording Industry Association of America. RIAA 2018 Year-end Music Industry Revenue Report. https://48

www.riaa.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/RIAA-2018-Year-End-Music-Industry-Revenue-Report.pdf

 Helienne Lindvall. Behind the music: The real reason why the major labels love Spotify. 17 Aug 2009. The 49

Guardian. https://www.theguardian.com/music/musicblog/2009/aug/17/major-labels-spotify.
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Chapter # 3  

WORKING MUSICIANS 

T he idea that music flows effortlessly and is an outgrowth of one's individual genius has 
historically shaped consumer interpretation into the misguided notion that it really does 
not require much work to make music. This has become the justification for a precarious 
livelihood for musicians around the world.  

Musicians spend a significant amount of time learning and practicing in order to hone music 
skills in playing one or several musical instruments. A competitive working musician should 
also be able to compose, conduct, sing, perform, orchestrate and arrange music in a variety 
of different styles. It takes years to master an instrument, and a life of hard work to make a 
living out of it. 

In spite of all the love and appreciation for music and the lifestyle that comes with it, more 
often than not, musicians sabotage their own career in many different ways. Here are some 
bitter pills to swallow:  50

• Some musicians seem to be a bit apathetic about their careers. If you are serious about it, 
doing the bare minimum means you're not doing enough. Remember you are the only one 
responsible for your career and success. 

• In regard to your business, your engagement and your inspiration, having people around 
you that really want to pursue things at a higher level is really important. You need to be 
surrounded by an inspiring community of musicians (and non-musicians) that propel you 
higher and higher. 

• Consider your strengths and use them to your advantage at their fullest potential. Consider 
yourself as a brand and use all your extra skills to advance your career. 

• Revisit your preconceived assumptions and act accordingly… you might be stuck in the old-
game paradigm. Do you really need a manager? A booking agent? Consider your business 
being handled in a different way. You might be putting the cart before the horse. Put 
yourself in an extreme mindset in order to set you ahead of your competition. 

• Sometimes we downplay people because of their success, but that's really a form of envy. 
If you're not able to celebrate someone else's success, then you really need to evaluate 
what you're trying to achieve. 

• Last but not least, I can't stress enough to avoid doing drugs. I know some people have 
gone through a lot and I don't fault them for it, but drugs just make you more vulnerable in 

 Based on Lennon P. Bone's Youtube video: “Why Musicians Fail - 5 Reasons Why An Independent Music 50

Artist Will Fail in 2018.”
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a merciless competitive industry. You already have all the talent you need to shine on… use 
it! 

Now, how about a peek into the bright side of things? Let's have a rundown of all those 
qualities we need to be successful musicians:  51

• Versatility and adaptability. It goes a long way if you are able to play —and feel comfortable 
in, different genres of music. Further, understanding different instruments will make your 
interaction with your fellow bandmates much easier. Music reading is a plus. These are all 
great skills but, being able to switch on and off, and to adapt to any scenario, is what’s 
really going to make a difference. 

• You must learn to manage your time efficiently. Aspiring musicians often have different 
employers, so in order to be a reliable and organized professional you must be good at 
keeping a schedule and managing your time. 

• Listening and hearing are not the same thing. Hearing is when things go in one ear and out 
the other, but listening is when you really soak it all in and understand what you have up 
front. You must keep an ear on your playing, and the other on the rest of the band. You will 
be constantly splitting your attention —on stage and in the studio, and this is a skill you 
gain with practice. 

• Check your ego at the door… it does not belong on stage, nor in the studio or in the 
classroom. Your only concern should be how to make a song sound better. At work, focus 
on the music… you can talk about any other stuff afterwards. 

• Only play what is best for the song you are working on. Don't add stuff to your song just 
because you think it sounds cool… more often than not, less is more. Obviously, there's 
always a lot of factors at play, and this piece of advice can be very subjective, but at least 
give it a good listen before you strike the first note. 

• Be reminded that you love doing what you do. If you find yourself constantly looking 
forward to going home, you might be in the wrong business. The entertainment industry 
can be very grueling and tough —we all know that, but it's a very fulfilling job, too. 
Frequently check within to measure the health and strength of your motivation. Remember 
you've always loved it, and you wouldn't want to be anywhere else while at work. On the 
other hand, if you find yourself not enjoying it as it used to be; if you find yourself passed 
the point of no return, that's not a problem either: there’s a lot of fun in being a hobbyist or 
a “weekend warrior.” It is perfectly fine. To be more specific, be reminded that you love 
music, the emotions it arouses in you, and the joy it brings to your life. 

TOURING 
As it got more difficult to sell albums, musicians started to increasingly rely on touring and 
merchandise sales. In one way, this is a good thing as artists are motivated to play live more 
often —especially smaller artists that are trying to get discovered, however, the downside 
comes if you're trying to make a living strictly as a “hired gun.” 

Many musicians are constantly out on the road, and when you are back home, you need to 
jump on rehearsals for another artist, another tour, etc. It can become a very unhealthy and 
unsustainable way to make a living, which will surely take its toll further down the road. 

 Based on Jayme Lewis' (www.musiciansunite.com) YouTube video: “Six Characteristics of Successful Working 51

Musicians.” Apr 26, 2013.
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Even if you decide to go full-time on touring, there are still things to be considered. Some 
would argue it would be better to be 
on the road for longer and just get 
the momentum going —with time, 
you get better at playing and 
grooving with your band. A lot of 
bands play the same set l ist 
unchanged, but others enjoy 
working around and changing 
arrangements… which is part of the 
fun. For others, it's more important to 
spend time at home and to be with 
their family more often. Behind each 
one of us there is a different story, a 
different family situation, and 
different bills to pay… there is not a 
one-size-fits-all solution here. 

The touring musician —especially 
those who-se livelihoods depend 
entirely on this job, is akin to the 
business traveller …but with the 
cheapest motel (or a fan's sofa) instead of the Marriott , 
the cram-ped tour van replacing the rented Lexus, the backstage sandwiches instead of 
dinner on expenses, and the budget airline in place of business class. Imagine, doing that for 
months on end and earning almost nothing from it.  52

SONGWRITING 
Songwriters are storytellers, craftsmen/women devoted to capturing elusive feelings and 
materializing them through words and melody. It is a subtle art with wonderful cathartic 
potential which inexhaustibly brings joy to both creator and listener in equal parts.  

Bringing joy to —or soothing someone's soul, can only arise from a sensitive and warm heart, 
joyful and empathetic in nature, and capable of diving deep into its own emotions in order to 
understand the others'. Though human nature has an innate potential for all these qualities, 
not all of us are capable of harnessing such a creative power.  

These qualities and skills can only be described as a gift… a gift to the songwriter and to the 
world at large, but nevertheless, a “gift” that takes a lot of practice and effort to discover and 
develop.  

But, what does it take to turn such ephemeral feelings and a spark of creativity into a song?  
For some, it may be only the wish to share their feelings; for others, it might be the urge to 
monetize a skill that has taken a lot of time and effort to hone; or maybe it's a mixture of both. 
Be it as it may, both of them are perfectly fine, but each one of these intentions will produce 
a very different outcome… and it all comes down to expectations: 

 Michael Hann. Why performance pressures put a strain on musicians' mental health. January 11 2019. 52
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• If your intention is solely to open your heart and share your feelings and emotions with the 
world regardless of praise or retribution, you are on the safe side… the mere act of creation 
should suffice to make you happy; but… 

• If your intention is to rightfully monetize your art, grasp every opportunity to get heard, 
devote your time and resources in spreading your music and to collaborate with other 
artists hoping to make a career out of it, then you are implicitly set to collide with your own 
expectations and with market conditions, which are beyond your control anyway. 

The world is what it is, and at a very fundamental level —as many Eastern philosophies point 
out, it doesn't make much sense to spend our time and effort fighting it. Expectations are the 
result of ambition, and if unchecked, they often lead to sorrow and frustration. Nevertheless, 
expectations are ours and ours alone —hence they can be brought under our control with a 
bit of training. Market conditions, on the other hand, change, and that is a constant beyond 
our control. On an ultimate/fundamental dimension, the world is what we attend to, and it is 
all full of possibilities if we learn to navigate it in a different way. 

“We are what we think. All that we are arises with our thoughts. With our 
thoughts, we make the world.” ― The Buddha 

Some might find this advice a bit counterintuitive if they are trying to survive in this cutthroat 
business. Most will say ambition and passion are essential to any artist’s career, and I would 
agree… on a superficial level. To me, ambition and passion, if well understood, can pave the 
way to a well balanced life and career. Please, hear me out: we cultivate passion for a vision 
of how things could be if we work hard on them, but at the same time we can learn to be 
equanimous and non-resistant to how things are —which can save us a lot of trouble and 
grief along the way. In this way we retain the passion and the hard-working attitude, while 
effortlessly remaining focused and efficient, away from mental afflictions and distress. If we 
manage to “unlearn” old patterns we will see that both qualities can coexist harmoniously. 

But, how about the songwriting process? How about that demanding industry and our 
dependency on it to pay our bills? Let's address for a moment that silent dry spell some of us 
once in a while have to deal with. Is this something preventable? Sometimes professional 
songwriters are unable to meet tight deadlines and commitments that have little to do with 
that subtle and joyful art capable of touching hearts and minds.  

This marriage between inspiration and productivity has always been hard to handle. There 
may be a number of reasons why you'd put pressure on songwriting, however we know all 
too well that it often takes a toll on our creativity and well-being. Opportunities are few and 
sometimes we have to work harder for a certain period of time, and this is fine. However, 
when the exceptional nature of these opportunities becomes a constant demand, it 
inexorably ends up in stress and frustration. Take a step back and give yourself some time to 
breathe. Reconnect with your inner source of inspiration —that unlimited source of grace 
from which creativity and well-being flows. Be reminded that this subtle art cannot be 
“canned” and that this elusive beauty possesses us only when we are ready to nurture it. A 
balanced and healthy mind is surely the best ally we have in ensuring a sustainable and 
uninterrupted flow of great songs. 

When we create, we tap into the divine aspect within us. As we reach this state, our brain 
and body move back into homeostasis —a healthy state that is maintained by the constant 
adjustment of biochemical and physiological pathways. This homeostatic state is 
characterized by tissue regeneration and release of energy. Elevated heartfelt emotions like 
love, joy,  trust, awareness, and gratitude, begin to mobilize  all these new chemicals that 
begin to repair and  regenerate the body. When we're in this heartfelt state we tend to be 
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less selfish and more selfless. We start feeling less separate and more connected to 
something greater than ourselves.  53

MUSIC PERFORMANCE 
Music success requires many skills, 
dedication, time, and hard work. Practice 
demands intense scrutiny and a highly 
critical ear, always leaving room for 
further improvement. This approach may 
be counterproductive in the long run, 
though: the very same highly regarded 
qualities we strive for during practice 
have the potential to derail a performer 
on stage, making our performances 
sound labored and even contrived.  54

Perhaps surprisingly, a world-class 
performance additionally requires a 
performance mindset which, unhindered 
by perfectionistic ideals, provides the 
perspective of the average audience 
member. Through objective awareness, 
the performer can perceive the larger 
picture, which might include the 
character of the music and their own 
expressive personality. Listening from this 
broader perspective requires a performer 
to surrender a great deal of the criticism 
and self-judgment on stage that served 
them so well in practice. 

Awareness, a more trendy word for 
mindfulness, can help musicians get a 
hold of the more abstract philosophies of 
this performance mindset. Mindfulness is 
simply the deliberate and nonjudgmental focus of 
attention on the thoughts and events of the present moment. Through a mindful approach to 
music we learn to react only when we choose to, bringing our mind to a more equanimous 
state that leads to a more focused and effortless practice and performance. 

Here are some counterintuitive attitudes that can help improve your performance on stage 
and your overall music experience: 

• Non-striving. Once our motor skills are rehearsed to the point of automatic execution, the 
required level of physical and mental exertion begins to diminish. This is when we should 
allow our performance to flow effortlessly and spontaneously. 

 Dr. Joe Dispenza. Living in Survival vs. Living in Creation. Sep 29, 2020. After Skool YouTube Channel.53

 Vanessa Cornett. Five attitudes of mindfulness for the performing musician. June 26 2019. Oxford University 54

Press’s Academic Insights for the Thinking World. https://blog.oup.com/2019/06/five-attitudes-mindfulness-
performing-musician
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• Non-judgment. When we give in to judge-ment —meaning surrendering ourselves to our 
incessant flow of thoughts without being aware of what is going on, we become slaves to 
our own internal monologue and reactions. By learning to perceive all situations and 
events with relaxed and impartial awareness, we will surely find it easier to stay focused 
during musical performance.  

• Acceptance. The moment we realise we've missed a note or forgotten lyrics those events 
are already in the past. By acknowledging the present moment and accepting things as 
they are, we quickly return our focused attention to our performance allowing to make any 
necessary adjustments on the fly. 

• Trust. When you learn to trust your groundwork, talents, and abilities, you can begin to 
silence the chatter of judgement inside your head. Thus, trust helps you to redirect your 
focus to what you are communicating to the audience. 

• Letting go. Once we become aware of our anxieties, frustrations, limitations, and biases, 
we can learn to detach ourselves from the tyranny of our own thoughts. Furthermore, this 
realisation of not being our thoughts bring us closer to natural spontaneity and fluid 
performance. 

In common parlance, this effect is referred to as being “in the zone,” or being at one with 
what we're doing, in a state of profound and relaxed concentration and flow. The idea of not 
striving on anything that you do has been around for millennia, notably encapsulated in the 
meaning of Wú Wéi (無為).  You can notice its absence when we watch any performance of 55

an artist —be it a dancer, an actor, or a musician, that feels forced, that doesn't ring true,  thus 
rendering it artificial, not natural. 

This principle is supported by the theory initially proposed by Robert P. Abelson in 1963. “Hot 
cognition” is a hypothesis that asserts that cognition is colored by emotion in which a person 
is more responsive to environmental factors. It contrasts with “cold cognition,” which involves 
logic and critical analysis, implying cognitive processing of information that is independent of 
emotional involvement. Hot cognition is the spontaneous functioning of the universe, so to 
speak. For example, if you've learned any sort of craft that you can perform effortlessly, that 
is hot cognition in action… that's the spontaneity of life shining through you. With practice 
comes mastery, and this is how hot cognition becomes second nature —effortless, and 
spontaneous. On the contrary, when you have to think about what you are doing, that's when 
problems occur because, as you think about it, your thought process gets in your way and 
prevents you from performing effortlessly. 

OVERTHINKING 
Have you ever felt unsatisfied with your performance, no matter how hard you have worked? 
Do you get overwhelmed easily while practicing? If that's the case, you might be suffering 
from overthinking. Typically, overthinking uses up your time, distracts you from your goals, 
and can throw you into loops of redoing and overdoing simply in order to correct over-
exaggerated problems. If you are going through this, these tips may be for you:  56

 Wú wéi (Chinese: 無為; pinyin: wúwéi) is a concept literally meaning "inexertion", "inaction", or "effortless 55

action.” Wu wei emerged in the Spring and Autumn period, and from Confucianism, to become an important 
concept in Chinese statecraft and Taoism, and was most commonly used to refer to an ideal form of 
government, including the behavior of the emperor. From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.

 Michael Korman (michaelkorman.com). Overthinking for Musicians.56
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• Give self-compassion a try. At various degrees, overthinking naturally leads to mental 
suffering. With introspection, actively focus your attention at your thoughts. Once you are 
face-to-face with them, in a non-judgmental way try to hold your attention with self-
compassion, which is the wish for suffering to go away. With practice, you will regain 
stability and calmness. 

• Notice when you are overthinking. Thoughts are like clouds in the sky, and with proper 
training in mindful meditation we can spot them the moment they arise in our mind. 
Sometimes it is useful to label the thought as it arises, for example: if you are thinking 
about your family you label it as “family,” or if you are thinking about your next gig you label 
it as “music.” By doing this, you are robbing cognitive energy from your thoughts, which will 
inevitably fade away as they are starved of it. 

• Allow your thoughts to exist. Just like everything else, thoughts are the result of causes 
and conditions, and among other functions, they serve a very important one: they 
formulate solutions to solve problems. These perceived problems —manifested as mental 
chattering, are the result of fear which leads to suffering. Contrary to what modern culture 
prescribes, you should not attempt to block your thoughts… just be aware of them and let 
them be. 

• Observe physical sensations. Overthinking has a funny way of pulling us out of the present 
moment, so we need to find ways to come back to it. One good way to do this is to pay 
attention to the physical sensations of our bodies. 

• Get to know your thoughts. Find repeating thought patterns that might be saturating your 
mind. Are you constantly angry? Sad? Constantly stuck in the past, or absorbed in future 
events? Once identified, it will be easier to tackle each one of these categories. 

• Notice your behavior. Observe your aversion and your attachment to things. These are also 
thought patterns that repeat over and over. By paying attention to your behavior you will 
shed light on your mental processes and how to regain control. 

STRESS 
Professional musicians all deal with varying levels of stress caused by inherent aspects of 
their careers, for example: tours, performance anxiety, a hectic schedule, separation from 
friends and family for long periods of time, etc. Unequivocally, the more stress a musician 
endures, the more harm that could occur to his or her playing. 

Stress is a feeling of emotional or physical tension. It is your body's reaction to a challenge or 
demand. The body's stress response, in small doses, can actually be helpful in an important 
performance or recording session, since it helps you stay focused, energetic, and alert. But 
chronic stress can cause serious damage to one's health, mood, productivity, and quality of 
life, if it isn't managed properly. Long-term exposure to stress can raise blood pressure, 
suppress the immune system, increase the risk of heart attack and stroke, and can leave 
musicians more susceptible to anxiety and depression.  If you are feeling any of these 57

effects, there are things you can do to cope better: 

• Relax yourself using exercises like deep breathing, meditation, or yoga. 
• Do some physical exercise. Even a simple walk around the block helps. 

 IM. Don't Sweat It: Your Guide to Managing Stress. September 23, 2015. International Musician. https://57
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• Practice self-appreciation to curb performance-related anxiety and stress. This will help 
you build self-confidence. 

• Take vacations, and regular breaks during practice.  
• Build and maintain a strong network of friends and family. 

For the vast majority of musicians, stress is associated with the very fact of trying to survive, 
especially in a financially strapped industry like this one. There's inherent instability in a 
touring musician's job due to the mental and physical strain you are putting yourself through 
gig after gig, which leads to a precarious lifestyle that pushes musicians to fall out of society.  

“Our research shows that musicians are up to three times more likely to experience issues 
with depression and anxiety than the general population,” says Joe Hastings, Help 
Musicians UK (www.helpmusicians.org.uk) head of health and welfare.  58

Sadly, sometimes stress and anxiety win the battle and even successful artists’ personal 
struggles end up in suicide. Then, that troubling question arises again: how could someone 
making  success out of the thing they had always wanted to do, end up in such a state? The 
musicians who end up in the headlines are those whose fame is great enough to be noticed, 
but there are many more. This merciless business pushes artists to the limit with no support 
beyond a proverbial crossing of the fingers. The situation is much worse with major labels. 

To make matters worse, for many musicians, especially those in bands, their financial 
obligations prevent them from taking the luxury of cancelling gigs when they feel like they 
can't carry on anymore —their bandmates, their crew, their managers and their promoters 
depend on them if they are to make a living. Clearly, it’s not the same as one person in an 
office calling in sick. 

Also, often musicians are often unable to dissociate their sense of self from their work 
identity, which is inevitably linked to the value attributed to their performances. As a 
consequence, their career will naturally oscillate in respect to their own self worth. 
Furthermore, once being an artist becomes your day-to-day job, then afflictions and pain 
become material for your songs, turning distress into a commodity that fuels your career —
which, will likely end up creating a vicious circle with no clear way out. 

Chapter # 4  

THE SURVIVAL CONUNDRUM 

W e have discussed at length all the things that can go wrong with your record label 
company, so now it is important to counteract them with sound decisions that 
minimize problems along the way. Two of the most important aspects to consider 
when talking about where real money lies: money is made in running the labels, and in 

owning the music. This leaves artists with decisions like: 

 Michael Hann. Why performance pressures put a strain on musicians' mental health. January 11 2019. 58
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• Do you go independent and become a starving musician for years, hoping that one day 
you'll earn enough to follow a full-time career? 

• Or do you sign the 360 deal and give up all leverage for the entirety of your record deal? If 
so, do you think you will end up in a bargaining position to own your masters? 

Before you rush into anything, you may well check out some of the opportunities below. 

SOUND EXCHANGE 
So, how to make money out of digital streaming? You may wonder. Well, there is this 
company named “Sound Exchange” which not many people know about. Sound Exchange 
provides royalty solutions for sound recordings and publishing, serving as a critical 
backbone to today's digital music industry. The organization collects and distributes digital 
performance royalties on behalf of recording artists and master rights owners.  Sound 59

Exchange will pay you if you're a performer or producer on a particular record as long as the 
paperwork has been submitted on time.  60

MERCHANDISE 
As long as you remain an independent artist and run your career on your own, you will 
always have the chance to selling anything with your name on it. 

YOUTUBE 
Developing a YouTube channel can become a huge opportunity for artists. It is common 
behavior for users to listen to the same song over and over —and assuming you haven't 
been demonetized  by YouTube, you are entitled to a small amount of money. You just have 61

to keep on uploading new content to ensure that flow of money keeps on coming. However, 
the way YouTube pays out creators is hard to understand: 

“Watch time” is a factor that takes into consideration how long people watch your videos for. 
It is not the number of views your video has reached. The more watch time you have, the 
more money Google pays you, so —even though it is a very small amount, you can become 
massively successful if you score a hit song. Hit songs will also generate millions of views, 
potential subscribers to your channel, and hopefully this may all translate into physical 
merchandise sales, digital product downloads, or big crowds at your live performances.  

 Sound Exchange. www.soundexchange.com.59

 Rick Beato. YouTube video “The Big Question: How To Make a Living In Music?” YouTube. December 26, 60

2016.

 Youtube demonetization —the trend often referred to as an 'Adpocalypse' by content creators, is the process 61

wherein independent content creators are denied paid advertisements in their video, thus denying them 
revenue and reducing their income from the video-hosting platform.
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CONCERTS 
The top earners in the music business are people that have huge live draws. There's really 
no substitute for a 
good live performan-
ce, however, you've 
got to earn it. Before 
you get a taste of 
that sweet, sweet re-
venue, you have to 
become a badass 
artist, write great 
songs, make a name 
for yourself, promote 
yourself through any 
possible means —
especially through 
social media, and 
deliver an amazing 
show. This is basica-
lly what a music ca-
reer is all about. 

SYNC LICENSING 
Music sync licensing is basically placing your music in a YouTube video, on a TV show, in a 
film or in a video game, etc. In exchange, you get paid a synchronization fee upfront and, 
depending on where and how often the track is played in public, on TV, for example, you 
also get paid royalties. 

There are tons of music libraries out there, but getting your music placed is not easy. The 
process of licensing music can be daunting to the indie songwriter. You will have to deal with 
the gatekeepers —music supervisors who decide what music makes it into TV and film. 
These people have connections with movie studios and with television producers. They have 
a tremendous advantage in actually getting performances placed in these different mediums. 

It's not complicated but many music supervisors prefer to be approached in a specific 
fashion, and always with a professional product. If you want to score a licensing deal —
among other things, you will have to provide a professionally recorded track, copyright your 
music, register with a performance rights organization, network and build a reputation, and 
most importantly, be patient.  62

DISTRIBUTION SERVICES 
As discussed before, there are music distributors that work with unsigned artists. For a cut of 
your revenue, they will put your record out —they will place it in many different media 

 How to license your music for tv and film (11 steps). Sync Songwriter. September 21, 2019. https://62
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streams, whether it's Rhapsody, Spotify, Apple Music, Pandora, etc., and in exchange for that, 
you pay an annual fee. Remember this is a subscription, thus the moment you stop your 
subscription, your digital album will be removed. If they include a publishing service —which 
not all offer, they will collect royalties for you. 

MUSIC TEACHER 
Being a musician can sometimes be tricky and one has to wear many hats. In regard to 
teaching music, it is a very viable way to make a living, and it can be very fulfilling, too. 
Watching students “get it” and smile is usually enough to fuel your happiness tank for days. It 
is also awesome to witness character development in a music student: music has a way of 
bringing students out of their shell and sparking individuality. On the other hand, teaching 
music helps you to stretch your own répertoire —styles you teach, instruments you play, 
methods, approaches, and much more. Finally, you get to have a lot of flexibility with both, 
scheduling and the amount of hours you care to work. One can certainly foster other musical 
goals while teaching music.  63

 The benefits of teaching music. Freeway Music — Columbia, SC's Premier Music School. https://63
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Case Study # 5: Ryan Leslie's “Renegades Club 
Membership” 
After several setbacks, artist and entrepreneur Ryan Leslie came up with a very 
innovative and bold idea that has proved to be very effective. Aiming to have a 
direct contact with his fans —the consumers, Ryan gave his telephone number 
out. Similar to an email marketer, Ryan captures fans emails and phone numbers, 
and allows them to purchase his album's concert tickets and merchandise directly 
through his “Renegades Club Membership.” This approach allows him to 
communicate directly with his fans in a semi-personal automated messaging 
system —SuperPhone (www.superphone.io), allowing him also to access to data 
on where his fans are located and how much they spend on him. This gives Ryan 
a great insight on where he should hold concerts and who to engage with —the 
people who really cared about his music. Ryan gets paid directly, and in addition 
to his publishing deal, he makes a pretty decent living based on touring. 

Chapter # 5 

MAINSTREAM MUSIC AND COUNTERCULTURE 

In the early 20th century, the world witnessed the invention of some really important mass 
media devices —namely the television, the radio, and the record player. All of a sudden, we 
found these devices in the average middle-class home, all of them requiring content. 
Besides the demand —which led to opportunity for revenue, the people in charge of 

making content for these devices found themselves in a very unique position: for the first 
time ever, media-related professionals could influence the thoughts and thinking of the 
average person. Prior to this, society got its values from institutions like the church, school, 
or parents, but now all these new ideas were pouring right into our households through 
technology. This phenomenon has profoundly affected modern culture… think of all those 
accepted beliefs, values, patterns, and trends that shape the way we think and act. This has 
become a fertile ground for seeds of counterculture.  64

A counterculture starts off with one person or a small group of people doing things 
differently, and if enough people join in, that behavior has the potential to become a larger 
trend or a movement. If it sticks around long enough or gains enough power, then one day it 
might form part of the mainstream culture —with all of the business opportunities that entails. 
As a result of this, marketing gurus recruited “insiders,” made them appealing to the 
community, made them successful, and turned them into counterculture “idols” that endorse 
their products and services. Take Jon Bon Jovi and Kurt Cobain as examples. At the peak of 

 Erik Mehlsen. YouTube video “What the Music Industry Really Sells.” TEDx Talks  April 15, 2019.64
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their careers, both were selling millions of records and their merchandise, while kids dressed 
like them, played like them, and talked like them.  So, effectively, music industry sells values, 65

and this has far-reaching consequences for human behavior and society at large. 

For those of us old enough to have experienced walking into a record store, you will 
probably remember how we automatically used to flock to a particular section of the shop —
for example, the rock section, or the pop section, or the jazz section. In a subtle way, you 
were going through a subconscious process of self-identification with the values of the 
genre you like, and developed a sense of belonging with likeminded fans. Same happens 
when you put on that old Ramones t-shirt. Younger generations have a similar experience 
when they subscribe to their favorite Spotify playlist… the effect is the same. 

Fast forward to the mid-2000s, as social media came to prominence, lots of bands rushed to 
social media platforms for the opportunity to reach much larger audiences. Many bands got 
what they were looking for, but what they didn't realise was that they were making it at the 
expense of their values. Nobody saw it coming. Free social media —which is a far more 
efficient way of meeting our needs of self-identification and belonging, was set to take over 
fans' hearts and minds so quickly that there was no time left to counteract it. Since then, 
we've been doing a terrible job on social media at communicating what we stand for: if we 
make concessions with our values for the sake of a higher follower and “friend” rate, then it 
will be impossible for a fan to self-identify with us or purchase anything from us at the end of 
the day. 

In general, social media has made it a lot easier to connect to other people… albeit maybe 
too superficially. Think of it, in no time at all you can sign up to any of these social media 

 In spite of Cobain's outspoken rejection of self-commercialization, sadly, his radical position just reinforced 65

his idol figure. As we can see, once you are in, it is very difficult to defeat such a mighty money-making 
machine.
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platforms. You can search over virtually endless number of users and begin interacting with 
them very quickly. You can read news that you are not willing to verify, get to know your 
“friends” after a brief interaction at a party, all whilst not really contributing to your online 
community in any meaningful way. Furthermore, you don't need any money to do this, or 
need to leave the comfort of your house. Most importantly, you can do this without any fear 
of rejection. So, how something that costs so little occupy so much of our time and attention? 
Isn't it weird? 

SOCIAL MEDIA 
Social media is such a ubiquitous phenomenon today that it is hardly possible to remember 
our lives before it.  Some Millennials were even born in a social media driven society, leaving 
them without a point of reference to which to compare the world they are living in. 

The effect social media has on human behavior is of increasing concern —an important part 
of cyberpsychological behavior. Take Facebook —the leading online global social media 
platform, as an example. Facebook follows the one-to-many communication model which 
allows users to share information about their lives, including social activities and 
photographs. Paradoxically, while Facebook users enjoy the sense of being connected,  66

frequent use of Facebook is threatening users' mental health as they inevitably fall into 
comparison, low self-esteem, depression, isolation and ostracism, negative relationships, 
fear of missing out, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), you name it! 

As a social media user, you are at risk of falling into these and many other addictions and 
behavioral disorders. However, as an artist, you are likely seeing Facebook and other social 

 Grieve; et al. (2013). "Face-to-Face or Facebook? Can social connectedness be derived online?.” Computers 66

in Human Behavior. 29 (3): 604–6099. doi:10.1016/j.chb.2012.11.017.
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media platforms as the perfect tool to connect to your fanbase and thus, increase your 
chances of reaching success. You don't need to be a genius to understand that by massively 
relying on these tools you are seriously jeopardizing your fanbase's and your own mental 
health, and that, in the long run, you are creating a deteriorating vicious cycle that ultimately 
can never be sustainable for your career. Let the idea sink in for a moment. 

In addition to the radical transformations the music industry has undergone in the last two 
decades —mainly driven by technology, social interaction has been forced to reshape and 
evolve. It is not difficult to find parallels between consumer expectation for music whenever 
and wherever and ADHD, which pathologically manifests in a very short-term attention span 
that needs to be rewarded frequently. Platforms like Spotify just exacerbate this and other 
conditions. Technology —as a ripe source of engagement, if left unchecked, makes these 
struggles considerably more difficult.  

On the other hand, one thing streaming platforms like Spotify have in common is their 
algorithmic framework that leverages machine learning to fight the music preferences and 
listening behavior of their audience. Nowadays, major streaming platforms offer 
personalised, curated and branded playlists that have the potential of catapulting an artist 
from obscurity to the top of the worldwide charts. Undoubtedly, these playlists bring new 
music to the masses, but at what cost? First, songwriting is forced to contort to fit the 
aesthetic and audience of certain playlists as it second-guesses what will connect best.  67

Secondly, as Spotify does not own the music catalogue, the whole playlist game has become 
a priority for labels who are heading toward the obsoleteness of the album as a music 
container format, thus setting a new standard for music listening, as it strengthens the 
ownership equity agreement between labels and music streaming providers, and 
perpetuates the inherent downsides of this pervasive business model.  

No wonder users need help with such an overwhelming music catalog (over 50 million tracks 
under Spotify's roof in 2020)  but the more tracks are thrown into these playlists, the more 68

tracks are needed to keep on fueling this ever-expanding appetite for new stuff. Not 
surprisingly, Spotify doesn’t care about artists —neither about their music for that matter, as 
long as it has the potential to trend. What really matters here is what has always mattered the 
most to every business, which is —basically, to stay in business, and if all it takes is to nourish 
and further degenerate users’ short-term attention span, well… so be it. 

THE “HEADPHONE” CULTURE  69

Back in 1979, the first Sony Walkman (model TPS-L2 ) was released featuring a unique 
characteristic that would be considered unthinkable today: it had two headphone outputs, 
permitting two people to listen at the same time. The President of Sony Music just couldn't 
imagine people walking around like zombies sealing themselves off from the rest of the 
world. A lot of water has passed under the bridge since then. 

 Eamonn Forde. 'They could destroy the album': how Spotify's playlists have changed music for ever. August 67
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However, what really made the Walkman special was that small and lightweight mechanism 
paired with good sounding headphones. People became addicted to the idea of being able 
to curate their own little music bubble. However, this had one particularly undesirable side 
effect: “egocasting” —which is the predisposition of pursuing individual enjoyment and to 
develop a tendency to only accept things that you already agree with. 

This is exactly the problem with Spotify’s suggested song algorithm which recommends 
music they think you will like based on what you have been listening to lately, hence keeping 
you happily engaged in your musical comfort zone, uninterruptedly. The way they do this is 
by analyzing your music history, your user behavior, and even the mood that may be 
responsible for your choice of music.  If you take into consideration that music is an 70

ubiquitous phenomenon and that technology allows us to take Spotify wherever we want —
pretty much as the Walkman did forty years ago, it is a bit worrisome that a company gets to 
know so much about our preferences and moods, which will likely be used for marketing 
purposes, just like Google and others do. 

Furthermore, if algorithms can control the music that we like to hear, it wouldn't be far 
fetched to say that the same technology may start controlling the news we want to hear. This 
may have been the idea that gave birth to the fake news trend we suffer from nowadays, 
which has an impact on a wide spectrum of topics like politics, social media, human rights, 
climate change, and much more. 

Chapter # 6  

THE FUTURE OF THE MUSIC INDUSTRY 

As we have discussed, modern kids can belong to a community without ever leaving their 
house. As a result of this, concert ticket sales plummeting is a no-brainer to anyone. 
However, there are many other ways in which the music industry can change. Let's have 
a look at the crystal ball to check out some predictions for the next decade:  71

• Physical sales will be a thing of the past. In recent years nostalgia-driven sales have 
revived vinyl sales with a modest growth trend continuing to increase year after year. 
Undoubtedly, that warmth associated with vinyl recordings can't be replicated on 
streaming services, thus keeping vinyl sales safe for a little bit longer. However, don't be 
over excited with it: in 2018, streaming services drove 75% of the industry's revenues and it 
will continue to increase over the years, leaving only a small piece of the pie —likely 5 
percent or less in 10 years, to physical music sales. 

 Sameer Balaganur. How Spotify's Algorithm Manages To Find Your Inner Groove. Analitics India Mag. January 70
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• More artist residences. As we have discussed before, touring takes a toll on musicians —
regardless if you are a novice, a hired gun, or a superstar. Everybody loves performing but 
hates the rest of the things associated with the process (e.g.: show, bus, insomnia, next city, 
soundcheck, boredom, …wash, rinse, and repeat). Some big artists have managed to find a 
workaround to this problem by performing as resident acts in big cities, giving them the 
opportunity to fill arenas night after night while cutting down on travel. 

• Bye bye, record labels. As it has become abundantly clear for everyone now, the value of 
signing to a record label is under question as artists are increasingly relying more on social 
followers and streaming numbers, cheerfully leaving labels out of the picture. The DIY 
approach many artists follow nowadays, in addition to affordable and independent music 
distribution services, allow artists to break the bonds that characterized the label-artist 
relationship epitomized by the 360 deal. In the future, many majors' sub-labels will shutter, 
leaving the big companies as glorified marketing agencies which might end up shuttering 
later on in favor of more profitable lines of business. 

• Hit songs will have even more staying power. Thanks to social media and streaming 
services' algorithms, major label artists will enjoy more chances to boost their hit songs and 
to keep them for longer higher up in their playlists and suggested track charts.  

• Welcome Virtual Reality tools. Whether you live in a rural area, or in a town with no 
entertainment infrastructure to draw in big-name artists, or simply you are not overexcited 
with camping-out to attend some of the year's biggest music festivals, for a fee you will be 
able to experience any of your favorite artist's tour stops from the comfort of your sofa. 

• Automatized songwriting. One of the scarier developments happening in the music 
industry nowadays is the use of A.I. in the songwriting and production process. Though it 
still is in its infancy, it has the potential of rendering music sterile and void of any human 
touch. This is already happening as we speak. It's the latest iteration of major labels' efforts 
on reducing risk while increasing chances of success. 

• No more superstars. In the future, it's going to be very challenging for superstar artists to 
emerge solely off the strength of their musical ventures. With more music being created 
than ever before, artists will need to use their singles and albums as marketing tools to 
open doors, while anchoring on to other industries such as clothing, film, TV, etc., as a 
means to build their bank accounts. 

By no means is this meant to be an exhaustive list of possible changes that the future might 
bring, nor do I claim to be infallible in my appreciation of the market and future conditions. 
Although the accuracy of these predictions may fluctuate, it is undeniable that this 
consumerist society we live in —and the monstrous music business that has emerged from it, 
is dragging us to a place we surely don't want to be in… a place where there's a deep lack of 
human connection and where we need to be constantly overstimulated. 

In spite of the above, there is hope for us, and I think musicians will play an important role in 
reshaping our collective future. Overstimulation can be counteracted by playing music with 
our friends, which will help us regain human connection. Live music performance is another 
great way to bring people together in a shared vibrant experience that bind us through 
human emotion and proximity. As part of this global family, this is a great way in which 
musicians all over the world can help make a difference while enjoying ourselves and 
celebrating the joy of music in our lives. 
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PERFORMING ARTS DURING COVID-19  72

Since the moment Covid-19 spread around the world —around March 2020 for most of us, 
the majority of venues have remained closed in response to the outbreak. As the pandemic 
persists, it has created an existential crisis for these venues and the critical role they play as 
local band incubators and touring hosts. Currently, most venue owners are lobbying to 
demand large-scale financial assistance to an endangered industry, which might end up 
being too little too late as governments focus on urgent health care assistance for all.  

For artists who tend to make most of their income from performing live, this could be 
devastating. There might not be much left once the pandemic is over. While many are using 
the time to creatively rethink the viability of live music, the industry is using this new socially 
distanced format to reinvent itself and hopefully build a more future-proof model for live 
entertainment. For independent artists, the options remain much more experimental, though. 

The economics of limited capacity shows are certainly challenging for venues, and even 
more so for the artists who perform there, which leads to a recalibration that needs to 
happen if live music is to survive. However, there's the unpredictable nature of the pandemic 
itself and how local governments are forced to react to the latest coronavirus infection 
trends, bringing venues and artists back to the drawing board time and time again. 

This pandemic has highlighted a wider issue that plagues the live music industry and plenty  
of other aspects of life: perpetual uncertainty. As the pandemic evolves, it becomes difficult 
for people and businesses to adapt, rendering it a virtual moving target. In general, and for 
the time being, music venues are likely to remain silent until a vaccine is introduced, if not 
months later. Most are looking to mid-2021 or even later. 

As this cultural catastrophe exposes the systemic weaknesses of the whole industry, it also 
presents an opportunity to start building something more resilient. Mat Dryhurst, a musician 
and Berlin-based professor at NYU's Clive Davis Institute of Recorded Music, has spent a lot 
of time thinking about alternative models for how venues could be owned, interlinked, 
supported, and even defined in the future.  

Dryhurst proposes developing economies around that cherished sense of belonging and 
coming together that music inherently offers. Obviously, the “coming together” part of the 
grassroots music culture is currently impossible, but this is where crowdfunding and other 
digital expressions of support can make a difference. Rather than waiting for an emergency 
to solicit donations, DIY music spaces and medium-sized venues could build deeper digital 
communities and experiment with support models like memberships and subscriptions. 
Something like Patreon, but for places.  

Particularly those spaces that offer enough value to people in the community may well find a 
sustainable source of revenue through donations in order to keep the local music scene 
alive during these hard times. In some cases, this model of community-based support could 
even be taken a few steps further, into a shared community ownership of spaces, which 
would hopefully be less prone to the kind of existential threat posed by pandemics or future 
climate catastrophes. 

 John Paul Titlow. How Live Music Is Coping, And What The Near Future Will Bring. NPR. August 13, 2020. 72

https://www.npr.org/2020/08/13/901796934/how-live-music-is-coping-and-what-the-near-future-will-bring
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SECTION 3 
ALL SELF-INFLICTED TROUBLES 

 
“The secret of happiness, you see, is not found in seeking more, but in 
developing the capacity to enjoy less.” — Socrates 

Chapter # 1 

CAPITALISM 
Capitalism is an economic system based on the private ownership of the means of 
production and their operation for profit. Capitalism had its time and place in history as it was 
a great step forward from feudalism, but in modern times it has outworn its usefulness by 
becoming an engine that, above all, robs from the working people of the world and transfers 
it to a small number of capitalists whose greed seems to have no limit.  

With the exception of the illustrious American Declaration of Independence, undoubtedly the 
most influential document published in 1776 was Adam Smith’s “An Inquiry into the Nature 
and Causes of the Wealth of Nations”—commonly referred to simply as “The Wealth of 
Nations,” which described the industrialized capitalist system that was upending 
mercantilism —thus effectively marking the birth of modern capitalism as well as economics. 
Though, in his work Adam Smith repeatedly laments the potential moral, social, and political 
ills of what he called “commercial society,” the free market he inspired advocates 
uncontrolled greed and selfishness in the name of allowing the “invisible hand” of the market 
to work its magic.  73

In all fairness, capitalism has led humanity to great achievements through technological 
advancements, economic development and human freedom. However, over time it has 
betrayed the promises it once bore by becoming an oligarchic system of repression of 
workers that's holding humanity back and destroying billions of lives and our planet as a 
whole. Many will find this statement an exaggeration or plainly false, but I encourage you to 
have an open mind and allow yourselves to see the world from the perspective of the 
underprivileged. I’m sure some of you can skillfully refute my position with educated 
historical and socioeconomic arguments, but that doesn’t change the fact that poverty has 
been increasing exponentially in the last few decades —even within the so called First World 
countries, concentrating power and wealth in the hands of the very few, thus widening the 
gap between social classes at a staggering rate.  

 Dennis C. Rasmussen. The Problem With Inequality, According to Adam Smith. June 9, 2016. The Atlantic. 73

https://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2016/06/the-problem-with-inequality-according-to-adam-smith/
486071/
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SHIFTING FROM FEUDALISM TO CAPITALISM  74

Although capital has existed incipiently on a small scale for centuries —especially in the form 
of merchants, capitalism in its modern form can be traced back to the emergence of agrarian 
capitalism and mercantilism in the early Renaissance (15th to 16th centuries), in city-states like 
Florence. Prior to this, the feudal system —which was a way of structuring society around 
relationships that were derived from the holding of land in exchange for service or labor, was 
the norm in Medieval Europe, between the 9th and 15th centuries. 

Back in the days of feudalism, society was mainly agrarian. The most important product was 
food, so the most important means of production were farm lands. At the top of feudal 
society were the feudal lords who owned the land. At the bottom were the peasants who 
worked the land.  From time to time, there was friction and conflict between these classes, 75

but for the most part under feudalism, society was pretty much static for hundreds of years, 
especially for the peasant class. 

Compared to modern standards of living, life under feudal society was pretty harsh and 
unfair: if you were born a peasant, you were probably going to die a peasant. You were 
essentially the property of your feudal lords, so there wasn't much opportunity for 
advancement or changing careers. On the other hand, the other classes were basically 
static, too. Noble titles were passed down from father to son and there were very few 
opportunities to break into the aristocratic class. Merchants and trades people formed 
powerful guilds to prevent competition and to control access to their professions. Under 
feudalism, the people in power did their best to restrict and control social mobility. Sadly, it 
seems there are things that don’t change. 

Early forms of capitalism didn’t lead to industrialization or dominate the production 
processes of society until a required set of conditions were met, including:  76

- Specific technologies of mass production;  
- The ability to independently and privately own and trade in means of production;  
- A class of workers willing to sell their labor for a living;  
- A legal framework promoting commerce; and 
- A physical infrastructure allowing the circulation of goods on a large scale and security 

for private accumulation. 

History tells us that the obstacles for the development of capitalist markets were less 
technical and more social, cultural and political in nature.  

Fast forward to the 18th century, jumping from agrarianism —where land was concentrated in 
the hands of fewer landlords with increasingly large estates, to mercantilism —a system of 
trade for profit characterized by the exploration of foreign lands, we arrive at the Industrial 
Revolution where industrialists replaced merchants as they brought about the decline of the 
traditional handicraft skills of artisans, guilds and journeymen. During this period, the surplus 
generated by the rise of commercial agriculture encouraged increased mechanization. This 
gave peasants opportunities they never had before: now, instead of toiling your life away on 
a peasant farm for a feudal lord, you could go to work for a capitalist in exchange for wages 
and try to improve your family’s quality of life. 

 Based on the video “Here's why capitalism sucks! -- and why it needs to end! by NonCompete, April 6, 2018.74

 There were other classes too, like the Church, merchants and trades people —like stonemasons and 75

cobblers and coopers.

 From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.76
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As capitalism advanced, the old social order of feudalism rapidly fell to pieces. Feudal lords 
were usurped by wealthy capitalists who now owned land and factories, the ancient craft 
guilds found that they couldn't compete with modern industrial production, and the newly 
formed working class developed a degree of social mobility as they could move from job to 
job to seek higher wages. Unfortunately, this didn’t last for long. Over time, capitalist 
mentality led to increasing economic instability, inequality and societal destruction. 

Under capitalism, the old classes of lords, peasants, craftsmen, and merchants were swept 
away, leaving only two major classes: 

- The capitalists, who own the means of production, the factories and farms and other 
businesses; and 

- The workers, who perform the labor that keeps the wheels of the economy turning. 

Now, capitalists not only own the means of production, but they also get to keep a significant 
cut of whatever the worker earns or produces in the form of profit. In a nutshell, capitalists 
take labor value from workers and disproportionately transfer that wealth to the 
shareholders. That greedy mentality has produced far-reaching and destructive 
consequences, chief among them, the total and absolute dependence on a continuous and 
ever increasing demand for profit.  77

Here it is worth noting the main difference between a capitalist and an entrepreneur. Though 
sometimes one person can take on both roles simultaneously (in which case a capitalist 
would be simply called an entrepreneur), the entrepreneur is the one who establishes the 
industry and undertakes risks —meaning their income is uncertain, whereas a capitalist is the 
person who provides capital for the industry, whose investment and interest are indisputable. 

However, at a deeper level, capitalists are human beings too, and as such —just as we want 
for ourselves, they too yearn for happiness and a comfortable life for themselves and their 
families. It would be a serious mistake and a reckless oversimplification to assert that all 
capitalists are insensitive to the livelihoods of their employees, nor to say that all employees 
are mistreated and unhappy. However, as stated above, there is an unfair distribution of 
wealth worldwide that is making life on this planet very precarious and unsustainable for the 
immense majority. Sadly, that same irrational fear that was so essential for human survival 
back in the days of the foragers, paired with self-centeredness and pervasive ignorance, has 
remained latent within us, triggering varying levels of anxiety and greed in capitalists, 
entrepreneurs, and workers alike, hence leading to an unfortunate class warfare. 

CLASS WARFARE 
The capitalist, as owner of the means of production, is inherently in a different class 
compared to the workers they hire, consequently, their interests naturally contrast one with 
the other: a worker seeks higher wages and better working conditions while the capitalist 
seek higher profits, usually at the expense of workers’ wages. This difference of interests 
leads to what is called class warfare. 

Capitalists’ main focus is on increasing profits, which either requires driving costs down —
which inevitably hurts workers’ conditions, or to drive up prices —which hurts customers and 
puts their products in a weak position compared to competitors’. It would be considered 

 In order for capitalist institutions to survive, they have to turn a profit for the capitalists who own them, 77

otherwise they'll be forced out of business by more ruthless competitors. Capitalist institutions literally can't 
concern themselves with anything but profits or basically they'll die.
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unwise to hurt your own products and business interests, hence the usual approach is to cut 
costs. For instance, this is the motivation behind production delocalisation, which takes 
advantage of lower operating costs in offshore locations —usually countries with poorer 
working conditions. All capitalists must act according to these principles, otherwise more 
aggressive competition will drive them out of business very quickly. As you can see, it is a 
ruthless battle for survival. 

Again, it would be unfair to generalise but it is undeniable that there is a voracious appetite 
for profit in the nature of capitalism. Entrepreneurs usually have the tendency for reinvesting 
profit in their company (sometimes benefitting workers, sometimes not) but capitalists are 
always focused on an incessant ever growing stream of profit. 

CONSUMERISM 
Consumerism is a social and economic order that encourages the acquisition of goods and 
services in ever-increasing amounts. Widely considered unethical in nature, it is based on 
the myth that the individual’s happiness and well-being will be fulfilled by the mere act of 
consuming. Unwittingly, the public replaces consumer ideals for the lost nourishing 
experiences of art, religion and family, thus transferring the desire for cultural fulfillment to 
the rewards of buying and owning commodities.  78

Consumerism offers only short term ego-gratification for those who can afford it, and 
frustration for those who cannot. It exists as a poorly engineered system of values that is 
increasingly taking over a dwindling cultural heritage. In this consumerist society, only the 
acts of buying and owning reinforce self-worth, which sadly, is nothing more than an illusion. 
Deeply rooted in the reification of the “self,” consumerism not only fails to satisfy our soul nor 
to replenish our sense of well-being, it aggravates a deep sense of insufficiency, a feeling of 
inadequacy, and renders us incapable of fulfilling our expectations and dreams. 

As a result of this mentality, in a broader sense, the world has been divided among those 
who can, and those who cannot afford to consume. Besides those who cannot afford the 
essentials for their sustenance, there are those who can, although inadvertently at the 
expense of their time… many are not fully aware that they are not buying stuff with money 
but with their time, and with everything associated with the loss of it, like their health, 
unfulfilled dreams, passions, hobbies, family time, etc. Many, far from being aware of this fact, 
have wholeheartedly embraced this hedonic treadmill to the point of turning it into their 
second nature. This deeply rooted sense of “self” —the one that will never be fulfilled by a 
consumerist lifestyle, narrow-mindedly values the same set of standards in other people. For 
example, people under this illusion take a small part of you —what they perceive as an 
independent and solid persona and use it to come to a universal and rigid sense of who you 
are and how much you matter. This ignorance that mistakenly distorts the true nature of 
reality is at the root of our suffering, mental afflictions, and overall dissatisfaction. 

Sadly enough, we live in a world where material accumulation has become the gateway to 
the respect and love that we all crave. Deep within, that sense of insufficiency is the 
reflection of a lack of love and connection with others, with nature, and with God. Through 
this reasoning we can pin-point the causes of our problems and what we truly yearn for. 
Once we get to fully understand and soak up this realisation, we will naturally be led towards 
compassion for ourselves and for others: Compassion, because out of delusion, we harm 
ourselves and others, while what we really want is to love and be loved. 

 R.Cronk. Consumerism and the New Capitalism. Westland. https://www.westland.net/venice/art/cronk/78

consumer.htm
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“If a person seems wicked, do not cast him away. Awaken him with your words, 
elevate him with your deeds, repay his injury with your kindness. Do not cast him 
away; cast away his wickedness”. ― Lao Tzu 

Often, people with lots of possessions feel unfulfilled, too. This is the reason why 
consumerism is a vicious cycle that always demands more, and as it does not tackle the true 
cause of dissatisfaction, it never ends and follows you to the grave. Sometimes it requires a 
traumatic experience —like the loss of a loved one, to trigger awakening that eventually 
leads to some sort of spiritual path. Most world religions and philosophies converge toward 
the same truth: “know thyself”  — an invitation to introspectively reconnect to your inner self 79

and the wisdom that remains latent within each one of us, ready to bring us back to the 
source when we are ready to do so. 

Chapter # 2  

THE AMERICAN DREAM 

Paradoxically, one of the most beautiful 
ideas is also one of the most dangerous. 
I’m talking about the American notion that 

anyone can achieve anything. This is a set of 
ideals in which freedom includes the oppor-
tunity for prosperity and happiness… a belief 
that anyone, regardless of where they were 
born or what class they were born into, can 
attain success through sacrifice, risk-taking, 
and hard work, rather than by chance. In a 
nutshell, the American dream claims that if you 
work hard enough you can rise from nothing 
and become very wealthy. We find this 
message everywhere, to the point of it almost 
becoming the spirit of our times. 

Meritocracy is a political system in which 
success and power are vested in individual 
people on the basis of talent, effort, and 

 “To know thyself is the beginning of wisdom.” ― Socrates. The aphorism “Know thyself” (γνῶθι σεαυτόν) was 79

not coined by Socrates. It  is a motto inscribed on the frontispiece of the Temple of Apollo in Delphi, Greece, 
dating back the 4th century BC.
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achievement, rather than wealth or social class. Basically, the idea is that people get what 
they deserve. However, if you really believe in a world in which those who get to the top 
deserve to be at the top, you're going to end up believing in a world in which those who are 
at the bottom deserve to be there, too. This misperception of reality takes you from being 
poor and “unsuccessful” to feeling yourself a “loser.” It is a very punitive condemnation that 
brings a deep sense of humiliation and despair, hence deepening that sense of insufficiency 
and inadequacy mentioned before. 

Following Aristotle’s claim that human beings are political animals, we cannot avoid having 
an opinion on what model would work best, and this author is not the exception. However, 
my personal views are not limited to any particular doctrine, but rather aimed at the true 
cessation of suffering that leads to long-lasting happiness and unlocking the human 
potential. Having said this, my critique of the American dream does not intend to discourage 
ambition, entrepreneurship, or passion; nor promote deprivation, slacktivism, or plain apathy. 
Much to the contrary, the kind of human potential I am referring to here is the one that is 
attained with hard work, introspection, a strong desire to overcome our mental afflictions, a 
warrior-like inner strength to endure hardships and even sometimes unfairness, etc. I would 
say, far from being an invitation to indifference, this can be a very ambitious endeavor that 
leads to our own liberation and the liberation of all sentient beings. 

So, based on this cognitive shift, we could say that the world is divided into, on the one hand, 
the privileged who can be ordinary, and on the other, the damned compelled to be 
remarkable. In a world where all of us are fated to encounter failure one way or another, 
leaving our expectations to run wild and unchecked can be a very dangerous business. 
Through this ill-perceived reality, we are building up a world in which an ordinary life is not 
good enough anymore… a world that can only set us up for disaster. 

Sadly, this feeling of inadequacy is often rooted in our infancy. Many parents nourish in their 
children an urge to be “special.” This is all well and good, though most of the time this 
striving for intelligence, looks or popularity end up reifying the child’s sense of “self.” Other 
parents, in a desperate effort to give their children every opportunity to succeed in life, 
sometimes end up misleading them into a self-destructive meritocratic philosophy. In more 
extreme cases, some parents are privately in pain, battling depression themselves, furious 
with the course of their own lives, or perhaps covertly tortured by their spouses. In such 
cases, children often feel compelled to make their parents proud and happy, for which they 
will do whatever it takes to be as exceptional as possible. Not surprisingly, as they grow into 
adulthood, that “mediocre” majority that one way or another encountered some sort of 
failure in their lives, will likely end up having a breakdown. 

THE HUSTLE CULTURE  80

We’ve probably all seen those inspirational and motivational quotes that encourage us to get 
up earlier, stay longer, work harder, fail and fail again, and never ever quit. This content is 
usually aimed at aspiring entrepreneurs, who —persuaded by the thought of being able to 
find success working for themselves, never settle for the ordinary because they believe they 
are extraordinary. 

This millionaire mindset content is all about escaping the rat race by working harder …and 
then a bit more. At first glance, this hustle culture conveys a seemingly positive and 
innocuous message (“fake it till you make it,” “use the law of attraction,” etc.), but it is also 
obsessed with goals like financial freedom, living a luxury lifestyle, inspiring others, etc. As 

 Based on Tiffany Ferg’s video “Hustle Culture, Workaholism, and Toxic Productivity.” Youtube. July 13, 2019.80
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you can see, there is a big overlap with workaholism and the idea of toxic productivity —both 
a source of much suffering for those who adhere to it. 

If work equates to success, then someone who dedicates their whole existence to work must 
be very successful, or at least have the potential to be someday. This is probably the reason 
why this idea is so pervasive in egocentric societies, and why —weirdly enough, most 
Western people glamorize workaholics. However, this craving for success goes beyond 
these so-called hustlers… it has everybody else feeling compelled to work overtime to either 
keep up with their co-workers or to meet their boss' expectations. This is how people get 
burned out, depressed, anxious or even physically sick. This amount of work is so 
demanding and exhausting that you just can't really keep it up, or at least it’s very unhealthy 
to try to do so. 

This intense work culture links our self-worth to our productive output, in other words, to 
getting things done. This message is so ingrained in our subconscious that we are 
compelled to be productive even in our free time. Any slip that may end up wasting our time 
or being lazy is a serious offense to this mindset, thus mentally enslaving us in return for the 
promise of success, money, and power.  

This dysfunctional perception of reality, so closely linked to that hypnotic hedonic treadmill 
and pervasive dissatisfaction, is behind the loss of societal cultural values, the deterioration 
of our health, and the disruption of the delicate work/life balance that sustains our livelihoods 
and well-being. Nowadays, many people live to work rather than working to live, and more 
often than not, it is not by choice: it is a matter of survival. We work really hard to pay our 
bills, but then we have such little free time to actually enjoy life. Some, in a terribly ironic way, 
have to work incredibly hard to pay the bills and put food on the table for their families. The 
causes that lead people to sacrifice such little time left to spend with their loved ones are 
obviously vast and beyond the scope of this work, however I strongly believe we are all 
capable of taking back our lives, and in most cases it all starts by getting to know yourself 
through introspection and meditative practice. 

SELF-HELP INDUSTRY 
Many people around the world are trying to get themselves out of depression, stress, and 
anxiety through self-improvement 
therapies. Though these therapies 
convey some seemingly inno-
cuous messages, in and of them-
selves, they can be an empty 
endeavor. By and large, this self-
help industry encourages its 
public to “do something about it,” 
which might be motivational 
enough for some people, but 
these one-size-fits-all therapies 
might not work for most of us who 
c o m e f r o m v e r y d iffe r e n t 
situations and with different sets 
of challenges. 
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In the US, when you visit the self-help aisle in any bookstore, you will quickly notice the 
business caters mainly for two types of customer: those who want to make millions of dollars, 
and those who are fighting low self-esteem. This effect is not by chance. There is a strong 
correlation between both types of people: they are both people who haven’t been 
intrinsically loved in their lives, and they are desperately yearning for more, most trying to 
compensate for their emotional emptiness with material possessions. 

This self-improvement industry is broadly based on boosting yourself, which entails an 
individualistic mindset. This is where the message becomes dangerous and 
counterproductive. We know that depression, suicidal tendencies, and so forth are all linked 
to the persona beneath your skin, that persona that is constantly bombarded by the way we 
socialize these days. Social media pervasively encourages us all to be high achievers, 
winners, to present the best version of ourselves with the best selfie or the most interesting 
lifestyle, to the point it becomes an internal obligation based on the fear of not meeting 
others’ social standards. Unfortunately, this only contributes to building an empty feeling and 
varying levels of neurosis. When you attempt to tackle the problem by boosting your self-
esteem, you only apply a band-aid solution that doesn’t hold up for long. 

Eastern philosophies, on the other hand, teach us that the vast majority of us are just 
ordinary people, and to be one is perfectly ok. We are all in that 99.9999% part of the world’s 
population that lives a simple life, and that sense of community, togetherness, and empathy 
should be —at minimum, reassuring. At least, if we are honest with ourselves, and with 
others, we should not have any problem admitting that we just live a simple and ordinary life. 

As previously discussed before, that typically American ideal that asserts that anyone can 
achieve anything, is very dangerous. Far from being a motivational factor for people to 
achieve their goals, it plunges society into a deep sense of frustration and inadequacy. The 
idea that anyone can achieve anything is, at best, misleading, and ultimately, unrealistic. We 
all come from different backgrounds, different upbringing, different genetic makeup, etc., so 
assuming that we all have the same opportunities is a plain fallacy. 

We are all living an ordinary life but that shouldn’t discourage you from following your 
dreams, waking up early in the morning, working hard, and achieving your goals. Both ideas 
are not mutually exclusive: the main difference lies in identifying yourself with your dreams 
and goals… so if the sky’s the limit, then you must be some sort of superman, right? It doesn’t 
have to do with deprivation or possessions: if you come to understand your true nature and 
that there is a boundless source of happiness and awareness that lies within you, whether 
you have lots of possessions or have not, doesn’t really matter. Furthermore, you would 
intuitively realise that by sharing whatever your surplus is, you will get more happiness and 
fulfillment than any money could buy. 

In contrast to self-help therapies which are based solely on improving your self-esteem, 
spiritual traditions encourage you to ask the fundamental questions most of us intentionally 
try to avoid. What am I, as opposed to who am I? What is my life’s purpose, if any? What kind 
of mark do I want to leave in the world? These are doors to deeper levels of consciousness 
which bring awakening, and insight about the true nature of reality, and with it, long-lasting 
happiness and well-being for us, and the promise of a new world for all. 

ALIENATED BY CULTURE 
As discussed before, this culture we have created for ourselves —going from capitalism, its 
materialistic aberration, to end up with this dysfunctional work/life balance, is taking a heavy 
toll on our societies. Little by little we are giving ground to this misperception of reality in 
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favor of a destructive lifestyle that alienates us from everything and everyone else through 
the erosion of values, connection, and happiness. 

On one hand, we are being alienated from nature. The paradigm pre-industrial civilization 
followed —especially in rural areas and unspoiled corners of the planet, was to share the 
wonder and beauty of the world, and to acknowledge in every living being the presence of 
the Divine —Namaste.  At the expense of this miracle of Life, industries all over the world 81

have poisoned our air and waters, mono-cropping has led to soil depletion, majestic animals 
have been removed from their ancestral habitats while others are bred and slaughtered in 
such inhumane ways. Out of delusion, we have thrown snakes on the grass and ruined 
Paradise for the sake of short-term materialistic satisfaction and selfish comfort. Increasingly, 
many around the world have stood up against these and other serious negligence’s, hoping 
it’s not too late before climate change wipes us all out, however it will require urgent and 
resolute action from all of us —especially from the wealthiest economies which are 
responsible for most of this catastrophe, if we are to overcome this global challenge. 

On the other hand, we are being alienated from other people. Fueled by technology, our 
egoistic self-centeredness is dividing us rather than connecting us. Nowadays, we have less 
contact, less intimacy, less trust, less of a sense of relationship, all leading to increased 
propensity to illness —physical and mental. This divisive feeling is so ubiquitous and goes as 
far as imposing depression, anxiety, and a sense of meaninglessness on each one of us. All 
the material wealth, how we look, or how people feel about us can never substitute or 
possibly compensate us for the loss of genuine purpose and meaning in our lives. 

Likewise, as environmental activist Rob Greenfield points out, this monetary system that 
we've created has led us to believe that we are independent from one another. When we 
use money, we tend to believe we can exchange it for any item or service we need. This 
interpretation mistakenly leads us to believe that we don't need anyone, that we only need 
to rely on our hard work, do our job, and thus, we will not be dependent upon anybody else. 
Nevertheless, we know for a fact this is not true: we now know we are completely 
dependent upon and connected with each other. In a material sense, even if we had all the 
money in the world, we wouldn’t be able to reach the levels of comfort and well-being we 
enjoy today (e.g.: think of building roads, the maintenance of power grids, the creation of 
new vaccines, ensuring uninterrupted clean supply of drinking water, etc.). In an emotional 
sense, we see today how isolation leads to loneliness, depression, sadness, eating 
disorders, and a series of psychosomatic illnesses that plague modern society. 
Independence is a complete delusion —a distortion of reality, and meanwhile, this misuse of 
our trading system is leading us to the destruction of our environment. For millennia, what 
ensured the survival of our species was not our capacity to stay independent or isolated, it 
was precisely our capacity to rely on each other, and to support each other. We need each 
other to participate in this symbiotic relationship. If we realise we need each other, we will 
take care of each other, of our forests, of our oceans, our air, and every sentient being on this 
planet. 

Finally, and most importantly, we are being alienated from ourselves. At some point in your 
childhood, it is likely you got disconnected from your gut feelings, leaving you incapable of 
discriminating right from wrong, safe from dangerous, true from false. This is the point where, 
subconsciously, we lost connection with reality, with our inner self, with our bodies, feelings 
and emotions. In this regard, I will quote the Bible: …and [Jesus] said, “Truly, I say to you, 

 Namaste is a customary, non-contact form of Hindu greeting. It is usually spoken with a slight bow and hands 81

pressed together, palms touching and fingers pointing upwards, thumbs close to the chest. In a contemporary 
interpretation of this gesture means “the sacred in me recognizes the sacred in you.” From Wikipedia, the free 
encyclopedia.
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unless you turn and become like children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven” —
Matthew 18:3. To early Christians,  the Kingdom of Heaven was more like a spiritual path 82

that one had to traverse, and here Jesus exhorts his audience to get rid of their 
philosophical, religious, and even logical views if they are to walk the path that leads to 
Salvation (a.k.a. Liberation). These preconceived set of ideas are part of what Buddhists call 
“dualistic thinking,” and the act of reaching that child-like state free from hindrances —
meaning that reconnection to your true nature free from alienation and imposition, is 
embraced in the Taoist concept of Wú Wéi (無為). 

The good news is that we can all regain this sense of connection to ourselves, others, and 
everything else. Contrary to the myths our culture has imposed on us, we are very capable of 
reconnecting through empathy, loving-kindness, compassion and love, hence bringing us to 
a naturally selfless state of being attuned with the true nature of reality. We are naturally 
wired for these elevated feelings, and it is only natural that one day, we will finally overcome 
this ignorance and come back to the true source of our happiness and well-being. 

“In a world where you can be anything, be kind.” — Jennifer Dukes Lee 

 In the Parable of Mustard Seed, Jesus seems to indicate that his own view on how the kingdom of God 82

arrives differs from the Jewish traditions of his time. It is commonly believed that this multiple-attested parable 
suggests that the growth of the kingdom of God is characterized by a gradual process rather than an event, 
and that it starts small like a seed and gradually grows into a large firmly rooted tree. From Wikipedia, the free 
encyclopedia.
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LIVING UNDER STRESS  83

In modern society, most of us are trapped in a vicious cycle of financial debt, fear-mongering 
on the news, instability at home, soul-crushing jobs, and toxic social media. We are living in a 
never-ending state of stress which can actually induce illness. 

Some of the indicators that stress is taking a toll on us are:  84

Cognitive Symptoms: 

• Memory problems 
• Difficulty concentrating 
• Poor judgment 
• Negative thoughts 
• Constant worrying 
• Anxiety 

Emotional Symptoms: 

• Moodiness 
• Short temper 
• Agitation 
• Feeling overwhelmed 
• Sense of loneliness and isolation 
• Depression 

Physical Symptoms: 

• Aches and pains 
• Diarrhea or constipation 
• Nausea or dizziness 
• Rapid heartbeat and chest pain 
• Loss of sex drive 
• Frequent colds 

Behavioral Symptoms: 

• Changes in eating patterns 
• Sleeping too much or too little 
• Isolating oneself from others 
• Neglecting responsibilities 
• Nervous habits (nail-biting) 
• Using drugs/alcohol to relax 

Stress can be defined as a state of mental or emotional strain resulting from adverse or very 
demanding circumstances. This mental state usually emerges when we feel we can’t control 
a given situation, when we can’t predict the future, or when we feel threatened in some way. 
Another definition of stress is when your brain and body are knocked out of homeostasis —
which is the condition of optimal functioning for the organism. 

 Dr. Joe Dispenza. Living in Survival vs. Living in Creation. Sep 29, 2020. After Skool YouTube Channel.83

 Jeanne Segal, Ph.D., Melinda Smith, M.A., Robert Segal, M.A., and Lawrence Robinson. Stress Symptoms, 84

Signs, and Causes. Help Guide. May 2020. https://www.helpguide.org/articles/stress/stress-symptoms-signs-
and-causes.htm
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All organisms in nature can tolerate short-term stress. In order to respond to the “fight or 
flight” mode stress puts us in, the adrenal glands produce a rush of adrenaline which 
manifests in an overall boost of energy. A few minutes later, this survival mode begins to 
switch off and the body returns back to balance. After a stress response, organisms need to 
rest and repair as the body needs to regenerate and conserve energy. But, what happens 
when stress becomes a daily, long-term state? Basically, what once was a highly adaptive 
system now becomes a very maladaptive one that leads to chronic disease. 

Furthermore, if a person is forced to live in a constant state of stress, they become addicted 
to the arousal of those chemicals. Personal problems and harmful conditions unconsciously 
become a recurrent aspect of our lives as they trigger that sweet rush of adrenaline that our 
addiction makes us crave. In this way, our thoughts can literally make us sick as they keep 
our immune system suppressed —causing what we call “immune mediated diseases.” 
Moreover, while we are in this degenerative state, survival-related emotions of fear, anger, 
and sadness emerge. These emotions creep in and determine our reality as they become 
the cause and effect of our daily stream of thoughts. 

Our well-being is a reflection of how we perceive the world, or as Buddhist teachings point 
out, what we attend to becomes our experienced reality. So, if we gain an understanding 
over how our emotions affect our biochemistry, we can gain the ability to take back control 
over our health and come into alignment with our mind and body. You may not be able to 
control external events in your life, but it is possible for you to learn how to control your inner 
world of thoughts and feelings, thus creating a more benign reality in return. Accordingly, it is 
only natural that elevated thoughts like compassion, loving-kindness, trust and generosity 
can effectively restore and repair our immune system.  

So, if we train ourselves to pull our attention away from distracting things like your cell 
phone, computer, or getting stuck on past or future events that produce either sadness or 
anxiety, we will be effectively moving our attention away from this three-dimensional reality 
towards a more spacious and peaceful awareness. This state of mind is characterized by 
reduced brain activity, transcendence of our analytical minds and a state of homeostasis and 
tissue repair. When we are in this tranquil state of being we tend to be less selfish and more 
selfless, we start feeling less separate and more connected to something  greater than 
ourselves, we start to open our hearts to creativity and grace, and to a world full of 
possibilities and joy. 

Chapter # 3  

THE EGO 

T he ego is a person's sense of self-esteem or self-importance. It is a structure of the mind 
that organizes the universe particularly around concepts of separateness and division. 
Within each one of us there are two types of existential mechanisms in relation to the 
“self”: 
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- On a conventional level, there is this solid, independent entity that survives and function 
within this universe and plane of existence; and 

- On the ultimate level, there’s this essential part of you, that inner self which ancient 
traditions had different names for —like the Ātman, the Jīvātman, the heart, the soul, the 
intuitive wisdom, etc. 

These two concepts are constantly in tension, however, in order to gain spiritual 
development, you don’t need to destroy the conventional ego: you merely have to stop 
consistently identifying with it, and move towards using it as the wonderful functional unit 
that steers us away from danger and protects us from harm. Swami Vivekananda  used to 85

say that the ego is a lousy master but a wonderful servant… so true, indeed! 

The ego is built on fear, out of a deeply ingrained survival mechanism that only seeks self-
preservation. It is a beautiful instrument, but if you identify with it —if you reify this concept of 
self, you will be fearful all the time, which will make you overcompensate through 
inappropriate decisions and wrong behaviors, colored by your ignorance and resulting in 
suffering. In this regard, Jiddu Krishnamurti  said: 86

“So this is the first thing to realize: that it is absolutely essential to know yourself, otherwise 
you have no basis for thought at all. You may be very erudite and have a big position, but 
that is all nonsense as long as you do not know yourself, because you will be walking in 
darkness. 

To understand yourself there must be an awareness, a watchfulness, a state of observation 
in which there is not a trace of condemnation or justification; and to be in that state of 
observation without judging is an extraordinarily arduous task, because the weight of 
tradition is against you; your mind has been trained for centuries to judge, to condemn, to 
justify, to evaluate, to accept or deny. Don’t say “How am I to get rid of this conditioning?”, 
but see the truth that if you want to understand yourself, which is obviously of the highest 
importance, you must observe the operation of your own mind without any condemnation 
or comparison.”  

ANTHROPOLOGY OF THE EGO  87

Despite having big brains and sharp tools, humans who lived a million years ago lived in 
constant fear of predators. They mainly subsisted by gathering plants, scooping up insects, 
and scavenging the leftovers of other more powerful carnivores. For millions of years, 
humans remained in the middle of the food chain, hunting small game and gathering what 
they could, all the while being hunted by larger predators. It was only about 400,000 years 
ago that several species of man began to hunt large game on a regular basis, and with the 

 Swami Vivekananda (12 January 1863 – 4 July 1902), born Narendranath Datta, was an Indian Hindu monk. 85

He was a chief disciple of the 19th-century Indian mystic Ramakrishna. He was a key figure in the introduction of 
the Indian philosophies of Vedānta and Yoga to the Western world, and is credited with raising interfaith 
awareness, bringing Hinduism to the status of a major world religion during the late 19th century. From 
Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.

 Jiddu Krishnamurti (11 May 1895 – 17 February 1986) was an Indian speaker and writer. His interests included 86

psychological revolution, the nature of mind, meditation, inquiry, human relationships, and bringing about 
radical change in society. He stressed the need for a revolution in the psyche of every human being and 
emphasised that such revolution cannot be brought about by any external entity, be it religious, political, or 
social. From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.

 Yuval Noah Harari. Sapiens : a Brief History of Humankind. New York:Harper, 2015.87
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rise of Homo Sapiens around 100,000 years ago, humans jumped to the top of the food 
chain. 

About 70,000 or so years ago, something remarkable and —to this day inexplicable, 
happened. Our DNA mutated allowing us to cooperate flexibly, in large groups, with an 
extremely complex and versatile language. In this regard, there were two milestones that 
propelled humankind to success —meaning, survival: 

- Our brains developed the ability to communicate. Probably our first conversations were in 
relation to survival (food, water, shelter, etc.) but likely followed by gossip about each 
other. This allowed control of the individual in return for the aid of the group. 

- Most importantly, the exponential leap occurred when we started to talk about things that 
were not real —entities never seen, touched, or smelled. This is how the Cognitive 
Revolution brought about legends, myths, gods, and religions. All these shared beliefs 
allowed humans to cooperate effectively in large groups toward larger aims. 

This sudden and spectacular chain of events had far-reaching consequences for humankind 
and for the planet at large. While other animals previously at the top of the food chain  had 
gradually evolved over millions of years to get there —enabling the ecosystem to develop 
checks and balances that prevented the extermination of their prey and them from wreaking 
too much havoc, humankind ascended to the top so quickly that the ecosystem was not 
given time to adjust. Furthermore, humans themselves failed to adjust: while Earth’s majestic 
predators took millions of years to fill themselves up with confidence, Homo Sapiens —
having so recently been one of the underdogs of the savannah, were full of fear and 
anxieties over their new position, which ended up making us doubly cruel and dangerous. 

This is how, since the days of the early Homo Sapiens, we have been developing the ability 
to become “aware” animals, which added another layer to the survival instinct. In order to 
survive we utilized that basic instinct of fear that naturally emerges from our unaddressed 
insecurities. The ego is born out of fear, as fear is born out of survival. In modern times, 21st 
century Homo Sapiens has inherited the mind of our hunter gatherer ancestors, but rather 
than being concerned exclusively on a physical survival, our ego is now mainly focused on 
the survival of our sense of identity, our sense of self. 

THE EGO’S DEMANDS  88

In order for our egos to maintain their sense of self, they have certain demands. Those 
demands are based on the fear/survival needs from the days back in the savannah, which 
are alive and kicking in today’s 21st century human animal. These demands are: 

- We need to know what is happening around us so that we can assess for ourselves the 
real level of threat to our survival. It is precisely this urge to know that drives our curiosity, 
and that helps us understand the world around us. 

- We need to judge situations and people around us in order to categorize and arrive at 
conclusions that may increase our chances of survival. 

- We need to justify ourselves to other people to secure our place within the tribe and 
maintain our sense of identity. If we back up our actions with good reasons, then our 
actions are good and they add to the chance of our survival. We can justify about 

 Rebecca Ireland. 6 Needs of the Ego. August 27, 2016. Connected Life Solutions. https://88

www.connectedlifesolutions.com.au/6-needs-ego/
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anything, as long as the reasons align with our sense of self and add to our sense of 
identity. 

- We need to prove ourselves right to others. Back in the days of the savannah, being right 
in our decisions would have improved our overall chances of survival. Nowadays, we end 
up rehearsing endless stories about who is right or wrong and why, leaning ourselves 
towards being right even at the expense of being happy. 

- We need to look good, fit, and healthy because that makes us look less vulnerable in the 
eyes of our predators. When we don’t look good, our sense of self is called into question 
as it is our survivability within the tribe. In the modern world, this translates into not only 
our physical being, but also our sense of self.  

- We need to rank higher, thus keeping ourselves always in a competitive mode. Back in the 
days of the savannah, if you were lower in the social ranking you received less food, less 
security, and consequently had less chance of survival. In today’s society, this plays out by 
the ego needing to continually advance in the social order and to maintain its position as a 
winner, even if that is at the expense of others around us. 

Within each one of us, there are positive, neutral and negative behaviors that fulfill these 
demands. We need them to be fulfilled if we want to have a happy life, however all these 
demands can be fulfilled in positive manners, beneficial to us and to others: 

- You can use your need to know and become a coach, a teacher, a nurse, or a doctor and 
help people.  

- You can use the need to judge to keep yourself and others safe from harm. 
- You can use your need to be right as a scientist, researching and finding a cure for a 

pandemic outbreak.  
- You can use your competitive attitude to be a better person than you were yesterday or 

strive for new personal bests in sports.  

The ego carries a powerful force. If unchecked it can bring a lot of suffering to you and to 
everyone else around you. Nevertheless, it also bears the potential for altruistic behavior 
which not only benefits others, but also selflessly brings to yourself joy and happiness in 
return. In a typical Buddhist shift of perspective, H.H. the XIV Dalai Lama says: “If you want to 
be wisely selfish, care for others,” and this is exactly how to effortlessly benefit from the 
wonderful tool that the ego is. Be wise… the choice is yours. 

EAST AND WEST ON EGO 
Under the influence of individualistic  societies we have all been encouraged to develop a 89

stronger sense of self. Self-love, self-esteem, self-confidence, and the ability to aggressively 
meet one’s needs are all goals that most people subscribe to. However, as important as 
these goals may be, they are not enough to guarantee well-being and happiness. In spite of 
the inspirational and elevated message evoked by the Declaration of Independence of the 
United States —“Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness,” the promotion of the individual’s 
independence and self-reliance has failed to fulfill these unalienable rights. 

 Individualism is the moral stance, political philosophy, ideology and social outlook that emphasizes the moral 89

worth of the individual. Individualists promote the exercise of one's goals and desires and so value 
independence and self-reliance, and advocate that interests of the individual should achieve precedence over 
the state or a social group while opposing external interference upon one's own interests by society or 
institutions such as the government. From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.
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Undoubtedly, people with a strong sense of self suffer —sometimes consciously, sometimes 
unconsciously, and often in silence. They may look like they have it all together, but some of 
them even have to draw upon drugs and alcohol just to relax. Being so focused on 
themselves, they are unable to unwind, give affection, improvise, create, or sympathize with 
others: they are simply stranded alone in a world that inherently requires human interaction 
to survive and to be happy. 

Fortunately, there is hope for us. The very ego that drives our self-centered fears and 
attachments is also capable of profound transformation. As conscious and self-reflecting 
individuals, we are capable of introspection and self healing if we learn how to let go and 
surrender our misperceived sense of self. 

While Western culture does not generally support a conscious de-escalation of the ego, 
there are some advocates that hold hope for a more flexible ego. In this regard both, 
Buddhist psychology and Western psychotherapy, are on the same page even though they 
come from very different times and places in history. The Buddha and Freud, both blamed 
the unchecked ego for our lack of well-being. They both agreed that when we let the ego 
run wild, we suffer, but when it learns to let go, we are free. They also agree on not 
eradicating the ego, otherwise we would become helpless and psychotic.  90

Likewise, meditation practice is becoming very popular in the West as a tool to build up self-
confidence. Much of its benefit lies in the control exerted on the ego as people get more 
control over their minds and bodies. On the other hand, both Western psychotherapy and 
Buddhism seek to empower the observing “I” over the unrestricted “me” by diminishing self-
centeredness through self-reflection (Freud relied on free association and the analysis of 
dreams while Buddhist meditations encourage people to watch their minds without 
necessarily believing everything they think). Furthermore, meditators are trained on 
equanimity as they don’t push away the unpleasant nor cling to the pleasant, but make room 
for whatever arises. The result of this process is the rise of an observing awareness which is 
an impersonal part of the ego, unconditioned by one’s usual needs and expectations. With 
repetition, we get familiarized with it in such a way that whenever the skill is required, we are 
able to tap into that state of mind effortlessly. 

In spite of the similarities on the approaches being applied, the primary areas of concern are 
different. Freud became interested in the roiling instincts and passions that rise to the 
surface when the ego is put under observation. Buddhism —rather than finding interest in 
uncovered instincts that pop up through self-observation, seeks to give people a taste of 
pure awareness through mindfulness, which offers a mirror to all the activity of the mind and 
body without distortion.  91

NON-DUAL THINKING 
“Nothing is either good or bad but thinking makes it so.” — William Shakespeare 

 The therapeutic practices of both Buddhism and psychotherapy are often used to build up the ego. When 90

someone is depressed or suffers from low self-esteem because he or she has been mistreated, for example, 
therapy must focus on repairing a battered ego. 

 Adapted from “Advice Not Given: A Guide to Getting Over Yourself” by Mark Epstein, published by Penguin 91

Press, an imprint of Penguin Publishing Group, a division of Penguin Random House, LLC. Copyright © 2018 by 
Mark Epstein.
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Non-dualism primarily refers to a mature state of consciousness in which the dichotomy of “I” 
vs. “other” is transcended, and awareness is described as “centerless” and “without 
dichotomies.” This style of perceiving reality refers to the ability to go beyond seeing the 
world in terms of simple binary categories/possibilities, driven by judgement and 
uncontrolled thought. Non-dual thinking is humble and patient with mystery and ambiguity, 
thus opening ourselves up to the contemplation of the true nature of reality with peaceful 
and effortless wisdom. 

In the West, for most of us, thought processing is described as a continuous stream that 
often clogs up our mind, and has the potential of becoming destructive depending on the 
narrative and the emotions being aroused. However, in the East, thoughts are like anything 
else in nature: they grow of themselves, unsupported, one thought at a time, springing up 
non-dually. This is the goal promoted by ancient breathing meditation techniques: the 
“letting go” of thoughts breaks up the otherwise habitual linking together in series, which 
aims to reveal the true nature of thoughts: thoughts do not arise from each other but of 
themselves.  

Ramana Maharshi  clarifies the relation between our true Being and our thoughts: “The ego 92

in its purity is experienced in the interval between two states or between two thoughts. The 
ego is like the worm which leaves one hold only after it catches another. Its true nature is 
known when it is out of contact with objects or thoughts. You should realize this interval as 
the abiding, unchangeable Reality, your true Being.” 

This understanding of the unsupported thought is consistent with great Zen scholar, D.T. 
Suzuki's conception of Prajña  —a Buddhist term often translated as “wisdom,” 93

“intelligence,” or “understanding”: “It is important to note here that Prajña wants to see its 
diction ‘quickly’ apprehended, giving us no intervening moment for reflection or analysis or 
interpretation.” Here, “quickness” is not in relation to the progress of time but rather 
immediacy, absence of deliberation, no allowance for an intervening proposition, no passing 
from premises to conclusion, non-dualistic thinking. This understanding of the unsupported 
thought has been the inspiration behind Buddhist Zen kōans. 

Zen kōans are all about breaking up these series of thoughts with effortless spontaneity and 
wisdom. This is why in Zen Buddhism, students are criticized for their hesitation or praised 
for their apparently nonsensical but immediate replies. This immediacy is not itself sufficient; 
what is important is that each response has to be experienced as a non-dual “presentation of 
the whole”. The reason for this is that hesitation is the result of processing a logical series of 

 Ramana Maharshi (30 December 1879 – 14 April 1950) was an Indian Hindu sage and jivanmukta (liberated 92

being). From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.

 David Loy. Nondual Thinking. Journal of Chinese Philosophy, Vol. 13. Copyright 1986 by Dialogue Publishing 93

Company.
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thoughts, consequently, revealing a lack of Prajña and bringing contrived thought and action 
to our lives. 

From the Eastern perspective thoughts themselves are not the problem. The real problem is 
when we begin to link our thoughts together, one after another, creating this chain-like 
continuity of thoughts, which subconsciously or consciously endorse the basic inner drives 
that propel a human being in future action, future premises, future thoughts or future 
judgments —our karma. 

In Hindu philosophy, samskaras (Sanskrit: संस्कार) are the basis for the development of karma. 
These are subliminal imprints or mental impressions left in the depths of our mind, awaiting 
voluntary resolution in that individual's future in the form of hidden expectations, 
circumstances or a subconscious sense of self-worth, hence becoming our individual 
conditioning. Recurrent samskaras reinforce themselves, creating a groove that is difficult to 
resist. In this way, the physical, mental, and emotional places we often gravitate toward 
become the grooves of this conditioning, which are the result of our negative samskaras. 

The reason why our minds have the tendency of linking thoughts is explained in the 
Buddhist Second Noble Truth. One of Buddhism’s main tenets states that all suffering comes 
from craving, but this goes beyond just physical desire: through the workings of the ego, our 
mind is trying to fix itself, to find a safe place, to “solidify” itself… to make it “real”. This 
process is what we call the reification of the ego, which translates into a self-centered 
attitude that is at the root of our suffering and dissatisfaction. 

All around the world we see this phenomenon. Everybody seeks to validate their own 
existence by any means possible (e.g. thoughtless consumerism, uncontrollable bursts of 
anger, anxiety, etc.); everybody tries to showcase this distorted perception of themselves 
without being aware it has devastating consequences for themselves and the world around 
them. This is a self-defeating endeavor as our true nature does not need any validation, and 
we experience this every time we break this stream of thoughts through mindful meditation.  

Every time our mind attempts to grasp itself, it creates the ego. This desperate seeking of 
security comes at a terrible cost: Fear. Deep inside, our mind knows that anything we get a 
hold of intrinsically has the potential to be lost, thus generating fear… the fear of losing our 
ego, our personality, our self. Most of us spend our lives grasping our egos so tightly, which, 
consequently, makes the thought of the inevitable time of death, unbearable. This is the 
endgame where we must let go of our sense of ego. However, our deathbed has equally 
tremendous liberating potential if we manage to surrender our sense of ego in favor of inner 
wisdom —the wisdom that leads to understanding that all things are subject to change, that 
they all pass away, and that nothing is actually permanent in the Universe. 

“The only way to make sense out of change is to plunge into it, move with it, and 
join the dance.” ― Alan Wilson Watts 

When our dualistic way of thinking limits our perspective into dichotomies of black and white, 
we miss all the shades of grey in between, the different perspectives interdependence 
holds. Someone has to be wrong for me to be right, which is a very defensive mode of 
thinking that contributes only to a host of damaging “isms” that plague the world: racism, 
sexism, and ageism, to name a few. Conversely, as Abraham Heschel describes it,  non-dual 94

thinking is the ability to let the world come at us rather than us coming at the world with 
preconceived categories skewing our perceptions. This is why mindfulness and meditation 
have become so essential to an increasing number of people around the world. 

 Heschel, A. J. (1983). I asked for wonder. New York: Crossroad Publishing.94
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Chapter # 4  

A SIMPLE LIFE 
“You are not your job, you’re not how much money you have in the bank. You are 
not the car you drive. You’re not the contents of your wallet. You are not your 
fucking khakis. You are all singing, all dancing crap of the world.” ― Chuck 
Palahniuk, Author of the award-winning novel “The Fight Club.” 

W hat is then actually driving hustlers to work endless hours —sometimes in jobs they 
don’t even like, or driving entire societies into destructive consumerism? Yes, you 
guessed it… the responsibility lies with the pervasive dissatisfaction that comes with 
the reification of our ego, which contemporary marketing gurus have managed so well 

to decode and use to their advantage. This brief moment of satisfaction every time we 
receive our Amazon parcel, vanishes a few minutes later as our mind goes back to its 
misperceived sense of lack. This is called a hedonic treadmill, and it is driving our planet and 
its limited resources to utter destruction. 
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The stuff you own ends up owning you. It becomes a burden, a dead weight. Status, respect, 
praise, short-term pleasure? Is it worth investing your life, health, relationships, and 
happiness in things that are clearly not going to fulfill you long-term? Radical acceptance is 
not easy… it can be tough to come to terms with the unpleasant idea that your perception of 
the world has been dead wrong all the way. We have been constantly manipulated, deprived 
of happiness —which, ultimately, is our birthright, and the root of our weakness lies in fear. 
Take a moment and let that idea lodge itself in your mind. 

Once you soak this realisation up and finally accept that our wholeness does not depend on 
material success, you can begin to enjoy the richness of a simple and uncomplicated life. 
Rather than deprivation or living an ascetic life, a simple life is more like a minimalist kind of 
life where, once you have covered your basic necessities, you get to decide the practical 
value of the things you want to keep with you. This frugal way of living does not imply 
making any sacrifice: if fully understood, it’s all about unchaining yourself from the tyranny of 
your possessions and the stress they impose on you.  

In modern times, being content with little is the ultimate act of civil disobedience. With it, you 
are officially quitting the rat race, effectively loosening the grip society has over you by not 
needing what they have to offer in exchange for your time and labor. In return, a life of 
simplicity grants us the space to truly enjoy the time that has been given to us, to spend our 
time on what we deem important, and to be in the present moment —which is the only place 
where your true nature blossoms and opens up to creativity and joy. 

SIMPLE LIVING TIPS  95

“A man is rich in proportion to the number of things which he can afford to let 
alone.” ― Henry David Thoreau, Author of the book “Walden; or, Life in the 
Woods.” 

As Alain de Botton wisely pointed out, what we often perceive as anxiety is typically no 
freakish phenomenon… it is the mind’s logical enraged plea for no longer being continuously 
and exhaustingly overstimulated. Many of the so-called comforts of life are not only not 
indispensable, but serious hindrances to the elevation of mankind. If you are tired of wasting 
time and money in a bottomless pit, here are some of the things we will need to finally ditch 
your destructive ways: 

- Fewer people and fewer commitments. Theoretically, it is a privilege to have lots of friends 
and things to do, nevertheless, it can be exhausting and rather dangerous to starve your 
mind and body from rest and relaxation. Nietzsche wisely said: “Today as always, men fall 
into two groups: slaves and free men. Whoever does not have two-thirds of his day for 
himself, is a slave, whatever he may be: a statesman, a businessman, an official, or a 
scholar.” 

- Less thinking. Sleep occurs best when stressors and preoccupations do not flood our 
thoughts. Insomnia and anxiety are the mind’s revenge for all the thoughts we refuse to 
consciously tackle during the day. Given the right situation, stress may contribute to racing 

 Based on article “Simplicity & Anxiety” by The School Of Life. https://www.theschooloflife.com/thebookoflife/95

simplicity-anxiety/
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thoughts even among those who do 
not identify themselves as feeling 
anxious or even worried. 

- More sleep. It goes without saying that 
we all should have plenty of sleep if we 
want to stay healthy and have a better 
mood —7 to 9 hours is recommended 
for adults. 

- Less expectations. A quiet life does not 
necessarily mean a bland existence 
away from the spotlight and the big 
cit ies. I t may well constitute a 
supremely wise recognition that the 
truly satisfying things in life are already 
available and cost very little money.  

- Less media. Our little gadgets are 
perhaps the single greatest contributor 
to our mental ill-health. Since news 
became a commodity, every minute of 
every day is being filled with the mania, 
exploits, disasters, furies, reversals, 
ambitions, triumphs, insanity and 
cataclysms of strangers around our 
ignorant planet. Ours is the right to 
know, but most importantly, the need 
not to know. 

A quiet life sounds like an option only the 
defeated would ever be inclined to praise. However, when we have a better look at it, busy 
lives often turn out to have strikingly high incidental costs that we frequently overlook. Busy 
lives limit control over our time, which restricts our chances to do and enjoy the things we 
truly love. Further, with a certain position in society, the chance to express our more 
spontaneous, imaginative and vulnerable sides is completely suppressed, thus we become 
strangers to those who love us outside of our wealth and status. Most importantly, we grow 
cold and materialistic to the point of despising relaxation and anything not attached to a 
productive output. Certainly not the kind of fellow you would enjoy having around. We make 
our own choices; we pay our own prices. 

HAPPINESS 
“Happiness is when what you think, what you say, and what you do are in 
harmony.” ― Mahatma Gandhi 

In this day and age, we live in a crisis that stems from the misinterpretation of two of the most 
important and positive emotions: Happiness and Pleasure. Many people believe they are the 
same, but they are not. Pleasure is the state of feeling good and enjoying what you are 
doing. It is usually caused by external stimuli, and often involves the five senses. Conversely, 
if you google “happiness” you will get entries like pleasure, joy, exhilaration, bliss, 
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contentedness, delight, enjoyment, satisfaction, contentment, felicity. The overlapping of 
definitions is evident. 

Happiness has often been defined as a satisfaction of the will. Undoubtedly, if you obtain 
what you have been dreaming of, you are said to be happy. By pursuing this definition of 
happiness, you may do countless things to fulfill your wishes, however, would you settle for 
some ephemeral pleasurable feeling, or would you rather strive for a more meaningful 
satisfaction? 

Consider these two scenarios: 

- You obtain something perishable, changeable, impermanent and subject to slipping away 
from your grasp —basically anything in this universe, wouldn’t the act of procuring it make 
you more unhappy than not procuring it? 

- You obtain something and you have to spend your time, energy, peace, skill even at the 
risk of your health to protect it, safeguard it, and secure it, wouldn’t it bring more 
unhappiness than happiness? 

Most people think that by pleasing their insatiable desires they will finally be happy. If you try 
to reach happiness by fulfilling unlimited and insatiable desires, you will certainly end up in 
frustration and losing whatever little relative happiness you have. Happiness is totally absent 
in a greedy, anxious or ignorant mind, for these are the very roots of unhappiness, pain and 
suffering. 

A rather ethereal alternative definition of happiness points at the state of inner peace and 
inner calmness. It is said that you usually experience happiness when everything is okay, 
when plans proceed as expected, and when you are loved or respected. In a Buddhist 
context, happiness (Pāli: Sukha) means “ease,” “bliss,” or “pleasure.” Buddhism pursues 
happiness by using knowledge and meditative practice to achieve mental equanimity. 
Equanimity —or peace of mind, is achieved by detaching oneself from the cycle of craving 
that produces mental dysfunctions and suffering. So, following this reasoning, by reaching a 
mental state absent from all ill-perceived passions, needs and wants of life, you free yourself 
and achieve a state of transcendent bliss and well-being… pure happiness. 

So, what are the differences between pleasure and happiness?  96

- Pleasure is short-lived; happiness is long-lived. 
- Pleasure is visceral; happiness is ethereal. 
- Pleasure is taking; happiness is giving. 
- Pleasure can be achieved with substances; happiness cannot. 
- Pleasure is experienced alone; happiness is experienced in social groups. 
- The extremes of pleasure all lead to addiction, whether they are substances or behaviors. 

Yet there’s no such thing as being addicted to too much happiness. 
- Finally, pleasure is tied to dopamine (the pleasure biochemical/neurotransmitter), and 

happiness is tied to serotonin (the happiness biochemical/neurotransmitter). An excess of 
dopamine can lead to addiction, which jeopardizes both present and future happiness. In 
plain neuroscience terms, dopamine down-regulates serotonin. The result is that the more 
pleasure we seek, the more unhappy we get. Does that ring a bell? 

So, what are we really seeking? We have already discussed we are not really after any sort of 
material possession, nor any reward to our attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder —usually in 
the shape of media news, nor any transient experience of success. So, what is it? This is one 
fundamental realisation that each one of us must come to if we are to bring happiness and 

 Dr. Robert Lustig. The Hacking of the American Mind. Penguin Random House. September 12, 2017.96
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success to our life… and the sooner, the better. 
Although happiness may take different forms for 
different people, ultimately, happiness is inner 
peace and freedom from compulsive thinking.  

Buddhist traditions believe this pervasive 
ignorance about the true nature of reality is 
responsible for our distorted experience of 
“self.” Furthermore, this fast-paced world 
promotes daily overindulgence and mis-
leadingly links it to the unalienable right to 
pursuit happiness. All of this, in addition to a 
widespread loss of attention and critical mind, is 
making us fall down into a spiral of numbness 
and depression that is very hard to overcome. 
However, in spite of this gloomy scenario, there 
is always hope and we can always turn any 
hardship into a conducive opportunity for 
awakening and attainment of liberation. 
H a p p i n e s s a n d s o r r o w a r e o u r o w n 
responsibility and completely within our control 
—nobody is in charge of your happiness or your 
unhappiness but you. The answer lies in mental 
training and a sincere resolution to change your 
present circumstances. 

CONTENTMENT 
“Be content with what you have; rejoice in the way things are. When you realize 
there is nothing lacking, the whole world belongs to you.” ― Lao Tzu 

There is a fine line between optimism and sorrow. When you reflect on a specific aspect of 
your life and hope it to be favorable in the future you are implicitly creating expectations 
which might set yourself up for disappointment. Positive attitudes have the potential of 
transmutating into defeatism when we are confronted by the harsh realities of life. Luckily, 
there are different ways to counteract this feeling of dismay.  

For example, Stoics  suggest a technique called “negative visualisation” which, by 97

preemptively preparing you for undesirable and uncomfortable situations, in combination 
with an attitude of acceptance, takes strength away from pessimism to help us overcome 
adversities and setbacks. The key is to strengthen the things in our control and to reduce the 
power of unreasonable expectations and craving. In addition to this, a technique called 
“amor fati” has the potential of removing subtler traces of anxiety that may remain within you. 
Amor fati means loving fate, and as such, encourages you to embrace the outcome of any 

 Stoicism is a school of Hellenistic philosophy founded by Zeno of Citium in Athens in the early 3rd century 97

BC. It is a philosophy of personal ethics informed by its system of logic and its views on the natural world. 
According to its teachings, as social beings, the path to eudaimonia (happiness, or blessedness) is found in 
accepting the moment as it presents itself, by not allowing oneself to be controlled by the desire for pleasure or 
by the fear of pain, by using one's mind to understand the world and to do one's part in nature's plan, and by 
working together and treating others fairly and justly. From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.
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situation in your life with calmness and acceptance, hence, shielding you from fear and 
sorrow. Far from promoting apathy or nihilism, it does not discourage having goals and 
ambitions as long as you remain detached from the outcome. 

Contentment is said to be a state of having accepted one's situation, thus equating to a 
milder and more tentative form of happiness. In this regard, in one of the best-known 
Buddhist scriptures —the Dhammapada, the Buddha said: “Health is the greatest gift, 
contentment is the greatest wealth, a trusted friend is the best relative, Nirvāṇa is the 
greatest bliss” —Verse 204. This revolutionary idea behind contentment is that we can be 
happy with what we already have, as opposed to striving for larger ambitions. 

Similarly, Master Zhuang  prescribes not to strive but to flow along. In his book, the 98

Zhuangzi, 盜跖 — The Robber Zhi, he observed that wealth, rather than being able to buy 
happiness or inner peace, evokes anxiety by obstructing us with possessions, and that it is 
better to stop striving and let go of our attachment if we want to be happy.  

If you agree with these and many other sages of antiquity, you have come to the realisation 
that everything you need is right here, in the present moment. Contentment is, indeed, to be 
happy with what you have, with who you are, 
and where you are right now. Moreover, 
contentment does not mean the absence of 
desire; it just means you are satisfied with your 
present, and you trust that the turns your life 
takes will be for the best.  If you’ve found 99

contentment in the present moment, implicitly 
you have quieted that judgmental process of 
discriminating between good and bad —our 
dualistic thinking. Nevertheless, reaching this 
state is quite a feat because our attention is 
overwhelmingly distracted by sensory stimuli 
and other psychological processes that 
conspire against us, most of them pushing us 
toward sad past memories, or future 
expectations. This stream of thoughts —often 
manifested as constant daydreaming, has 
historically been counteracted by different 
forms of meditation and prayer. 

In a more practical sense, there are a number 
of factors that contribute to achieving this state 
of contentment, among them a strong family 
unit, being part of a strong local community, 
and satisfaction of life's basic needs as 
perhaps best expressed in Maslow's hierarchy 
of needs. In general, the more factors you 

 Zhuang Zhou, commonly known as Zhuangzi (莊⼦); literally "Master Zhuang"; was an influential Chinese 98

philosopher who lived around the 4th century BC during the Warring States period, a period corresponding to 
the summit of Chinese philosophy, the Hundred Schools of Thought. He is credited with writing—in part or in 
whole—a work known by his name, the Zhuangzi, which is one of the foundational texts of Taoism.

 Jacqueline Pearce, MSEd, LMHC. The Essence of Contentment: How Acceptance Promotes Happiness. 99

Good Therapy. September 11, 2019. https://www.goodtherapy.org/blog/the-essence-of-contentment-how-
acceptance-promotes-happiness-0911194
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attain, the easier will be to reach contentment, which brings us now to the importance of 
vigilance and mindfulness in order to find that sweet balance where you feel you don’t need 
anything else to be happy. 

Contentment is to live in the present moment and to appreciate the beauty that is already 
there within the reach of our fingertips. Failing to acknowledge it inexorably ruins the gift of 
life and sinks us into the depths of stress and depression. Contrary to what the pervasive 
consumerist lifestyle preaches, this grinding attitude is not in our nature… it was never 
intended to be part of our lives. We have added this and other sorrows to our lives as a way 
to counteract fear: the fear of inadequacy, the fear of a simple life, and ultimately, the fear of 
death.  

As you reach higher realisations —and consequently learn to live every day to the fullest, you 
will laugh at the thought of fearing death. You will be much more interested in enjoying your 
blessings and sharing them with the ones you love. 

This last thought reminds me of “the parable of the businessman and the fisherman” —a 
story written by Heinrich Böll in 1963. Originally named “The Anecdote on Reduced 
Productivity,”  it beautifully exposes the absurdity of greed and the abundance of the 100

present moment. Enjoy it: 

Case Study # 6: The parable of the 
Businessman and the Fisherman 
A successful businessman on vacation was at the pier of a small coastal village 
when a small boat with just one fisherman docked. Inside the small boat were 
several large yellowfin tuna. The businessman complimented the fisherman on 
the quality of his fish and asked how long it took to catch them. 

- The fisherman proudly replied, “Every morning, I go out in my boat for 30 
minutes to fish. I’m the best fisherman in the village.” 

- The businessman, perplexed, then asks the fisherman “If you’re the best, why 
don’t you stay out longer and catch more fish? What do you do the rest of the 
day?” 

- The fisherman replied “I sleep late, fish a little, play with my children, spend 
quality time with my wife, and every evening we stroll into the village to drink 
wine and play guitar with our friends. I have a full and happy life.” 

- The businessman scoffed, “I am successful CEO and have a talent for spotting 
business opportunities. I can help you to be more successful. You should spend 
more time fishing and with the proceeds, buy a bigger boat. With the proceeds 
from the bigger boat, you could buy several boats, eventually you would have a 
fleet of fishing boats with many fishermen. Instead of selling your catch to just 
your friends, you can scale to sell fish to thousands. You could leave this small 
coastal fishing village and move to the big city, where you can oversee your 
growing empire.” 

- The fisherman asked, “But, how long will this all take?” 

 Heinrich Böll. “Anekdote zur Senkung der Arbeitsmoral.” Written for the May Day radio program on the 100

Norddeutscher Rundfunk station in 1963.
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- To which the businessman replied, “15–20 years.” 

- “But what then?” Asked the fisherman. 

- The businessman laughed and said, “That’s the best part.  When the time is 
right you would announce an IPO and sell your company stock to the public 
and become very rich, you would make millions!” 

- “Millions – then what?” 

- The businessman said, “Then you would retire.  Move to a small coastal fishing 
village where you would sleep late, fish a little, play with your kids, spend time 
with your wife, stroll to the village in the evenings where you could sip wine 
and play your guitar with your friends.” 

COMMUNITY LIFE 
“I have learned that to be with those I like is enough.” ― Walt Whitman 

As a factor to contentment, community life —and monasticism in particular, have been 
historically a popular way for people to seek for a more fruitful, productive, and happy life, 
without necessarily associating it with religious devotion or marital life. The whole idea is to 
get together into controlled, very organized groups of friends with shared outlooks, have 
some clear rules, and focus towards a few simple ambitions. That was the idea of Greek 
philosopher Epicurus (Ἐπίκουρος) —341–270 BC, when he bought some land just outside 
the city of Athens and invited his friends to come and live with him. It was the world's first 
proper commune based around philosophy which flourished for some 400 years. Epicurus 
realised that most of us fail to be happy because we overrate the importance of three things: 
romantic love, having lots of money, and the enjoyment of luxury. The point of his commune 
was to help people avoid these mistakes and to focus instead on friendship, simple 
pleasures, and cultivating the mind. 

Fast forward to the 20th century, with the erosion of the concept of family caused by the 
increasingly invasive intervention of governments and markets, Epicurus’ project 
experienced a massive revival. In 1966, Hippy communes sprung up in the Haight-Ashbury 
district of San Francisco synonymous with “The Summer of Love” social phenomenon in 
1967, and much of modern American counterculture. Hippies —sometimes called “Flower 
Children,” were a very eclectic group of people with common interests that ranged from 
suspicion of the government, rejection of consumerist values, and general opposition to 
violence —chiefly manifested at the time by the Vietnam War. A few were interested in 
politics; others were concerned more with art (music, painting, and poetry in particular) or 
spiritual and meditative practices. Buddhism, Hinduism, and Sufism often resonated with 
hippies, as they were seen as less rule-bound, and less likely to be associated with 
contemporary baggage. It goes without mentioning the music revolution this movement was 
associated with: both folk and rock music were an integral part of hippie culture, sporting 
artists such as Bob Dylan and Joan Baez, and groups such as The Beatles, The Grateful 
Dead, Jefferson Airplane, and The Rolling Stones among others. 

Hippies gripped the public imagination through their way of doing things, so much so that 
they forever intertwined concepts like commune life, shared property, collective 
responsibility, and mutual assistance with dancing naked, sitting cross-legged on the floor 
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with a large beard, art and psychedelics. Although for many of us that may sound like a lot of 
fun, the most important goal of communal life was to offer a way of living conducive to 
nurturing your creativity, cultivating your mind, and enjoying the simple things in life. 

LIVING IN SOLITUDE 
“Every ideology is contrary to human psychology.” — Albert Camus 

Arguably, most of the world’s major religions can trace back their origins to their respective 
founder, who was usually a hermit, or at least someone engaged in periods of solitude. In the 
East, the hermit tradition reached its apex with proto-typical yogis like Shiva disappearing 
into the mountains for meditation, or the Buddha’s withdrawal to a community of hermits and 
his seclusion under a Bodhi tree, or Lao Tzu’s disappearance into the mountains to refine his 
elixirs. 

In Ancient China —around the 4th century A.D., the “yǐnshì,” or “recluse” was  someone who 
chose to leave behind the busy, political, and commercial world in favor of a more simple life, 
usually by the side of a mountain, in a hut. Scholars noted that while warriors and ministers 
appeared earlier in Chinese paintings, “the recluse (yinshi) emerged at the dawn of history 
side by side with the man of action and has shared in a quiet way prominence with him 
throughout history. The significance of this fact cannot be overemphasized” —Chi 1963.  101

For many among us, the thought of living in solitude can be unbearable. For the untrained 
mind, the fear of not belonging can become a painful and lonely experience that may lead to 
disconnection and social isolation. Depending on several factors like our upbringing, our 
education, social environment, or individual traits, we may or may not be prone to loneliness. 

 Frederick R. Dannaway. Steeped in Solitude. The Leaf. http://the-leaf.org/issue8/wp-content/uploads/101

2010/09/steepedinsol.pdf
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However, a disadvantage is often an opportunity in disguise: there are several benefits to be 
found in living a life of solitude:  102

- Ultimate Freedom. In a very much conscious way, when you are surrounded by people, 
you have to conform to certain rules and regulations. While it is a form of safety for you 
and the group, it can also restrict your way of thinking and acting. Admittedly, many of 
these rules can be good for you, but we might be selling ourselves short by engaging in 
ideological obedience. 

- More Universal Love. Often, our human condition leads us to cherish the members of our 
group, and to be indifferent —or even hostile, to those that do not belong to our group. 
This conditional way of love may work if you conform to the group’s rules, but if you don’t, 
you become an outcast. If you chose not to belong, you are free to distribute your love to 
whomever you want. 

- Self-actualisation above conformity. When you get to know yourself, you don’t feel like 
needing to identify with a specific group or hierarchy: you can use the hierarchy to your 
advantage while maintaining your independence and autonomy, hence choosing 
fulfilment of your talents and potentialities above conformity. 

Let’s face it, people need each other to some extent, and belonging to a group is not 
necessarily a bad thing. In some cases, it might be your key to survival and a big ingredient 
to your state of contentment. However, for some of us, being part of the herd is a burden and 
a sacrifice. Our brains are wired in different ways, and we’ve come to the realisation that 
there isn’t a one-size-fits-all solution to our quest for self-actualisation. Either way, we need to 
introspectively see what works best for us, and courageously be honest with ourselves if we 
feel we don’t fit in. Likewise, for those of us who witness a friend leave the group, you don’t 
have to agree with it, just acknowledge your friend’s needs, learn to peacefully live with 
other people’s freedom of choice, and always remember that “the opposite of what you 
know is also true.”  103

 Based on Einzelgänger’s YouTube video: “The Priceless Benefits of Not Belonging.” December 4, 2019.102

 Timber Hawkeye. Buddhist Boot Camp / Faithfully Religionless. https://www.Buddhistbootcamp.com103
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MINIMALISM 
“Simplicity, clarity, singleness: These are the attributes that give our lives power 
and vividness and joy as they are also the marks of great art.” — Richard 
Holloway 

Simply put, minimalism is about owning fewer possessions. It is all about intentionally living 
with only the things you really need —those items that support your purpose in life. In this 
way, you would be effectively removing the distraction that excessive possessions cause, so 
much so, that you may be able to focus more on the things that matter most to you. Work-
wise, it is based on the conscious decision to uncomplicate and unclog your daily workflow 
in such a way that you become more efficient and fulfilled by gaining access to your work 
remotely, while still enjoying a “nomad” life —if that’s what you fancy, of course. To me, 
exchanging material things —and the illusion of abundance, for actual true bliss seems to be 
a pretty good deal. 

On the other hand, minimalism can be a decisive step towards personal awakening and 
liberation. According to Buddhist philosophy, all phenomena that arises due to causes and 
conditions (a.k.a. “compounded phenomena”) is impermanent: everything is always 
changing, and attachment to material possessions —especially to that stubborn reified sense 
of self, is what causes endless suffering.  Conversely, if you have heightened your level of 104

awareness, that same pain experience of impermanence and loss can be a profoundly 
beautiful reminder of what it means to exist, and why it is so important to let go of anything 
not essential to your happiness. When we soak up this realisation we are led to inner peace 
and compassion. 

 There is also “uncompounded” phenomena like space, nirvana, existence and more which are said to be 104

permanent. It’s important to distinguish this because one needs to realise the more subtle dependent arising 
nature of all phenomena and not only their impermanent nature —for example, realising how things are merely 
labeled.
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When you unclog your life of material possessions you end up spending less time taking 
care of your things, you will experience less fear of losing your stuff, and more freedom as 
you won’t need to spend your life working to satisfy compulsive shopping. Instead of wasting 
your time and money on those things, that newly acquired spacious clarity will inexorably 
lead you to a wiser use of those extra resources, hopefully toward developing deeper 
relationships with others or helping people in need. In the end, people interested in 
minimalism are likely to be so due to their selfless and more compassionate attitude when it 
comes to their possessions, the resources available in the world, and how to responsibly 
share them. 

Furthermore, minimalism is not about deprivation nor renunciation. In a Buddhist context, the 
word “renunciation” is often misunderstood. Buddhist practitioners know very well that they 
are not meant to give up every pleasurable aspect of life in favor of a bland existence. 
Instead, renunciation means the determination to be free, a determination to stop the 
problems caused by our possessions, which will naturally lead to detachment. You don’t 
need to fully embrace minimalism to benefit from this realisation, it can be a gradual path 
that will grow in proportion to your inner wisdom. It’s always refreshing to realise that just 
because we’ve always been in a certain way, it doesn’t mean we have to stay that way 
forever. Change is always possible, and awareness is the first step. 

In the material sense, what we own does not define us, and this also rings true for intangible 
things. True wisdom is more about letting go of the illusion of knowing ultimate truths than 
acquiring additional knowledge. Though material excess can become a dead weight, mental 
excess can be even more harmful as it quietly chains us to a subtler sort of attachment: 
spiritual materialism. Again, mindfulness, vigilance and introspection are the key. 

A MEANINGFUL LIFE 
A happy life and a meaningful life are strongly correlated concepts. In positive psychology, 
“happiness” may refer more to biological needs and desires —such as the absence of pain 
or unpleasant experiences, however, “meaning” is more cultural and abstract, relating to 
overall life satisfaction and prosperity. Consequently, a meaningful life is an idea that has to 
do with the purpose, significance, fulfillment, and satisfaction of life, therefore becoming one 
of the several enduring pathways to happiness. 

Sadly, in this day and age, around the world many people seem to spend their whole lives 
dissatisfied, in search of a purpose. Undoubtedly, many people endure harsh conditions and 
precarious livelihoods —leaving no time and energy for higher endeavors; however, there 
are others who, in spite of enjoying a relatively comfortable life, fail to recognize that they 
already have everything they need for a meaningful existence. The error seems to be based 
on their failure to recognize what does matter, instead of becoming overly focused on what 
they believe is missing from their lives  —which is synonymous to taking the present 105

moment for granted.  

Obviously, the definition of a meaningful life can change depending on the way each one of 
us orders our values and priorities. At the end of the day, one man’s priorities in life may well 
be another man’s burden and nuisance. Therefore, living a meaningful life ultimately means 
discerning what is important to you and being true to yourself in the choices you make along 
the journey… and this is exactly what this book is all about. 

 Iddo Landau. Finding Meaning in an Imperfect World. 2017. Oxford, England: Oxford University Press, 2017. 105
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On the other hand, for those of us aiming high and looking for purpose imbedded in great 
projects, some of which are meant to leave an indelible mark on the world, one that would 
bring joy to many people, or one for which you will be remembered once you are gone… 
careful! A meaningful life is a humble life; one that expects no reward, nor has ulterior 
motives of any kind; one that rejoices in the simple things in life, and shares that same kind 
of joy with others. If you spend your life designing that perfect “meaningful” life, you might 
be missing the point. In line with this, I found a quote on the internet that beautifully makes 
the point. The author is unknown: 

Case Study # 7: Note to Self 
“What is my purpose in life?” I asked the void. 

“What if I told you that you fulfilled it when you took an extra hour to talk to that 
kid about his life?” Said the voice. 

“Or when you paid for that young couple in the restaurant? Or when you saved 
that dog in traffic? Or when you tied your father’s shoes for him?” 

“Your problem is that you equate your purpose with goal-based achievement. The 
Universe isn’t interested in your achievements… just your heart. When you choose 
to act out of kindness, compassion and love, you are already aligned with your 
true purpose.  

No need to look any further!” 

Those among us who have a positive attitude and succeed in creating a meaningful life 
enjoy benefits such as higher levels of positive affect, life satisfaction, and an overall sense 
of happiness. Likewise, in the face of adversity, their attitude helps them find adjustment and 
support. A meaningful life enables them to connect with people, places, things and to leave 
a positive mark on society. In this regard, most likely, this is what led the Japanese to invent 
Ikigai (⽣き甲斐), a philosophy of life which literally means “reason for being.” 
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Back in the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s, Ikigai was thought to be attained every time you 
participate in the betterment of society —subordinating one's own desires to others, or 
through improvement of oneself —following one's own path. Nowadays, Ikigai’s focus has 
shifted toward the self: rather than self-sacrifice, the focus is now more on developing one’s 
potential and well-being. In this way, Ikigai can help us determine what it is that we want to 
wake up for every morning: that very thing that we can pour our heart and soul into, and 
what are the necessary ingredients to get into this state of “flow” while making our pursuit 
sustainable, and useful for the world. 

Ikigai combines four dimensions of success, namely a vocation, a passion, a mission, and a 
profession. The secret lies in aligning our own nature with the nature of our environment, to 
establish an optimal interplay between ourselves and our surroundings in such a way that 
our pursuit becomes natural and effortless. Ikigai is thus fully aligned to what Taoists call “Wú 
Wéi” (無為), which can be translated as “effortless action.” So, how do we do this?  106

- Doing what we’re good at. In general, we can learn skills, but we also have inborn 
characteristics that make different people suitable for different things —our vocation. 
Some people focus their efforts on improving the things they’re bad at: they spend their 
whole lives repairing themselves while neglecting the things they’re naturally good at. 
Acknowledging your individual skills and potential and putting them to use is the first step 
toward a meaningful life. 

- Doing what we love to do. While a level of skill can be measured, this dimension is a bit 
subjective. For most of us it is easy to pinpoint where our passion is, but there might be 
some aspects associated to it that we don’t like very much. Outsourcing that part may be a 
solution, but when our activities as a whole make us hopelessly dreadful, it might be a 
better idea to find something else to pour our passion into. Listen to your guts. 

- Doing what the world needs. If we are truly seeking a meaningful life, our work must, in 
one way or another, benefit the world. Though this is a deal-breaker, luckily for us the 
needs of the world come in many different flavors. To discover what the world needs, 
some market research can help, or we can look at the world from a wider perspective by 
asking ourselves: How we, with our skill sets, can make it a better place? 

- Doing what generates a revenue. Some may argue that money shouldn’t be a factor to 
achieving a meaningful life, however sustainability is. If you fail to pay your bills, your work 
might end up losing momentum and thus becoming a hobby at best. Though there is 
nothing wrong with having a hobby, without sustainable funding you might be jeopardizing 
all the potential benefit it could bring to the world. 

Spending your life on something you hate is a disservice to yourself and to the world as a 
whole. If you have the means to pursue a meaningful life, shouldn’t you go for it? On the 
other hand, many people around the world just simply can’t afford to dream high while 
drowning in healthcare and utility bills, but there is still hope for them, too —it all lies in the 
depths of our mind and the untapped human potential for liberation and enlightenment. We 
will be exploring some techniques in the next section. Read on. 

 Based on Einzelgänger’s Youtube video: “IKIGAI | A Japanese Philosophy for Finding Purpose.” March 19, 106

2020.
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SECTION 4 
FOLLOWING BREADCRUMBS ALONG THE SILK ROAD 

 
“I may not have gone where I intended to go but I think I ended up where I 
needed to be.” ― Douglas Adams 

Chapter # 1 

COGNITIVE STYLES THROUGHOUT HISTORY 

A cognitive style is a concept used in cognitive psychology to describe the way individuals 
think, perceive and remember information. Modern approaches to history presuppose 
cognitive styles simply reflect the prevailing philosophies that have come to prominence 
in each region over time, hence leaving history ultimately at the mercy of the brute 

forces of geography. Although this “geographic determinism” is a welcome improvement 
over the old-fashioned triumphalism of Western cultural supremacy, it ignores important 
drivers of history that have been instrumental in constructing today's world.  

On the other hand, linguistic relativity —sometimes called “the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis,” 
suggests that language influences one’s thoughts. In other words, speakers of different 
languages are cognitively different from one another as a result of those language 
differences. Researchers have found that language shapes our mind vastly without us being 
aware of it. It shapes our arithmetical sensitivities, the way we think, the way we see, and so 
on. Undoubtedly, a concept, a culture, a personality is originated and nurtured in a language 
context, hence cultures contrast with each other because the language itself differs, too.  A 107

greater awareness of these and other forces can help us all understand our own minds a 
little bit better. 

Jeremy Lent, in his book “The Patterning Instinct,”  takes a different approach by proposing 108

that cultures shape values, and those values shape history. He argues that the same root 
metaphors that infused meaning into the Universe of early humans, have also determined 
the cultural patterns that we know today. Namely: 

- Western Pattern: Split Cosmos, Split Human 
- Eastern Pattern: Harmonic Web of Life 

Starting in the first millennium BCE, Eurasian societies developed new cognitive styles that 
transcended the borders of their particular regions. A cognitive abyss opened up between 
the cosmologies of western and eastern Eurasia which shaped the future direction of world 
history.  

 Laurel Lam. Cultural Differences between East and West: A Linguistic Perspective. November 24, 2017. Asia 107

Scotland Institute. https://www.asiascot.com/blog-post/3917/

 Jeremy Lent. “The Patterning Instinct: A Cultural History of Humanity's Search for Meaning.” Prometheus 108

Books. 2017.
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THE BIRTH OF DUALISM IN ANCIENT GREECE  
In Ancient Greece a systematic way of thinking emerged; one that, either denoted that 
mental phenomena are non-physical, or that mind and body are distinct and separable. 
This came to be known as Mind-Body Dualism. It encompasses a set of views about the 
relationship between mind and matter, as well as between subject and object. Aristotle 
dealt with the existence of first principles, notably the first of all substances —the highest 
God, the “unmoved mover,” who causes the motion of the spheres, the planets.  

The schools of Plato, Aristotle, and the Stoics taught ways in which to cope with the 
vagaries of life, more concerned with the state of one’s soul than with worldly externals. 
The focus was on how the soul could return to its origins in the higher realm after death, 
reuniting with the “most high God.” For Plato, this high God was uncreated, immutable (not 
subject to change), and pure essence (not matter and therefore not subject to decay). In 
his writings, a divine part of the human soul that is directly infused by the divinity and a 
mortal part (passionate and vegetative) are defined and considered. The mortal part is 
assigned to humanity by inferior divinities, charged to do so by the supreme divinity; and 
the appetitive passions involved, if followed, are held to be responsible for the 
punishments that the soul will suffer during various periods of habitation in the other world 
and reincarnations in this one. Thus, God remains free of blame for human destiny.  This 109

God also emanated the logos, or the principle of rationality, to order the physical world.  110

Plato’s dualism, with its deification of reason, laid out the split cosmos / split human 
cognitive pattern that has pervaded Western thought ever since. 

DUALISM AND DIVINITY IN ANCIENT INDIA  
Indian dualism refers to the belief that reality is fundamentally composed of two parts, 
mainly taking the form of either: 

- Mind-Matter Dualism —a conventional distinction presented by Buddhist philosophy as 
a communicative tool to aid the understanding of human beings in a holistic way, 
perhaps best described as a middle way approach of “neither-duality-nor-identity;”or 

- Consciousness-Matter Dualism —in the Samkhya and Yoga schools of Hindu philosophy, 
which formulate dualism based on two eternal and opposed cosmic principles: Prakriti 
(the experienced —“original matter,” or Nature) and Puruṣa (the experiencer —“spirit”), it 
postulates that every conscious entity becomes aware of its physical nature.  

There is another interpretation for this dualism: the Jīvātman —every living being or 
any entity imbued with a life force, has two functions: 

- To understand and interpret Prakriti (Nature) —which constitutes science: the 
conscious entity trying to make meaning of the world; and 

- To find out about itself: how it came from the Paramātman (the Absolute Ātman, 
supreme/primordial Self) —which constitutes our spiritual quest. 

 Britannica. Historical Varieties Of Religious Dualism. https://www.britannica.com/topic/dualism-religion/109

Historical-varieties-of-religious-dualism

 Rebecca Denova. Monotheism in the Ancient World. October 17, 2019. Ancient History Encyclopedia. https://110

www.ancient.eu/article/1454/monotheism-in-the-ancient-world/
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So, every human being is engaged in both, science and religion. Science is the effort 
to understand Prakriti, and religion is the rediscovery of that which we came from.  

In spite of clear differences with Western philosophy’s mind-body dualism, they also share 
fundamental similarities —notably the rejection of the material aspect of the world as 
illusory.  

Another form of dualism in Hindu philosophy is found in the Dvaita (“dualism”) Vedānta 
school —a dualistic interpretation of the Vedas that theorises the existence of two separate 
realities: Svatantra-tattva —the first and the only independent reality which is that of Vishnu 
as Brahman, and the second reality, Asvatantra-tattva —the dependent but equally real 
Universe that exists with its own separate essence. 

By contrast, schools such as Advaita (“non-dualism”) Vedānta postulate that the ultimate 
reality (Brahman) and human soul are identical and all reality is interconnected —Oneness. 
It embraces absolute monism and regards dualism as a mundane illusion (Maya). 

THE SEARCH FOR HARMONY IN ANCIENT CHINA  
Chinese philosophy originates in the Spring and Autumn period (春秋) and the Warring 
States period (战国), during an interval known as the “Hundred Schools of Thought,” which 
was characterized by significant intellectual and cultural developments. It was during this 
era that the major philosophical schools of China—Confucianism, Legalism, and Taoism—
arose, along with philosophies that later fell into obscurity, like Agriculturalism, Mohism, 
Chinese Naturalism, and the Logicians. Even in modern society, Confucianism is still the 
creed of etiquette for Chinese society. In general, the Chinese tradition looked to the 
material world (Nature) for the source of meaning, seeing the cosmos as an indivisible 
resonance comprising heaven, earth and humanity, forming a harmonic web of life. This 
worldview upheld the notion of a dynamic Universe and thus, deliberately avoided the 
radical dualism that emerged in India, Iran, and Europe.  

The School of Naturalists, a.k.a. the School of Yin-Yang —whose representative thinker  111

was considered the real founder of all Chinese scientific thought, synthesized the concepts 
of Yin-Yang (陰陽) and the Wu Xing (五⾏). The notion of yin-yang —the opposed polarities 
of cosmic flux, though they may at first seem dualistic, are not radically separate: they 
complement and permeate each other, emerging as two extreme aspects of the constant 
transformation of the Tao (道) —the “Way” of the Universe.  

Their theory attempted to explain the Universe in terms of basic forces in Nature: the 
complementary agents of yin (dark, cold, female, negative) and yang (light, hot, male, 
positive) and the Five Elements or Five Phases (water, fire, wood, metal, and earth). In its 
early days, this theory was most strongly associated with the states of Yan and Qi. In later 
periods, these epistemological theories came to hold significance in both philosophy and 
popular belief. This school was absorbed into Taoism's alchemic and magical dimensions, 
as well as into the Chinese medical framework. 

 Zou Yan (鄒衍) 305 BC – 240 BC, was an ancient Chinese philosopher best known as the representative 111

thinker of the Yin and Yang School (or School of Naturalists) during the Hundred Schools of Thought era in 
Chinese philosophy. From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.
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PATHWAYS TO MONOTHEISM IN ISRAEL AND ALEXANDRIA  
Ancient Israelite religion was originally polytheistic: the Israelites worshipped many deities 
but Yahweh was originally the national God of the Kingdom of Israel and the Kingdom of 
Judah.  As time went by, the cult of Yahweh grew increasingly militant in its opposition to 112

the worship of other gods.  Later, the reforms of King Josiah imposed a form of strict 113

Israeli monolatrism. After the fall of Judah and the beginning of the Babylonian captivity, a 
small circle of priests and scribes gathered around the exiled royal court, where they first 
developed the concept of Yahweh as the sole God of the world.  114

The presence of a vigorous and universal monotheism implied not only faith in a single 
creative God, but also faith in a God who is the uncontested master of history, and neither 
Satan nor Belial detract from this absolute monotheism. Within these limitations, however, a 
tendency toward dualistic thought was recorded in such late non-canonical texts as the 
First Book of Enoch (c. 1st century BCE).  115

When Hebrew mythical thought met Greek philosophical thought in the first century it was 
only natural that someone would try to develop speculative and philosophical justification 
for Judaism in terms of Greek philosophy. Combining Plato and Aristotle, Philo of 
Alexandria postulated that the “telos” —the ultimate purpose or goal of man, is to become 
like a god, to reach out to the divine in contemplation, and so, return, as far as possible, to 
his divine source. Moreover, Philo, being heavily influenced by the Stoics, was eager to 
emulate their use of allegory to provide a philosophical interpretation of the scriptures. He 
wrote that the scriptures should not be read literally but as containing hidden truths, 
waiting to be discovered by those with the patience and the will to discover them.  116

Later on, in 312 CE, Emperor Constantine became a Christian and legalized Christianity so 
that persecution ceased. However, Christian thinkers still debated the relationship between 
God and Jesus. An elder in the church at Alexandria, Arius began teaching that if God 
created everything in the Universe, then at some point in time he must have created Christ. 
This meant that Christ was subordinate to God. Riots arose over this in Alexandria and 
other cities of the Empire. The First Council of Nicaea assembled to settle the matter: they 
decided that God and Christ were identical in substance and that Christ was a 
manifestation of God himself on Earth.  117

SINFUL NATURE: THE DUALISTIC COSMOS OF CHRISTIANITY  
The dualism between God and Creation has existed as a central belief in multiple historical 
sects and traditions of Christianity, including Catharism, Paulicianism, and other forms of 

 Israel Drazin. "Ancient Jews believed in the existence of many gods.”112

 Albertz, Rainer (1994). A History of Israelite Religion, Volume I: From the Beginnings to the End of the 113

Monarchy. Westminster John Knox. p. 61. ISBN 9780664227197.

 Monotheism in Ancient Israel. From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.114

 Britannica. Historical Varieties Of Religious Dualism. https://www.britannica.com/topic/dualism-religion/115

Historical-varieties-of-religious-dualism

 Emanuel Paparella. Philo of Alexandria on the Soul and Universal Truth. Ovi Magazine. May 26, 2008. https://116

www.ovimagazine.com/art/3071

 Rebecca Denova. Monotheism in the Ancient World. October 17, 2019. Ancient History Encyclopedia. https://117

www.ancient.eu/article/1454/monotheism-in-the-ancient-world/
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Gnostic Christianity. Christian dualism refers to the belief that God and Creation are 
distinct, but interrelated through an indivisible bond. However, Gnosticism is a diverse, 
syncretistic religious movement consisting of various belief systems generally united in the 
belief of a distinction between a supreme and transcendent God, and a blind, evil 
demiurge responsible for creating the material Universe, thereby trapping the divine spark 
within matter. Gnosticism is not limited to Christianity, and is based on other Abrahamic 
beliefs.  In sects like the Cathars and the Paulicians, this is a dualism between the material 118

world, created by an evil god, and a moral god. The belief that free will separates 
humankind from God is also a form of dualism. The theologian Leroy Stephens Rouner 
compares the dualism of Christianity with the dualism that existed in Zoroastrianism and 
the Samkhya tradition of Hinduism.  119

Fast forward to the Age of Enlightenment, when René Descartes (1641) was closely 
associated with Dualism. He held that the mind is a nonphysical—and therefore non-
spatial, substance. Descartes clearly identified the mind with consciousness and self-
awareness, and distinguished this from the brain as the seat of intelligence.  The central 120

claim of what is often called “Cartesian dualism” —in honor of Descartes, is that the 
immaterial mind and the material body, while being ontologically distinct substances, 
causally interact. Mental events cause physical events, and vice versa— which came to be 
known as the “problem of interactionism.” He was the first to formulate the mind–body 
problem in the form in which it exists today. 

THE PUNISHMENT OF MONOTHEISTIC INTOLERANCE  
Throughout the centuries monotheism has been a “totalizing discourse,” often co-opting all 
aspects of a social belief system, resulting in the exclusion of “others.” Accusers have 
painted monotheism as a cause of ignorance, oppression, and violence whose claim for 
universal truth is inextricably intertwined with ideological absolutism.  

For example, David Hume (1711 - 1776) argued that monotheism is less pluralistic and thus 
less tolerant than polytheism, because monotheism stipulates that people pigeonhole their 
beliefs into one tenet.   In the same vein, Auguste Comte argued that “Monotheism is 121

irreconcilable with the existence in our nature of the instincts of benevolence” because it 
compels followers to devote themselves to a single Creator.  In the same vein, Jacob 122

Neusner suggested that “the logic of monotheism ... yields little basis for tolerating other 
religions.”  And even more accurately, James Lovelock criticized monotheism due to its 123

idea of a transcendent almighty father. He stated that monotheism “seems to anesthetize 

 Pagels, Elaine (1989). The Gnostic Gospels. New York: Random House.118

 Dualism in cosmology —In Christianity and other Abrahamic religions. From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.119

 Robinson, Howard. [2003] 2016. "Dualism" (rev.). The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, edited by Edward 120

N. Zalta.

 Criticism of monotheism. From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.121

 The Catechism of Positive Religion, page 251.122

 Berchman, Robert M. (2008). "The Political Foundations of Tolerance in the Greco-Roman Period". In 123

Neusner, Jacob; Chilton, Bruce (eds.). Religious Tolerance in World Religions. Templeton Foundation Press. 
p. 61. ISBN 9781599471365. Retrieved 2016-07-03.
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the sense of wonder as if one were committed to a single line of thought by a cosmic legal 
contract.”  124

DISCOVERING THE PRINCIPLES OF NATURE IN SONG CHINA 
The Song dynasty (960–1279 AD) was a culturally rich and sophisticated age for China. It 
saw great advancements in the visual arts, music, literature, and philosophy. Song 
intellectuals sought answers to all philosophical and political questions in the Confucian 
Classics. This renewed interest in the Confucian ideals and society of ancient times 
coincided with the decline of Buddhism, which was then largely regarded as foreign, and 
as offering few solutions for practical problems. However, Buddhism in this period 
continued as a cultural underlay to the more accepted Confucianism and even Taoism, 
which were both seen as native and therefore “pure” by conservative Neo-Confucians.  125

Prominent architects of Neo-Confucianism supported Buddhist metaphysics by 
emphasizing moral self-cultivation over service to the ruler of the state —thus healing 
society's ills from the bottom-up, not the top-down, as opposed to most statesmen who 
pursued their agenda to advise the ruler to make the best decisions for the common good 
of all.  

Neo-Confucian cosmology of the day explained the relationship between human conduct 
and universal forces. In this way, it claimed that the workings of Nature and metaphysics 
could be taught through the principle —lǐ (理) and the vital energy —qi (⽓). The principle of 
nature could be moral or physical, such as the principle of marriage being moral, while the 
principle of trees is physical. Yet for principles to exist and function normally there would 
have to be substance as well as vital energy. This allowed Song intellectuals to validate the 
teachings of Mencius  on the innate goodness of human nature, while at the same time 126

providing an explanation for human wrongdoing. In essence, the principle underlying a 
human being is good and benevolent, but vital energy has the potential to go astray and 
be corrupted, giving rise to selfish impulses and all the other negative human traits. 

 James William Gibson, "A Reenchanted World: The Quest for a New Kinship with Nature", Macmillan, 2009, p. 124

98.

 Culture of the Song dynasty. From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.125

 Mencius —or Mengzi (372–289 BC or 385–303 or 302 BC) was a Chinese Confucian philosopher who has 126

often been described as the “second Sage,” that is, after only Confucius himself. From Wikipedia, the free 
encyclopedia.
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Chapter # 2  

CULTURAL DIFFERENCES BETWEEN EAST AND WEST 
“In the sky, there is no distinction of east and west; people create distinctions out 
of their own minds and then believe them to be true.” ― The Buddha 

T he Eastern and Western hemispheres have many cultural differences, all of which are 
reflected in their people’s cognitive thinking, attitude and behavior. Many schools of 
thought believe that there is not enough common ground between Eastern and Western 
cultures for us to ever share similar characteristics. In spite of powerful economic forces 

like capitalism and globalization, which have greatly contributed to bridging the gap between 
cultures, respective cultural patterns still run deep in the psyche of the people. 

These cultural differences manifest in many ways, ranging widely from the way we 
communicate, to aspects like modesty and collectivism, the role of elders in society, respect 
for authority, and many other subtle cognitive skills. As mentioned in the previous chapter, by 
raising greater awareness about these differences and their historical and mythological 
background, I hope we may all be in a better position to learn a bit more about ourselves 
and our neighbors, about their strengths, their values, about their good-natured intentions, 
about their cognitive processes, and most importantly, about their wishes for happiness and 
prosperity —wishes that are clearly not different from ours. 

Here are some of the most interesting and relevant differences among us:  127

SPACE 
Westerners generally see space as something that is mostly empty. We tend to regard 
space as the thing in which objects float. We believe objects in empty space exist 
independently of their surroundings. On the other hand, Eastern thought perceives the 
interrelation between two separate objects and the way they affect each other. Since 
ancient times, Easterners have believed that space is filled with energy known as qi (⽓) . 128

Objects made from qi are always closely related to their surroundings. 

As a result of this perception, ancient scholars in the East came to realize that tides were 
the result of the interaction between the Earth and the Moon. The ancient Chinese 
understood the concept of gravity. They understood the notion that there can be action at 
a distance —that one object can be distant from another and still exert influence on it. They 
even understood basic principles of acoustics and magnetism. The Chinese got it right 
2,500 years ago because they were paying attention to the relationship between the 
content and the context. 

 Jeong-Ook Lee and Myung-jin Kim’s documentary “East and West.” Wheeling, IL : Film Ideas, 2009. Korea 127

Educational Broadcasting System —EBS Special. www.ebs.co.kr

 Qi is the central underlying principle in Chinese traditional medicine and in Chinese martial arts. The practice 128

of cultivating and balancing qi is called qigong. Believers of qi describe it as a vital force, the flow of which must 
be unimpeded for health. Qi is a pseudoscientific, unverified concept, which has never been directly observed, 
and is unrelated to the concept of energy used in science (vital energy itself being an abandoned scientific 
notion). From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.
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OBJECTS AND CONTEXT  
For Westerners, the concept of “wholeness” refers to a collection of individual things. 
Conversely, for Easterners, wholeness refers to a lump without any distinct individuals, 
meaning that the notion of individuality and wholeness is intertwined. Substance-wise, 
whole and part are the same, but object-wise, whole and part are no longer the same 
object. 

These cognitive differences correlate with different brain operations. In the back of your 
head there's an area of the brain that is associated primarily with perception, so when the 
brain sees a picture, it has to interpret all those forms, shapes, and curves. When an Asian 
person sees a picture, they look at the picture as a whole, and the area in the brain that 
pays attention to individual objects doesn't activate so much. However, when Westerners 
look at the same picture, their brain actually focuses on individual objects, and the part of 
the brain that understands what that individual object is, is the one that activates more. So, 
while Easterners see the picture as a whole, Westerners see objects separately. 

As a result of this, in Western languages there is a clear difference between singular and 
plural nouns, but there is no such distinction in Eastern languages. Chinese people don’t 
say: “eat one particular object.” In English you have to say: “eat this/an apple.” In Chinese 
you don't have to because you pay attention to the context. 

Furthermore, a remarkable difference is evident, for example, in the vocabulary mothers 
use with their children. While Western mothers tend to use more nouns, Eastern mothers 
typically use more verbs. Let's take the example of a person that offers some tea to a 
guest. Westerners typically ask if the guest would like more tea with an emphasis on the 
noun —tea. An Easterner, however, might express it like this: “drink more?” Thus focusing 
on the verb “to drink.” The verb “drink” expresses the interaction between people and tea. 
Easterners typically focus on the interactions between individual people or objects so they 
tend to use more verbs. On the other hand, Westerners focus more on the people and the 
tea as separate objects, hence the noun “tea” is used in their suggestions. 

LAW OF CAUSATION  
“How people treat you is their karma; how you react is yours”. ― Wayne W. Dyer 

For Easterners, everything in space is constantly changing. To the typical Easterner, 
everything is the result of the interactions with their surroundings. In English, this concept 
is often translated as “arising.” In the West, objects are typically referred to as stationary. 
Easterners often consider the law of causation and understand its complexity, thus being 
able to imagine more causations than Westerners do. 

Westerners usually regard the cause for an object as residing within that object. When an 
object is broken down into smaller parts, the result in English is called an “atom.” The origin 
of this word means “uncut,” thus suggesting it can’t be broken down any further. The Greek 
philosopher Democritus hypothesized that the property of an object depends on that of its 
atoms. Aristotle said that if you drop a stone into water the stone sinks because the stone 
has the property of gravity, but if you put a piece of wood in the water the wood floats 
because the wood has the property of levity. On the other hand, Easterners believe objects 
are created and disappear as a result of many causations. In Buddhism this is called yuánqǐ 
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(緣起)  —the common denominator of all the Buddhist traditions throughout the world, 129

whether Theravada, Mahayana or Vajrayana, and refers to the idea that everything arises 
from myriad conditions as opposed to being spontaneous and self-contained. For 
Buddhists, nothing has a separate and independent nature. 

For this reason, when Westerners think a person is kind, we believe the cause is the 
inherent kindness of that person. The Western way of thinking fails to perceive the context 
which leads to mistaken assumptions. For example, believing that that person has a 
disposition or personality trait that corresponds to the behavior that we see, we tend to 
come to conclusions based on our narrow field of perception. This mistaken linking 
between object and its qualities is what we call “cognitive fusion.” 

SENSE OF BELONGING  
As mentioned before, while Westerners tend to focus on the most relevant object in a 
picture, Asians spend much more time looking at the context —especially looking back and 
forth between the background and the object, resulting in an over-analysis of the situation 
because it is the situation that decides its properties. 

Western thought, characterized by analytic thinking, analyses the object and pays attention 
to the properties of that object —be it a person or a thing. Westerners categorise the 
object on the basis of its properties, and then bring rules about the categories somewhat 
to an abstract level. Categorizing things brings great advantage: it helps knowledge build 
up over time. This is the root of Western scientific development. 

The word science, which originates from the old English word “sceadan,” means “to divide, 
to separate.” This separation meant a lot to sculptors in ancient Greece. They believed that 
the beauty of an object came from a proper proportion of each component. This was 
known as the “golden ratio”: they sculpted their works according to this golden ratio rule. 
Even the word “reason” comes from the word “ratio.” 

In East Asian societies, it is natural for people to see themselves from the outside: they are 
not an atomized individual but rather a part of the society. This perspective is encapsulated 
in the concept of the yin and yang (陰陽)  where no object exists without a partner, and 130

they are complementary, interconnected, and interdependent in the natural world. If you 
take the perspective from a person’s point of view, you are going to perceive the world 
only from the observer’s perspective, unaware of what others are going through. To 
Westerners, in general, everything occurs to the observer. 

 Pratītyasamutpāda (Sanskrit: प्रतीत्यसमुत्पाद pratītyasamutpāda; Pali: पिटच्चसमुप्पाद paṭiccasamuppāda; Chinese: 129

緣起 —yuánqǐ; Japanese: 縁起 —engi; Tibetan: !ེན་ཅིང་འ)ེལ་བར་འ-ང་བ་ —ten-ching drelwar jungwa), commonly 
translated as dependent origination, or dependent arising, is a key doctrine of Buddhist philosophy, which 
states that all dharmas (“phenomena”) arise in dependence upon other dharmas: “if this exists, that exists; if this 
ceases to exist, that also ceases to exist.” From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.

 In Chinese cosmology, the universe creates itself out of a primary chaos of material energy, organized into 130

the cycles of Yin and Yang and formed into objects and lives. Yin is the receptive and Yang the active principle, 
seen in all forms of change and difference such as the annual cycle (winter and summer), the landscape (north-
facing shade and south-facing brightness), sexual coupling (female and male), the formation of both women and 
men as characters and sociopolitical history (disorder and order). —Feuchtwang, Stephan (2016). Religions in 
the Modern World: Traditions and Transformations. New York: Routledge. p. 150. ISBN 978-0-415-85881-6.
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INDIVIDUAL’S PERSPECTIVE  
In the West, when you see, it happens from the observer’s point of view. This is called the 
insider’s perspective or the first-person perspective. Conversely, Easterners see 
themselves from the viewpoint of others, which is called the outsider’s perspective or the 
third-person perspective. 

The origin of this fundamental Asian perspective lies in the concept of “Indra's net,”  131

introduced in Japan through the Book of Five Doctrines of the Kegon Sect; a book that 
interprets the Avatamsaka Sutra (Flower Garland Sutra)—a major Buddhist scripture. Indra’s 
net refers to the big web said to cover space. This term is a metaphor that suggests that 
everything in space is part of this network. Clear marbles hang on every knot of this 
intranet. These marbles represent every object in space, and each marble reflects the 
images of other marbles around it. The way that marbles contain the images of objects is 
synonymous with the Chinese letter yin —which means to be seen or to show up.  

This is one reason, for example, when Eastern students study English they have difficulty 
with negative questions. If asked: “don't you like kiwis?” Easterners often answer “yes” if 
they don't like kiwis. Their answer considers the questioner’s perspective, therefore if they 
don’t like kiwis, the correct answer is “yes.” In English, “I” is at the center of most things. If I 
like kiwis, the answer is “yes,” but if I don't like them, the answer is “no.”  

Westerners with an insider’s perspective focus on what they think and feel, therefore they 
tend to believe that others feel the same way as they do. This is called “egocentric 
projection.” Easterners with an outsider’s perspective focus on what others think and feel. 
They try to imagine what others think and feel. This is known as “relational projection.” 

 Indra's net (also called Indra's jewels or Indra's pearls, Sanskrit Indrajāla) is a metaphor used to illustrate the 131

concepts of Śūnyatā (emptiness), pratītyasamutpāda (dependent origination), and interpenetration in Buddhist 
philosophy. The metaphor's earliest known reference is found in the Atharva Veda. It was further developed by 
the Mahayana school in the 3rd century Avatamsaka Sutra and later by the Huayan school between the 6th and 
8th centuries. The Huayan school is known as Hwaeom in Korea and Kegon in Japan. From Wikipedia, the free 
encyclopedia.
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INDIVIDUALISM  
Some of the most notable differences revolve around the concepts of “individualism” and 
“collectivism,” depending on whether you consider yourself to be independent and self-
contained, or entwined and interconnected with the other people around you, valuing the 
group over the individual. 

In Western culture, individuals are often treated as atoms —the basic units of everything. In 
this individualistic context, a person is guided by his or her own freedom, vision, dreams, 
goals, wishes, desires, and personal choices, hence putting others’ in second place. 
Westerners focus more on showing one’s true colors and being genuine. Likewise, liberal 
as they are, Westerners are more open and critical, they tend not to conceal their feelings 
and intentions, and usually say exactly what they mean, hence honesty and sincerity are 
much appreciated in the West. Conversely, Eastern people usually communicate subtly: 
when expressing their opinions, Easterners tend to use words to conceal their true 
intention, and never discuss subjects that are considered taboo in order to avoid disturbing 
their interlocutors. 

For example, if you visit a friend in America, typically your host would greet you and 
present you with many different choices of refreshment, leaving you with a choice. In 
Japan, it would be common for your host to think ahead about you —okay, it's the 
afternoon, you're probably hot; you've come a long way; maybe you would like some iced 
tea. That person will fix a drink for you and offer it to you with the idea that it would show 
connection and interdependence; the host hoping to convey the impression they had 
considered your situation, and that they want to be as nice as possible. 

The life goal of a person from an independent culture is to be self-reliant, capable of doing 
things on one's own, in a smart and discerning way. All that is fed by the notion that you 
need to present yourself as being overly smart, exceptional, almost a superman. Hence 
building self confidence is one of the most important things in American education. 

Another example can be found at the dining table. In the West, a chunk of meat is served 
and people cut it to their preference, which is why knives and forks are needed at a 
Western table. In the East, the food is cut by those who prepare the meal, the reason why 
chopsticks are found at an Eastern table. It is clear that there are many cultural 
assumptions that influence people’s behavior. 

In Western societies, people think happiness is the most important thing, so the natural 
reaction is a reluctance to make sacrifices. On the other hand, Eastern countries think 
happiness is important but they don't place it above everything else. Typically, people will 
be glad and ready to sacrifice themselves if that is done to show respect for their family.  

Western societies tend to value personal success over group achievement, which in turn is 
also associated with the need for greater self-esteem and the pursuit of personal 
happiness. But this thirst for self-validation also manifests in overconfidence. This tendency 
for self-inflation appears to be almost completely absent in a range of studies across East 
Asia. In fact, in some cases the participants were more likely to underestimate their abilities 
than to inflate their sense of self-worth. It is thought to be a virtue if one is able to put one’s 
ego aside and blend into the society. Generally, modesty is highly valued in Eastern 
cultures, so much so that even cheek kissing and hugging as greetings are thought to be 
overly intimate or even creepy. The most common greetings in Asia are nods, waving 
hands, bows, and clasped hands. 

Crucially, our “social orientation” appears to spill over into more fundamental aspects of 
reasoning. People in more collectivist societies tend to be more “holistic” in the way they 
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think about problems, focusing more on the relationships and the context of the situation 
at hand, while people in individualistic societies tend to focus on separate elements, and to 
consider situations as fixed and unchanging. 

IDENTITY  
The basic philosophy of the West is the principle of identity. The basic philosophy of the 
East is the principle of change. In Buddhism, wúcháng (無常) —the concept of 
impermanence, is one of the essential doctrines. This tenet asserts that all of conditioned 
phenomena —material or mental is, without exception, “transient, evanescent, and 
inconstant,” and is destined to decline and eventually be destroyed. This reveals the true 
nature of the world, which is in a constant flux of change: humans are born, grow, decay 
and die; possessions are acquired, enjoyed, and eventually we will have to part from them; 
anything you think identifies you —like your profession, skills, personality, or relationships, 
is also subject to change. Clinging to anything transient and subject to change leads to 
suffering. 

In Eastern culture this is a principle deeply ingrained in the psyche of their people. For 
example, Mount Kumgang (금강산) —the Diamond Mountain, Korea's most famous 
mountain, has four different names, one for each season: in Spring it is called 
Kŭmgangsan; in Summer it is Pongraesan; in Fall it is Phung’aksan, and in the Winter it is 
Kaegolsan. One mountain having four different names may be confusing to Westerners 
who are familiar with the principle of a solid independent identity. 

SELF IMAGE  
Easterners judge themselves in relation to their society’s standards, meaning that what 
others think of them is more important to them than their own appraisal. Easterners are 
typically very sensitive to others’ judgement. This phenomenon is so prominent in the 
consciousness of Easterners that this effect has been extensively researched and 
identified as “the generalized other”. The generalized other is the image of a person as it is 
perceived by other people. This image embodies the norms and the standards of their 
society.  

This feature is analogous to the images of other objects contained in each marble of 
Indra’s net: one marble containing images of other objects in relation to itself. In Buddhism, 
this is called zung-'jug  (in the Chinese Huayan School, it is used to describe the 132

interpenetration of microcosmos and macrocosmos) which means that the parts belong to 
the whole, and the whole belongs to the parts. According to this theory, any phenomenon 
exists only as part of the total nexus of reality, and its existence depends on the total 
network of all other things, which are all equally connected to each other and contained in 

 A key doctrine of Huayan is the mutual containment and interpenetration of all phenomena (dharmas) or 132

“perfect interfusion” (yuanrong, 圓融). This is associated to the principle of “dharmadhatu pratītyasamutpāda” 
(dependent origination). This is described by Wei Daoru as the idea that “countless dharmas (all phenomena in 
the world) are representations of the wisdom of Buddha without exception” and that “they exist in a state of 
mutual dependence, interfusion and balance without any contradiction or conflict.” In Tibetan this is called Yab-
yum (literally, “father-mother”) and it is depicted as a male deity in union with his female consort through the 
similar idea of interpenetration or “coalescence.” From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.
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each other. The Huayan patriarchs used various metaphors to express this, such as Indra's 
net, a hall of mirrors and the world text.  133

In the East it is believed that every object in the Universe moves according to this law of 
interpenetration. In the so-called Oriental medicine, this law of Nature is applied to the 
human body, which is typically compared to a small Universe. According to Oriental 
medicine, humans are healthy when they live according to the laws of Nature, but if they 
go against them, they come down with disease. Furthermore, since ancient times 
Confucianism has taught people to live by the law of interpenetration. The teachings of 
Confucius focused heavily on how humans can live according to the laws of Nature. In the 
West, however, the human mind has often been seen as superior to any law of Nature, 
hence believing that it is the mind that binds truth, not Nature. 

EDUCATION 
In the West, coming from the Greek traditions, the more you debate with each other, the 
closer to the truth you will be. This is a trademark of Western education, where students 
are encouraged to actively participate in debates and ask questions. Since ancient times, 
in the West, observation and analysis have driven the quest for truths. This process 
requires observers to present their findings and to allow others to search for fallacies and 
errors, thus becoming a lively process that enables several participants to exchange ideas 
in order to find truth. However, this is not so much the case in Eastern cultures, where 
whatever the teacher says is always right. This is a clear trait of Eastern societies where, 
even in a domestic context where elders spend their time mostly at home, they are figures 
of authority and children must do whatever the elders say without questioning them. 

Furthermore in the West, oratory has 
traditionally been highly regarded. In 
the East, quite the opposite: eloquent 
people are often mistrusted. In the 
East, Korean proverbs like “the empty 
carriage makes a lot of noise” conveys 
the idea that when you hear a lot of 
talking it often means there's not so 
much thinking going on; or the 
Japanese proverb that says “the mouth 
is the source of misfortune,” which 
refers to the idea that talking is not 
always a positive thing, so much so that 
a wise person is often depicted as 
quiet and humble.  

In the East, a negative image of 
eloquence has long existed. Easterners 
traditionally believed that language is 
exclusively a means for delivering 
meaning, so language shouldn’t be 
used for any other purpose. The philosopher 
Zhuangzi (莊⼦) said that once you understand something then you should forget the 

 Hamar, Imre (Editor). Reflecting Mirrors: Perspectives on Huayan Buddhism (Asiatische Forschungen), 2007, 133

page 189.
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words.  Confucius further supported that idea when he said that language can't hold 134

every meaning in the world. 

A closer look into the educational systems of both hemispheres reveal that Western 
education focuses on creativity and allows individuals to develop as much as they can. In 
Eastern education, achievement is linked to struggle and hard work, which means that you 
can achieve anything if you work hard enough. This may be the reason why hard-working 
Eastern students often excel academically in Western educational environments. 

ONENESS 
As we have seen, Westerners and Easterners typically see objects in different ways: 
Westerners try to understand by analysing objects, and Easterners try to become one with 
them. In the metaphor of Indra’s net, the object reflected in the marble suggests that the 
observer and the object are “one” in the mind. In this “oneness,” the distinction between 
front and back or right and left is meaningless because everything I see becomes “one 
with me.”  

Clearer marbles are able to reflect objects 
better, this is why in Eastern culture, the 
expression “the mind should be clear” is 
used a lot. Clearer marbles, or being clear 
and still like water —both synonymous of 
a clear mind, are attained through conti-
nuous and rigorous meditative practice. 
This figure of speech has become very 
popular in martial arts circles, for a calm 
and clear mind is a requisite for this 
practice. Americans, on their part, mista-
kenly interpret this teaching as if the mind 
should be blank and empty. That's a very 
terrifying sight to behold: they're talking 
and thinking all the time, constantly 
having a conversation with themselves: 
for them it is hardly possible to have a still 
and quiet mind. 

Likewise, this profound teaching is 
perceived in arts. In western paintings, for 
example, painters paint objects right in front of them. Painters visit places where objects 
are located and paint them on the spot. In the East, painters put the emphasis on the 
window of their mind. They picture objects in their mind first, then, once they are back 

 “You forget your feet when the shoes are fit. You forget your waist when the belt is fit. Understanding forgets 134

right and wrong when the mind is fit. …” (Zhuangzi: 19; Watson 1968, 206-207, minor changes made). The 
purpose of forgetfulness is to find the “fit” (shi 適). Self-forgetfulness, according to Zhuangzi then, does not 
mean “no-self” per se; instead, self-forgetfulness is way to self-fulfillment. In other words, Zhuangzi’s talk on 
self-forgetfulness does not mean an annihilation of a physiological self in a conventional sense, but as a radical 
transformation of the latter. Ultimately, one needs to transcend binary distinctions of self and other, and the loss 
of self (wuji 無⼰) and self-fulfillment (zide ⾃得) in order to see things as they are. This is what Zhuangzi means 
by finding the fit, or to more exactly, “the fitting of the mind” (xinzhishi ⼼之適). For Zhuangzi, genuine flow is 
possible only way one finds the fit. —Ellen Y. Zhang. Forgetfulness and Flow: “Happiness” in Zhuangzi’s 
Daoism. Science, Religion and Culture, Vol.6, Iss. 1, Pages 77-84.
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home, they retrieve the images from their minds and paint them in their rooms. The famous 
Chinese painter and poet Su Shi —Dongpo (東坡) taught that in order to paint bamboos 
one must put the bamboo in one's mind first,  implicitly meaning that bamboos are 135

completed in the mind: when the mind of a painter is clear like a marble, the bamboo 
reflects and stays in it. 

THE EMBODIMENT THEORY 
Back in 17th century Europe, the Age of Enlightenment (a.k.a. the “Age of Reason”) focused 
on advancing ideals such as liberty, progress, tolerance, fraternity, constitutional government 
and the separation of church and state. It included a range of ideas centered on the 
sovereignty of reason and the evidence of the senses as the primary sources of knowledge. 
In this quest to abstract rationality, a crucial philosophical debate emerged concerning the 
relationship between thought and consciousness in the human mind, and the brain as part of 
the physical body. This theory basically depicts humans as rational beings that have to drag 
around a completely irrational body. This mind-body dualism —what was coined as the 
“mind-body problem,” was initially addressed by René Descartes. It has been heavily 
criticised and has steered the debate toward what we now call the “disembodied” myth.  136

Teacher and philosopher Jason Gregory calls it “myth” because we are unnaturally 
dissociating ourselves from the body —which is a disembodied cognition, and may well be 
the reason behind the intense feeling of ego we experience in the West. 

One potential explanation for this disembodied myth has to do with the way our brain 
operates. The prefrontal cortex, which is the house of the “cold cognition” —the rational and 
intellectual sphere that holds the cognitive control center, so to speak, is the seat of our 
conscious awareness and our sense of self. It is the slower, more intellectual, thoughtful part 
of the brain. This is the reason why modern production-obsessed societies mainly operate 
from this mode. Conversely, our “hot cognition” is cognition colored by emotion: it is faster, 
more emotional and intuitive, and encompasses bodily instincts, hunches, and skills. This 
imbalance creates all sorts of psychological problems, like depression, stress, anxiety, and 
even sometimes contributes to suicide. 

Twenty-five hundred years ago, the Buddha taught that the world consists of mind and 
matter working together, interdependently. Buddhist teachings describe the mind as 
manifesting from moment to moment, one thought moment at a time, as a fast flowing 
stream. According to the anattā —“non-self,” doctrine of the Buddha, the conceptual self is a 
mere mental construct that portrays an individual entity, which is basically an impermanent 
illusion, sustained by form, sensation, perception, thought and consciousness. The Buddha 
argued that mentally clinging to any views results in delusion and stress, for a real self 
(conceptual self, being the basis of standpoints and views) cannot be found when the mind 

 Su Shi emphasized the process of painting and ignored painting techniques. In his comments on the most 135

celebrated bamboo painter of his time, his cousin Wen Yuke, he famously said: “When Yu-ke painted bamboo, 
he had already perfected the bamboo in his breast.” In other words, to paint bamboo well, the key was the 
process of internalizing bamboo. After bamboo was well conceived in your mind, your brush would follow your 
mind and spontaneously translate the conceptualized bamboo onto paper. — Su Shi uttered this idea in his 
writing “The Note on Wen Yuke’ Painting of Guxi Bamboo” ⽂与可画⾕偃⽵记. Su Shi 苏轼. Su shi quan-ji 苏轼全
集. Vol.32 page 9.

 Based on Jason Gregory’s YouTube video “Taoism's Embodied Mind and the Disembodied Myth of the 136

West.” November 11, 2020.
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has clarity. In Tibetan Buddhism, the practice of listening, contemplation, and meditation,  137

involves attending to this delusion as a way to uncovering the true nature of reality.  138

Professor of Asian Studies at the University of British Columbia, Edward Slingerland, has a 
unique way of illustrating this cognitive imbalance when he colloquially says: “I had to drag 
myself out of bed in the morning.” Although we use this phrase all the time, if you pay close 
attention to it, don’t you think it is a bit weird? Who is the self who doesn't want to get out of 
bed, and what is its relationship to me? Does my tongue really have a will of its own, and 
how do I go about holding it? (And who am I if not my tongue?) Since there is always only 
one “me” involved, this split-self talk is clearly metaphorical rather than literal, but still reveals 
a dissociation of mind and body.  139

In our attempt to understand the differences between East and West we cannot overlook the 
importance of this theory of embodiment. In cognitive philosophy, the theory of embodied 
cognition holds that a person's cognition is strongly influenced by aspects of one’s body 
beyond one’s brain itself.  This is how, in diametric opposition to the “disembodied” myth 140

discussed earlier, we arrive to a mind-body holistic position: the “embodied” mind. 

Traditionally, in the East people focus more on the spontaneous and natural aspect of our 
mind —our hot cognition, more so than the intellectual and rational sphere —our cold 
cognition. Beneath this conscious self, there is a much bigger and more powerful self to 
which we have lost direct access to. It is this deeper, more ancient part of us that knows its 
place in the Universe and interacts accordingly in effortless harmony. The goal of Wú Wéi (無
為) —Taoism’s fundamental principle of “effortless and spontaneous action,” is to get these 
two selves aligned for smooth and effective interaction. For a person in wú-wéi, the mind is 
embodied and the body is mindful, which results in an intelligent spontaneity that is perfectly 
calibrated to the surrounding environment. 

However, this doesn’t mean that in the East the use of our intellectual capacities is 
discouraged, rather it’s recommended not to over use this aspect of our mind. Failing to do 
so will lead to all sorts of problems that stem from your dissociation with the Tao in Taoism, 
or Brahman in Hinduism. It dissociates you from that sense of oneness and your sense of 
connection to everything and everyone else, including your own self. 

At the end of the day, wú wéi is all about properly attuning yourself to the cosmos. Though 
this is a fundamental teaching that governed the lives of people in antiquity, it too has 
important implications for contemporary life. Through this attitude aimed at effortless living 
full of intuition, emotion, and spontaneity, we can go beyond the limits of our individual 
experience, and reach a bigger and broader framework; one that fosters deeper social 
connections and a collective sense of happiness and well-being. 

 The three prajnas: a three-stage process of development of mindfulness, regarded as transcendental 137

knowledge or wisdom in the Buddhist Mahayana tradition.

 Mind–body problem. From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.138

 Edward G. Slingerland. Trying Not to Try: The Art and Science of Spontaneity. New York : Crown Publishers, 139

2014.

 Francisco Varela defines “embodied” as: “By using the term embodied we mean to highlight two points: first 140

that cognition depends upon the kinds of experience that come from having a body with various sensorimotor 
capacities, and second, that these individual sensorimotor capacities are themselves embedded in a more 
encompassing biological, psychological and cultural context.” —Varela, Francisco J.; Thompson, Evan; Rosch, 
Eleanor (1991). The embodied mind: Cognitive science and human experience (Paperback 1992 ed.). MIT Press. 
ISBN 978-0262720212.
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Chapter # 2 

RELIGION AND SPIRITUALITY 

T hought often used interchangeably, both concepts —religion and spirituality, are not the 
same, although they are not diametric opposites either. By definition, religion is an 
institutionalized system with sets of beliefs, dogmas, and practices, all devoted to the 
service and worship of God. Spirituality, on the other hand, implies an experience of 

connection to something larger than yourself, thus living everyday life in a reverent and 
sacred manner. 

However, there is a strikingly clear difference that scholar Yuval Noah Harari points out  141

which is very relevant if we are to deeply understand what is really driving our individual 
motivation. Religion is a deal, whereas spirituality is a journey. In response to a much harsher 
societal past, religions were born to offer us a well-defined contract with predetermined 
goals. Particularly poignant in the case of monotheistic traditions, this set of rules and 
guidelines relies upon a one Almighty God who urges a set of requisites that must be 
followed if you want to join Him in heaven, otherwise, rather inescapably, you burn in hell. 
The very clarity of this deal allowed societies to define common norms and values that have 
regulated human behavior since ancient times. 

In a much different way, spiritual journeys often awaken people in mysterious ways and lead 
them toward unchartered spiritual territories. As a result of fundamental questions such as, 
“Who am I?” or “What is the meaning of life?” the path of awakening is the only option left for 
true spiritual seekers who are naturally unsatisfied with ready-made answers. Their quest 
takes them wherever those questions lead, and more often than not, it is not a pleasant ride. 

AWAKENING 
“Your own Self-Realization is the greatest service you can render the world.” — 
Ramana Maharshi 

Most of us spend our lives pursuing sensory pleasures, and every time we believe that finally 
we’ve found lasting fulfillment, that elusive feeling dissipates, leaving us craving for more 
gratification to soothe the pain of an incomprehensible and merciless emptiness. Sadly, we 
are stuck in this gratification loop for most part of our life until the Grim Reaper hunts us 
down. 

There are some, however, who —driven by either traumatic experiences or by a clear 
awareness of this unquenchable craving, decide to undertake the thorny path that leads to 
liberation from suffering. Although you stand a much better chance of putting an end to 

 Harari, Yuval N. Homo Deus: A Brief History of Tomorrow. [Toronto, Ontario]: Signal, 2015.141
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suffering through enlightenment, this is a very difficult path that will require all of your 
strength and discipline. 

According to the Spanish mystics, John of the Cross and his mentor, Teresa of Ávila, humans 
have an inborn longing for completion. This completion cannot be achieved by worldly 
pleasures, so we dig deeper to reach the inner core of our soul in which “the divine” lies 
hidden. This transformation takes place in the darkness of our unconscious, and this path of 
liberation leads to enlightenment. This mysterious and confusing transitional experience is 
called the “dark night of the soul.” 

For starters, we must give up the pursuit of positive emotional states. In order to experience 
immaculate conception, every morning the lotus flower must submerge every night into the 
muddy waters. The lotus flower is a survivor and a fighter that never gives up. This quest for 
enlightenment is not an easy one. It is a process by which we look at things honestly, 
sincerely, truthfully, which may or may not be an easy thing to do for some 
people. Eventually, you will have to crush your delusions and let go of long-held perceptions, 
but with a strong determination, and the guidance of a compassionate and skillful Teacher, 
your efforts will eventually pay off and progressively you will start to feel much better. 

“As a lotus flower is born in water, grows in water and rises out of water to stand 
above it unsoiled, so I, born in the world, raised in the world having overcome the 
world, live unsoiled by the world.” — The Buddha 

There’s a pivotal and essential shift in perspective at some point in a person’s practice. 
Before that shift, we don’t really get it. In Zen Buddhism (禅) a Sensei would commonly use a 
“Kōan” to exhaust the analytic and egoistic mind in order to reveal the more intuitive “no-
mind.” A Kōan is a riddle used to test the practitioner’s maturity or advancement on the path. 
It helps us wrestle with spirituality, in a sense that cannot be understood with our ordinary, 
discriminating mind, thus encouraging us to let go of rational thinking and align with the 
“essential world,” characterized by effortless spontaneity and clarity. After awakening the 
person is usually overcome with joy, gratitude, and wonder. 

Eventually, with consistent meditative practice, you will start to see things from new radical 
perspectives. An equanimous mind will become your shield against the tyranny of your 
desires and aversions. Meditation on virtues like compassion, loving-kindness, empathetic 
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joy and equanimity will pave the way to a more stable experience of well-being, clarity and 
bliss. Your path will also take you to the realisation of other truths like impermanence, the 
nature of suffering, karmic entanglements, etc. which will enrich your experience and 
strengthen your position. 

THE HERO’S JOURNEY 
“Follow your bliss.” — Joseph Campbell 

Joseph John Campbell (1904–1987) was an American professor of literature at Sarah 
Lawrence College who worked in comparative mythology and comparative religion. His work 
covers many aspects of the human experience. Campbell's best-known work is his book 
“The Hero with a Thousand Faces” (1949), in which he discusses his theory of the journey of 
the archetypal hero shared by world mythologies, summarized by his quintessential phrase: 
“Follow your bliss.”  He even gained recognition in Hollywood when George Lucas credited 142

Campbell's work as influencing his Star Wars saga. His idea is that bliss is the transcendent 
wisdom of the divine bubbling up within us, in such a way that, when we feel good, we feel 
totally alive —that rapturous bliss is really a sign that we're deeply connected, deeply 
plugged into our highest potential.  

But, how does it apply to our daily lives? All these ancient world mythologies refer to the 
journey every individual undertakes at a certain point in their life. It’s been like this for ages, 
and it is no different for us in the 21st century. Our lifetime career should be the pursuit of joy, 
which is equivalent to following your bliss. It's not about a shortage of money, time, or 
energy… that's never really been the problem. The problem is a shortage of connection to 
the Source, which is to say, a shortage of bliss. This is what causes this unquenchable thirst 
for more: more money, more pleasure, more of everything… none of which ever gets closer 
to fulfilling our craving. Instead, we must engage in things that make us feel alive, and thus 
fulfill our destiny which is no other than following our bliss —the transcendent wisdom within 
us. 

 Campbell, Joseph. (1949). The hero with a thousand faces. Pantheon Books.142
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The idea of a hero's journey is depicted as someone stepping into the forest of the unknown. 
We leave our family and the community we are familiar with. We fight dragons and demons 
that challenge us from the depths of our own consciousness. We explore and grow in the 
process. We are revitalized and become healthier, fully functioning and empowered human 
beings. On that hero's journey, the real goal is to bring the boon —the treasure, back: 
Campbell encourages us to bring the treasure that we found, back into the world. This 
journey is akin to that awakening process that leads to enlightenment, and the treasure you 
bring back is your inner wisdom, compassion, and kindness to the world.   143

Analogous to the journey of a hero, in his splendid essay called the “Transcendent 
Speculation on the Apparent Deliberateness in the Fate of the Individual,” German 
philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer  (1788 – 1860) asserts that:  144 145

Case Study # 8: Your life as a novel 
When you reach an advanced age and look back over your lifetime, often it 
seems to have a consistent order and plan, as if it was composed by a novelist. 
Events that otherwise seemed accidental or of little importance turn out to be 
indispensable factors in the composition of a consistent plot. So who composed 
that plot? Schopenhauer suggests that just as your dreams are composed by an 
aspect of yourself —one which your consciousness is unaware of, likewise, your 
whole life is composed by the will within you. And just as people whom you met —
apparently by mere chance, became leading agents in the structuring of your life, 
so too, you have served unknowingly as an agent, giving meaning to the lives of 
others. 

Following this idea, Campbell invites us to imagine our life as a novel and to read 
it. As you're reading the story of your life, would you want to keep on reading it? 
Would you want to keep on turning the pages until the end, or would you be so 
bored by it that you just want to put it away? Well, a good hero's journey —a good 
life story, is something that engages us. If you want to keep on reading it, that is a 
good sign, however, if you would rather stop reading it, that would be a clear sign 
that you should probably redirect yourself toward more fulfilling goals. 

Campbell concludes by pointing out that the challenge is to align ourselves with that cosmic 
power and to allow it to come through our lives in a meaningful way. It's not about getting rid 
of our personality, but rather about plugging ourselves into something bigger than ourselves, 

 Campbell, Joseph, and David Kudler. Pathways to Bliss: Mythology and Personal Transformation. Novato, 143

Calif: New World Library, 2004.

 Arthur Schopenhauer was among the first 19th century philosophers to contend that at its core, the universe 144

is not a rational place. Inspired by Plato and Kant, both of whom regarded the world as being more amenable to 
reason, Schopenhauer developed their philosophies into an instinct-recognizing and ultimately ascetic outlook, 
emphasizing that in the face of a world filled with endless strife, we ought to minimize our natural desires for 
the sake of achieving a more tranquil frame of mind and a disposition towards universal beneficence. Often 
considered to be a thoroughgoing pessimist, Schopenhauer in fact advocated ways — via artistic, moral and 
ascetic forms of awareness — to overcome a frustration-filled and fundamentally painful human condition. Since 
his death in 1860, his philosophy has had a special attraction for those who wonder about life’s meaning, along 
with those engaged in music, literature, and the visual arts. —Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy.

 Joseph Campbell on Schopenhauer, Will, and Life’s Composition. January 3, 2014. https://145

usrepresented.com/2014/01/03/joseph-campbell-on-schopenhauer-will-and-lifes-composition/
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and then letting it shine brightly. He talked about the fact that we can make anything in our 
lives heroic: changing diapers, doing the dishes, doing the laundry, anything. Everything has 
the potential to be part of our hero’s journey… it all depends on the energy we bring to it and 
consciously choosing to give our best to the world. 

 

Chapter # 3  

EASTERN PHILOSOPHIES 

At the time classic Greek philosophy was in full bloom —circa 5th century BCE, on the other 
side of the world, a different set of philosophical traditions emerged across Asia, mainly 
in India and China. Like Greece, both of these areas had complex social structures, 
sophisticated cultures and, most importantly, systems of writing that enabled people to 

record their thoughts and ideas. However, unlike Greek philosophy which was largely 
secular, Eastern philosophies were intimately tied to their respective religious traditions, and 
remained as such for centuries to come.  146

For over two thousand years —from the 2nd century BCE to the 18th century, the Silk Road 
was a network of roads dedicated predominantly to trade and the dissemination of ideas, 
hence it was central to the economic, cultural, political, and religious interactions between 
Eurasian regions. Around the beginning of the 1st century BCE, this religious landscape was 
very different from what it would later become. Buddhism was known in Central Asia but was 
not yet widespread in China nor had it reached elsewhere in East Asia.  Christianity was still 
more than a century away. Taoism, in the strict sense of the term —implying an organized 
religion with an ordained clergy and an established body of doctrine, would not appear in 
China for another three centuries. Islam came around more than seven centuries later.  147

Religious beliefs are often some of the most important and deeply cherished aspects of 
personal identity, and —pretty much like it is today, the people of antiquity were also 
reluctant to go where they could not practice their own faith. Therefore, traders who used 
the Silk Road regularly built shrines and temples of their own faiths wherever they went so 
they could continue the practice of their own beliefs while far from home. Missionaries of 
many faiths accompanied caravans on the Silk Road, consciously proselytizing along the 
way, resulting in a cognitive and religious kaleidoscope that expanded across space and 
time. What follows is a concise list of philosophies that supported these religious traditions. 
Covering this subject extensively would be beyond the scope of this work, thus —as we 

 James Fieser. Classical Eastern Philosophy —From The History of Philosophy: A Short Survey. June 1, 2020.146

 Asia Society. Belief Systems Along the Silk Road. https://asiasociety.org/education/belief-systems-along-silk-147
road
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head eastbound on this journey, only the most influential ideas will be succinctly presented 
here, hoping they may provide sufficient background to awaken your curiosity and guide 
further research and exploration. 

SUFISM 
“Out beyond ideas of wrongdoing and rightdoing there is a field. I'll meet you 
there.” ― Rumi 

Sufism (يّـَة وفِـ  also known as Tasawwuf, and variously defined as “Islamic mysticism” or “the ,(ٱلـصّـُ
inward dimension of Islam,” is a part of the Islamic teaching that deals with the purification of 
the inner self and strives to remove all the veils between the divine and man. By focusing on 
the more spiritual aspects of religion, Sufis strive to obtain direct experience of God by 
making use of “intuitive and emotional faculties” that one must be trained to use. This is why 
Sufism is regarded as a science of the soul and has always been an integral part of Orthodox 
Islam. 

Sufi thought emerged from the Middle East in the eighth century in the form of manuals, 
treatises, discourses and poetry. Sufis are characterized by their asceticism, especially by 
their attachment to dhikr —the practice of remembrance of God, often performed after 
prayers. Generally speaking, Sufism is primarily concerned with direct personal experience, 
and as such has sometimes been compared to other non-Islamic forms of mysticism. 

While all Muslims believe that they are on the pathway to Allah and hope to become close to 
God in Paradise —after death and the Last Judgment, Sufis also believe that it is possible to 
draw closer to God and to fully embrace the divine presence in this life. The chief aim of all 
Sufis is to seek the pleasing of God by working to restore within themselves the primordial 
state of fitra —the state of purity and innocence Muslims believe all humans are born with.  148

Major ideas in Sufi metaphysics have surrounded the concept of Wahdat or “Unity with God.” 
This concept of Oneness was deeply discussed for the first time in written form by Ibn Arabi 
in one of his most prolific works entitled “Fusus-al-hikam” where he applies deep analysis on 
the issue of Oneness through the metaphor of a mirror. In this metaphor, al-Arabi compares 
an object being reflected in countless mirrors to the relationship between God and his 
creatures. God's essence is seen in the existent human being, as God’s nature being 
reflected on humans —the mirrors. This realisation has two meanings, (1) that since humans 
are mere reflections of God there can be no distinction or separation between the two, and 
(2) without God the creatures would be non-existent. When an individual understands that 
there is no separation between human and God, he/she begins to walk the path of ultimate 
Oneness. This metaphysics of Sufi philosophy is also narrated in the hadith: "Whoever 
recognized his self, undoubtedly recognized his Rabb (Allah).”  149

Sufi mysticism has long exercised a fascination upon the Western world, and especially 
among Orientalist scholars. Figures like Rumi have become well known in the West where 
Sufism is perceived as a peaceful and apolitical form of Islam. 

Jalāl ad-Dīn Muhammad Rūmī (جــــــالل الــــــدیــــــن محــــــمد رومــــــی), also known as Rumi (1207 – 1273), was a 
13th-century Persian poet, faqih, Islamic scholar, theologian, and Sufi mystic originally from 

 Sufism. From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia148

 From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.149
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Greater Khorasan, in Greater Iran. Like other mystic and Sufi poets of Persian literature, 
Rumi's poetry speaks of a love which infuses the world. Rumi's teachings also express the 
tenets summarized in Quranic verses. 

Rumi believed passionately in the use of music, poetry and dance as a path for reaching 
God. For Rumi, music helped devotees to focus their whole being on the divine, and to do 
this so intensely that the soul is both, destroyed and resurrected. It was from these ideas that 
the practice of whirling Dervishes developed into a ritual form. His teachings became the 
base for the order of the Mevlevi, which his son, Sultan Walad, organised. Rumi encouraged 
Samā, the act of listening to music and turning or doing the sacred dance. In the Mevlevi 
tradition, samāʿ represents a mystical journey of spiritual ascent through mind and love to the 
Perfect One. In this journey, the seeker symbolically turns towards the truth, grows through 
love, abandons the ego, finds the truth and arrives at the Perfect. The seeker then returns 
from this spiritual journey, with greater maturity, to love and to be of service to the whole of 
creation without discrimination with regard to beliefs, races, classes and nations.  150

HINDUISM  
“If I were asked to define the Hindu creed, I should simply say: Search after truth 
through non-violent means. A man may not believe in God and still call himself a 
Hindu. Hinduism is a relentless pursuit after truth... Hinduism is the religion of 
truth. Truth is God.” ― Mahatma Gandhi 

Hinduism has been referred to as the oldest religion in the world, 
and is traditionally called Sanātana Dharma (सनातन धमर्) —“the 
eternal law” or the “eternal way” beyond human origins. Western 
scholars regard Hinduism as a fusion or synthesis of various 
Indian cultures and traditions, having diverse roots and no single 
founder. It is a categorization of distinct intellectual and 

 From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.150
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philosophical points of view, rather than a rigid, common set of beliefs, hence being 
considered more like a way of life than a religion. 

The principal Indian philosophical schools are classified as either orthodox or heterodox —
āstika or nāstika, depending on one of three alternate criteria: whether it believes the 
Vedas  are a valid source of knowledge; whether the school believes in the premises of 151

Brahman and Ātman; and whether the school believes in afterlife and Devas (deities).  152

All six classical (orthodox) schools —namely, Sankhya, Yoga, Nyaya, Vaisheshik, Purva 
Mimansa and Uttar Mimansa (Vedānta), accept the Vedas as authority, as well as the premise 
that Ātman (soul, eternal self) exists. Almost all Indian schools of thought accept the theory of 
karma and rebirth, and the ideal of moksha as liberation from the cycle of birth and death, 
hence considered as the highest goal of human struggle. However, there is a major 
difference among them. Most of these thought systems are atheistic. Only the Vedānta 
school has a place for God in it. 

Having said this, there are many topics that are shared by several different schools, with 
many subtle variations based on different interpretations that occurred throughout history… 
after all, the reason behind the creation of such a number of different schools is precisely the 
irreconcilable differences among them. Here, I will present the most prominent 
interpretations based on topic in order to get a hold of such a complicated and intertwined 
set of belief systems. 

THE IMMORTAL INDIVIDUAL SOUL 
All major orthodox schools of Hinduism accept the Vedas and Upanishads’ foundational 
premise that believes in the existence of an uncreated, unborn self —Ātman. This contrasts 

 The Vedas are a large body of religious texts originating in ancient India. Composed in Vedic Sanskrit, the 151

texts constitute the oldest layer of Sanskrit literature and the oldest scriptures of Hinduism. There are four 
Vedas: the Rig Veda, the Yajur Veda, the Sama Veda and the Atharva Veda: 
- The Rig Veda is a collection of songs that praise the gods and discusses ideas like Truth, Reality, and The 

Universe. Along with discussion on war, weddings, and rituals. 
- The Yajur Veda covers sacrificial rites and rituals. 
- The Sama Veda is mostly songs dedicated to praising gods. It’s different from the rest because it is set to 

music. Sama literally means “sweet song that destroys sorrow.” 
- The Atharva Veda is the “knowledge storehouse of atharvāṇas” —the procedures for everyday life.

 Even though everything comes from Brahman, which is the highest Universal Principle and Ultimate Reality 152

in the universe, Hindus do have many gods: 
- Brahmā, the Creator. He created everything in the universe but he is not the universe itself, because that's 

Brahman. He has four heads, each one facing each of the four directions, which represents the four Vedas 
he created, and the four yugas. He also holds a book, which represents knowledge. His consort is Saraswati 
—the goddess of learning, and he rides a giant swan. 

- Vishnu, the Preserver. He preserves the world created by Brahma until it is destroyed by Shiva. He holds a 
discus, which he uses to cut down anyone that do not follow his/her dharma, and a conch, which symbolizes 
victory and the five elements. Vishnu has many avatars, such a Krishna or Rama, whose mission is to defend 
dharma on Earth. Vishnu has two consorts: the goddesses Lakshmi  —the goddess of good fortune and 
wealth, and Bhu Devi —the Earth goddess. He rides the giant eagle Garuda. 

- Shiva, the Destroyer. His job is to destroy the universe so it is renewed at the end of each cycle of time. The 
most identifiable of his features is his third eye, which he almost always keeps closed. At the end of the Kali 
Yuga, the fourth age of the world, Shiva performs a dance that destroys the universe. Pārvati and Sati are 
Shiva’s consorts. He enjoys rides on his bull, Nandi. 

- Shiva also has two sons: Ganesha and Murugan. Ganesha is worshipped as the remover of obstacles. He 
was born with a human head but after Shiva mistakenly cut it off, he had to quickly replaced it… the closest 
option he had around was an elephant’s. And, Murugan, which is the god of war.
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with both, Buddhism and the Charvakas, which deny the existence of such a 
transcendental being. 

In Hinduism, Ātman (आत्मन)् is the first principle: the true self of an individual beyond 
identification with phenomena —the essence of an individual. In order to attain moksha 
(liberation), a human being must acquire self-knowledge (ātma gyan) which includes 
knowing yourself, getting to know your actual identity, and understanding the relationship 
between you and God. 

Getting to know Ātman, also referred to as self-knowledge, is arguably the most defining 
topic of all major orthodox schools of Hinduism, though they diverge on how to accomplish 
this. Undoubtedly, self-knowledge is the most meaningful quest in each one’s life time. In 
the Upanishads this is called the “ātma-anatma jnana,” where human beings are described 
as “amrithasya putra” —“sons of immortality” as a reminder of our true nature (Ātman) 
being trapped inside a perishable body. The Upanishads encourage every human being to 
reflect on topics like: Who are we? Where do we come from? What is the purpose of our 
life? Or, where are we heading to? Insight on this topic will inexorably bring perspective of 
oneself in relation to the cosmic scheme of things. 

Through self-knowledge we come to realise that the concept of “I” is nothing more than a 
misconception that people tend to make in when they mistakenly identify themselves with 
their physical body. As a consequence of this ignorance, we generate a wrong perception 
of things and their worth, thus creating attachment and aversion in the process. This is the 
source of all our problems and suffering. We must get to know ourselves and the nature of 
our existence if we are to ever find peace. 

DHARMA 
In Hinduism, dharma (धमर्ः) relates to behaviors that are considered to be in accord with Ṛta 
—the order that makes life and universe possible. This includes societal rules, duties, 
rights, rituals, ethics, laws, conduct, and virtues that define what is the “right way of living.” 
Hindu religion and philosophy place major emphasis on individual practical morality. In the 
Sanskrit epics,  this concern is omnipresent.  153

Dharma is what maintains balance in the Universe. It is that which all existing beings must 
accept and respect to sustain harmony and order in the world. It is neither the act nor the 
result, but the natural laws that guide our actions and prevent chaos in the world. Van 
Buitenen claims dharma is the pursuit and execution of one's nature and true calling, thus 
playing one's role in this cosmic concert.  As long as everything in the Universe —like 154

animals, plants, and humans, follow their dharma, then everything will be fine. If they break 
from their dharma, things are fate to doom.  

 The Ramayana, the earlier of the two epics, tells the story of Prince Rama. In the epic, you find out about his 153

14-year exile, the abduction of his wife Sita, his battle with the demon Ravana, and his awesome monkey 
sidekick, Hanuman. 
The second epic, the Mahabharata is the longest poem in the world. It is five times the length of the Bible, and 
eight times the length of the Iliad and Odyssey combined. Murder, betrayal, love, murder, and giant battles. The 
theme running throughout the Ramayana and Mahabharata is that dharma must be followed for society to 
function.

 J. A. B. Van Buitenen, “Dharma and Moksa,” Philosophy East and West, Vol. 7, No. 1/2 (Apr. – Jul., 1957), pp. 154

33–40
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Each being has its own dharma. A lion's dharma is to kill and to eat an antelope. A King's 
dharma is to rule well. Dharma is an organising principle that applies to human beings in 
solitude, in their interaction with other human beings and with Nature, as well as between 
inanimate objects, and all of cosmos and its parts. For humans, their specific dharma is 
usually based on their age and caste. 

In Vedic traditions, the study of dharma as ritual and social duty is paramount. They hold 
the Vedas as “eternal, authorless, and infallible,” and state that mantras in rituals are of 
primary importance and merit. This reliance on the epistemology and metaphysics of 
dharma became a central pillar to atheistic schools who showed little interest in the 
examination of the existence of God, simply holding that the soul is an eternal, 
omnipresent, inherently active spiritual essence. 

THE CASTE SYSTEM 
Although most texts in Hinduism discuss dharma with no mention of Varna (caste) —
people’s rights and duties, there are some which outline dharma for society and dharma 
at the individual level.  

The main basis for the caste system  can be found in the Bhagavad Gita and Rig Veda. 155

In the Gita, Krishna says: “I have created a fourfold system in order to distinguish among 
one’s qualities and functions.” The Rig Veda also refers to the four castes, and asserts 
that humans were created from parts of the god Puruṣa: the Brahmin (priests) from his 
face, the Kshatriya (the military) from his arms, the Vaishya (commoners —mainly the 
merchants, agriculturists, landlords or trade professions) from his thighs, and the Shudra 
(artisans and labourers) from his feet. This system was supposed to assign people’s 
functions based on their abilities… not birth. If someone had qualities to fulfill the role of a 
Brahmin or Vaishya, he could fill those roles.  

The Gita didn't restrict movement among castes and the caste system functioned as 
intended for some time, until a document known as the “laws of Manu” came about 
around the fifth century BC. Popularly referred to as the Manusmriti, they brought hard 
rules to Hindu life. Two rules in particular contributed to the way the caste system turned 
out. Manu stated that the Brahmin were supposed to be the lords of all castes, and he 
forbade moving among the castes, hence, since then, the caste you’re born into is the 
caste you’re stuck in. As time passed, Hindus began thinking in terms of upper and lower 
castes. Soon cleaning toilets, tanning leather, and dealing with meat products were 
thought to be “impure.” The people doing those jobs became “untouchables” —the 
lowest of the low, a people without caste. 

KARMA 
Karma (कमर्) means action. It is a reward-based system where beneficial effects are derived 
from past beneficial actions, and harmful effects from past harmful actions, hence setting in 
motion a chain of actions and reactions that expand throughout the entirety of a soul's 
(Ātman) reincarnated lives. Through the law of karma, the moral consequences of my 
behavior in this life are carried over to my next lives —thus, the quality of my existence in 
my new life is largely a function of my good or bad actions in my present and previous 

 In Hinduism, there are 4 castes or classes that you can be born into: Brahmin —the Priests, Kshatriyas —the 155

Warriors, Vaishyas —the Traders, and Shudras —the Manual labourers.
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lives. This causality is said to be applicable not only to the material world but also to our 
thoughts, words, actions, and the actions that others do under our instructions. 

The concept of karma in Hinduism developed and evolved over the centuries. The earliest 
Upanishads began with the questions about how and why man is born, and what happens 
after death. Ancient scholars claimed that: “those who do superficial rituals, and seek 
material gain, travel the way of their fathers and recycle back into another life; on the 
other hand, those who renounce these, go into the forest and pursue spiritual knowledge, 
were claimed to climb into the higher path of the gods. It is these who break the cycle and 
are not reborn.”  

Among the six classic schools of Hinduism, the theory of karma evolved in different ways, 
as their respective scholars reasoned and attempted to address the internal 
inconsistencies, implications and issues of the karma doctrine. With the composition of the 
Epics —the common man's introduction to dharma in Hinduism, the ideas of causality and 
essential elements of the theory of karma were recited in folk stories and thus normalized. 

MOKSHA 
The goal in Hindu life is to eventually find your way back to Brahman, which will free a 
person from the cycle of life, death, and rebirth —Saṃsāra. This is called Moksha (मोक्ष). You 
can achieve moksha by attaining freedom from ignorance by self-realization, self-
actualization and self-knowledge, thus realising your oneness with Brahman. 

The six major orthodox schools of Hinduism have historically debated, and disagreed over 
whether moksha can be achieved in this life, or only after it. These classic schools of Hindu 
philosophy offer the following views on moksha; each for their own reasons:  

- The Nyaya, Vaisesika and Mimamsa schools of Hinduism consider moksha as possible 
only after death. 

- Samkhya and Yoga schools consider moksha as possible in this life by means of 
concentration and meditation. Sankhya holds that it is self-knowledge that leads to 
liberation without the influence of any exterior agent. 

- In Vedānta school, the Advaita sub-school concludes moksha is possible in this life, 
while the Dvaita and Visistadvaita sub-schools of the Vedānta tradition believe that 
moksha is a continuous event; one assisted by loving devotion to God, that extends 
from this life to post-mortem.  

CONSCIOUSNESS 
Dualism in orthodox Indian philosophy —mainly in Samkhya and Yoga schools, refers to the 
belief that reality is fundamentally composed of two irreducible, innate and independent 
realities: 

1) Puruṣa —consciousness itself, the only sentient being, ever existent and immaterial; 
and 

2) Prakriti —primordial materiality, the material basis of this Universe, composed of three 
basic elements (gunas): Tamas, Rajas, and Sattva.  
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The interaction between them can be best described as Puruṣa, being the experiencer, 
and Prakriti, the experienced. Through this process, every conscious entity becomes aware 
of its own physical nature.  

Thought processes and mental events are conscious only to the extent they receive 
illumination from Puruṣa. Consciousness is compared to light which illuminates the material 
configurations or “shapes” assumed by the mind. So, intellect, after receiving cognitive 
structures from the mind and illumination from pure consciousness, creates thought 
structures that appear to be conscious. In any case, consciousness is itself independent of 
the thought structures it illuminates. 

On the other hand, Ahamkara —the ego or the phenomenal self, appropriates all mental 
experiences to itself and thus, personalizes the objective activities of mind and intellect by 
assuming possession of them.  

ONE UNIVERSAL SOUL (MONISM/ONENESS)    156 157 158

Vedānta followers believe in a highest Universal Principle, the Ultimate Reality in the 
Universe, which is known as Brahman (ब्रह्मन्). Brahman is the eternal, unchanging, infinite, 
immanent, and transcendent reality which is the Divine Ground of all matter, energy, time, 
space, being, and everything beyond in this Universe. It is a formless and genderless 
cosmic principle. During the Vedic period, the concept of Brahman didn’t mean the same 
thing: its ancient meaning evolved throughout the centuries by way of debate and 
discussion among different actors coming from 
differing cultural and racial backgrounds, hence 
conveying different senses or different shades of 
meaning. Be it as it may, Brahman is the designation 
given to whatever principle or power a sage believes 
to be behind the world and to make the world 
explicable. This is the ultimate concept shared among 
all monist schools —all part of the classic/orthodox 
schools of Hinduism. 

On a lower level we have the concept of Ātman (आत्मन्) 
which is fundamental to Hindu meta-physics. Ātman is 
the deepest part of us that is a spark of divinity itself, 
the part of us that is eternal, wise, fearless, ageless, 
and still. This is the part of you that’s simply content to 
be —the “Being” part of us that is not body, mind nor 
ego. Just as a seed contains all the qualities of a tree 
within it, the Ātman contains all the qualities of the 
Divine / the Supreme Being / God. A typical analogy 
for Ātman merging into Brahman is a drop of water 
merging with the ocean… both completely 
undifferentiated. Interchan-geably, Ātman is equated 
to the Paramātman (परमात्मन)्, which is said to be the 

 The Jivatman and the Psychic Being. http://www.collectedworksofsriaurobindo.com156

 The Wisdom Library. www.wisdomlib.org157

 The Hindu Website. www.hinduwebsite.com158
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essence or ground-cause of the jīvas which exist in it in an undiffe-rentiated state, hence 
equating it to the Soul of the Universe. Comparatively, the Samkhya school asserts that the 
paramātman is the same as Puruṣa (cons-ciousness), which is beginningless and it has no 
cause beyond itself. 

Then, when the one Divine manifests its ever inherent multiplicity, this essential Self or 
Ātman becomes manifest as the Jīvātman: the central being who presides from above over 
the evolution of its personalities and terrestrial lives here, but is itself an eternal portion of 
the Divine prior to its terrestrial manifestation. Consequently, paramātman is jīvātman 
covered in maya (ignorance)… once maya is lifted —self-knowledge, the jīvātman becomes 
paramātman.  

Going further, the Jīvātman (जीवात्मन्) is the individual self, an individual centre of the 
Universe, who sees everything in itself, sees itself in everything, or both together 
according to its state of consciousness and point of view. In the higher and subtler ranges 
of the consciousness, the jīvātman feels its oneness with the Divine, but in a coarser level 
—where the consciousness is more and more clouded, it identifies itself with surface forms 
of personality, creations of Prakriti (Nature), and becomes unaware of its divine origin. 
When one becomes aware of the essential Self (Ātman), it is felt as something self-existent 
and eternal which is not identified with forms of mental, vital and physical personality, 
which are only small expressions of its potentialities in Nature. What people regularly 
perceive of themselves is only the ego, or the mind, or the life-force, or the body, but that is 
because they think in the terms of the formations of Nature and do not see beyond them. 

The jīvātman has two main functions: (1) is to understand and interpret Prakriti (Nature) 
which is what constitutes science; and (2) to find out about itself: how it came from the 
Paramātman, which we could say, constitutes our individual spiritual quest. In this way, 
every human being is engaged in both, science and religion: science being the effort to 
understand Nature, and religion being a rediscovery of that which we came from. 

Vedantic principles explain that the individual souls, or atmas, separate themselves from 
the Supreme Soul / God because of the ego’s desire to exist. The purpose of these 
individual lives is to develop, evolve, and obtain enlightenment of the consciousness, at 
which point, the jīvātman merges back with the paramātman —the transcendent Supreme 
Soul.  

The jīvātman’s lower manifestation is an eternal portion of the Divine and appears as the 
soul, a spark of the Divine Fire, supporting the individual evolution of the mental, vital and 
physical being. The psychic being is the spark growing into a Fire, evolving with the growth 
of the consciousness. The psychic being is therefore evolutionary, not like the jīvātman 
which exists prior to evolution. When the jīvātman —the emanation of the deity, is 
incorporated with the animal body, and gives it Life, motion and sensation, it becomes the 
jīva —the sentient soul. 

Finally, the Jīva (जीव) is a living being… an entity imbued with a life force. Jīva refers to the 
human part of us, the body, the mind, and the form. More specifically, the jīva is the 
immortal essence or soul of a living organism (human, animal, fish or plant, etc.) which 
survives physical death —the individual eternal soul. It has a very similar usage to “atma,” 
but whereas atma refers to “the cosmic self,” jīva is used to denote an individual “living 
entity” or “living being” specifically. Jīva is the part of us that can think, taste, and touch. 
The part of us that eats, sleeps, wakes, grows, fears, defends, reproduces, and ultimately 
dies and decays. The human part of us that is driven by the intelligence of the body, and 
the logic of the mind —including calculation, rationalization, and forming beliefs based on 
past experiences. 
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In a nutshell, the Ātman is our true Self that lies at the inner core of our human identities, 
and it is only this inner core that is identical with Brahman —something that can be 
equated to the concept of God. This doctrine of the Self-God was put forward in two 
specific Hindu works: The Upanishads and The Bhagavad Gita. Our physical identities go 
through continual cycles of reincarnation; this is so of animal life as well as human life. Our 
true underlying identities, though, merge with God, which is undi-fferentiated reality. We 
are all eternal by virtue of the Self-God within us, hence what happens to our bodies 
should be of insignificant importance.  

The Uttara-Mīmāṃsā school, a.k.a. Vedānta —meaning “end of the Vedas,” is a group of 
traditions which focus on the philosophical issues found in the Prasthanatrayi (the three 
sources), which are: the Principal Upanishads,  the Brahma Sutras, and the Bhagavad 159

Gita.  Vedānta sees the Vedas, particularly the Upanishads, as a reliable source of 160

knowledge, and it focuses its central concern in the nature of —and the relationship 
between, Brahman (ultimate reality, universal consciousness), Ātman (individual soul), and 
Prakriti (empirical world). 

The sub-traditions of Vedānta include Advaita (non-
dualism), Vishishtadvaita (qualified non-dualism), Dvaita 
(dualism), and Bhedabheda (difference and non-
difference). Due to the popularity of the bhakti 
movement,  Vedānta came to be the dominant current 161

of Hinduism in the post-medieval period. Among them, 
the two most predominant philosophies are: 

- The Advaita (non-dualist) system, in which through 
the paradigm of relative reality, jīvas are cloaked by 
maya-avidya or ignorance —a state in which they are 
not able to realize their oneness with Brahman; and 

- The Dvaita (dualist) system, which rejects the Advaita 
(non-dualist) notion of one ultimate reality. It 
propounds a duality of five kinds, the most 
fundamental of which is the one between jīvas and 
Ishvara. A soul —jīva, is differentiated from a personal 
God —Ishvara, due to the jīva’s dependence on 
Ishvara. This state is an indication of eternal, 
ontological distinction. Additionally, unique to this 

 The Upanishads are late Vedic Sanskrit texts of religious teaching and ideas still revered in Hinduism. They 159

were probably written down between 800BC and 500BC during a time when some Hindus started to question 
the Vedas. 
The Upanishads are books on philosophy. They're all about questioning, doubt, debate, and finding the 
answers to life's difficult questions. A recurrent theme is that people are not their minds, or bodies, or egos but 
your Ātman. Your soul is you, everything else is unreal and temporary.

 The Bhagavad Gita, or “Gita” for short, is one of Hinduism most important texts. The Gita takes place on a 160

battlefield where Arjuna —a great warrior refuses to fight. Lord Krishna steps in to urge Arjuna to fight and their 
discussion covers topics such as dharma and how to live your best life. Lord Krishna taught Arjuna the truth 
about dharma. As a member of the warrior caste, Arjuna's dharma was to fight against evil. The lesson of the 
Gita is that everyone faces difficult choices but everybody must act upon them according to their dharma.

 The Bhakti movement refers to the theistic devotional trend that emerged in medieval Hinduism and later 161

acted as the de facto catalyst to the formation of Sikhism. It originated in eighth-century south India (now Tamil 
Nadu and Kerala), and spread northwards. It swept over east and north India from the 15th century onwards, 
reaching its zenith between the 15th and 17th century CE. From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.
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school is the idea of a hierarchy of souls, evocative of predestination: some souls are 
inherently and eternally destined for liberation, while others are for hell, and others for 
migration through the cycle of birth and death. 

In spite of this all-encompassing Oneness, Hinduism speaks of a pantheon of deities and 
gods. These deities have distinct and complex personalities, yet are often viewed as 
aspects of the same Ultimate Reality —Brahman. These deities evolved from the Vedic era 
(2nd millennium BC) through the medieval era (1st millennium AD), regionally within Nepal, 
India and in Southeast Asia, and across Hinduism's diverse traditions. Illustrations of major 
deities include Vishnu, Lakshmi, Shiva, Parvati (Durga), Brahma and Saraswati. 
Furthermore, in ancient and medieval era texts, the human body is described as a temple, 
and deities are described to be parts residing within it, while the Brahman (Absolute 
Reality, God) is described to be the same, or of similar nature, as the Ātman (self, soul), 
which Hindus believe is eternal and within every living being. 

MODERN INDIAN PHILOSOPHY 
In response to colonialism and their contact with Western philosophy, 19th-century Indians 
developed new ways of thinking which was called Neo-Vedānta and Hindu modernism. 
Their ideas focused on the universality of Indian philosophy (particularly Vedānta) and the 
unity of different religions. It was during this period that Hindu modernists presented a 
single idealized and united “Hinduism,” particularly exemplified by the philosophy of 
Advaita Vedānta and influenced by Western ideas.  

Swami Vivekananda (1863 – 1902) was very influential in developing the Hindu reform 
movements and in bringing the Hindu worldview to the West. Through the work of Indians 
like Vivekananda as well as Westerners such as the proponents of the Theosophical 
society, modern Hindu thought also influenced Western culture. 

AHIMSA  162

Ahimsa (अिहंसा) is an ancient Indian principle of nonviolence which applies to all living 
beings. It is a key virtue in Hinduism, Buddhism and Jainism. Ahimsa is a multidimensional 
concept, inspired by the premise that all living beings have the spark of the divine spiritual 
energy; therefore, to hurt another being is to hurt oneself. It has also been related to the 
notion that any violence has karmic consequences. While ancient scholars of Hinduism 
pioneered and refined the principles of Ahimsa, the concept also reached an extraordinary 
development in the ethical philosophy of Jainism. 

The classical texts of Hinduism devote numerous chapters discussing what people who 
practice the virtue of Ahimsa, can and must do when they are faced with war, violent threat 
or need to sentence someone convicted of a crime. These discussions have led to theories 
of just war, theories of reasonable self-defense, and theories of proportionate punishment. 

The Hindu precept of “cause no injury” applies to animals and all life forms, too. 
Inconsistently, some verses in post-Vedic literature praise meat as food, while other verses 
in the Vedas also recommend “abstention from meat,” in particular, from beef.  

One of the most famous Ahimsa practitioners in modern times was Mohandas Karamchand 
Gandhi who successfully promoted the principle of Ahimsa to all spheres of life, in 

 From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.162
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particular to politics (Swaraj). His non-violent resistance movement, “satyagraha,” had an 
immense impact on India, impressed public opinion in Western countries, and influenced 
the leaders of various civil and political rights movements. In Gandhi's thought, Ahimsa 
included not only the act of inflicting a physical injury, but also mental states like evil 
thoughts and hatred, unkind behavior such as harsh words, dishonesty and lying, all of 
which he saw as manifestations of violence incompatible with Ahimsa. 

YOGA  163

Yoga (योग) is a group of physical, mental, and spiritual practices or disciplines which 
originated in ancient India. Among the orthodox philosophies, the Yoga school presents a 
practical path for the realization of the self, whereas the Samkhya school emphasizes the 
attainment of knowledge of self by means of concentration and meditation. The whole idea 
of Yoga is to release Puruṣa from Prakriti by means of physical and mental discipline. In the 
Western world, the term “yoga” often denotes a modern form of Hatha yoga as exercise, 
consisting largely of posture-based physical fitness, stress-relief and relaxation techniques. 
In Indian traditions, however, yoga is more than physical exercise; it has a meditative and 
spiritual core. 

Yoga means “to attach, join, harness, yoke.” In the spiritual sense of the word, its chief aim 
is to “unite” the human spirit with the Divine. In the classical Astanga yoga system, the 
ultimate goal of yoga practice is to achieve the state of Samādhi  and abide in that state 164

as pure awareness. 

Yoga as exercise is a physical activity consisting largely of āsanas (postures), often 
connected by flowing sequences called vinyasas, sometimes accompanied by the 

 From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.163

 Samādhi is a state of meditative consciousness. In the yogic traditions, and the Buddhist commentarial 164

tradition on which the Burmese Vipassana movement and the Thai Forest tradition rely, it is a meditative 
absorption or trance, attained by the practice of dhyāna. From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.
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breathing exercises of prāṇāyāma, and usually ending with a period of relaxation or 
meditation. These practices are often collectively known as “yoga,” despite the existence 
of multiple older traditions of yoga within Hinduism where āsanas played little or no part —
some dating back to the Yoga Sutras, and despite the fact that in no tradition was the 
practice of āsanas central. As an exercise, yoga was created in what has been called the 
Modern Yoga Renaissance by the blending of Western styles of gymnastics with postures 
from Haṭha yoga in 20th century India. Although relatively safe, Hatha Yoga is not risk free. 
Beginners should avoid advanced moves, and only practice within their capabilities. 
Functional limitations should be taken into consideration. 

PRANAYAMA 
Every cell in our bodies needs oxygen to function properly. It therefore comes as no 
surprise the decrease of stress on the body and increase of overall physical and mental 
health associated with regular practice of controlled breathing. Prāṇāyāma is the practice 
of breath control in yoga. In modern practice, it consists of synchronising the breath with 
movements between āsanas, but it is also a distinct breathing exercise in its own right, 
usually practised after the āsanas.  

Etymologically, it is defined as the suspension of breath, and it refers to a particular 
system of breath control with three processes: restrain, control, and stop. Others 
describe it as the expansion of the individual energy into cosmic energy. Be it as it may, 
“prana” is a Sanskrit word that means “life force” and “ayama” that means “extending or 
stretching,” thus, the word “prāṇāyāma” translates to the control of life force.  

There are a variety of breathing techniques that are known to reduce stress, aid in 
digestion, improve sleep, and cool you down, for example: Nadhi Sodhana (alternative 
nostril breathing), Kapalabhati (skull shining breath), Sitali (cooling), and Ujjayi (victorious 
breath). Always remember to not overexert nor to restrict your breath, and to consult your 
health care provider before performing any of these breathing exercises. 
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ADVAITA VEDĀNTA VS. BUDDHISM  165

Buddhism and Advaita Vedānta are both powerful, ancient traditions, full of important 
insights and guidance. As mentioned before, Advaita Vedānta —literally, “non-duality,” is a 
monistic school of Hindu philosophy that postulates the idea that Brahman alone is the 
source of ultimate reality, and that the phenomenal transient world is just an illusory 
appearance of Brahman. On the other hand, Ātman —the true Self, is in essence not 
different from Brahman. 

What Buddha taught is similar in many ways to the teachings of the rishis, the ancient 
sages who composed the earliest Hindu scriptures. That's hardly surprising since Buddha 
himself was raised in a Hindu family and learned from Hindu teachers. Moreover, Hindus 
consider Buddhism itself as a school of Hinduism, albeit an orthodox one. 

The relationship between Hinduism and Buddhism is a bit more complicated, though. Many 
Hindus look upon Buddha as a religious reformer, a free-thinker who rejected Hinduism’s 
excessive ritualism, and reinvigorated it with new teachings. Other scholars fully reject the 
view of the Buddha because he openly rejected the authority of all Hindu scriptures. 

SIMILARITIES 
Buddhism’s Four Noble Truths  are quite similar to Vedānta’s central teaching that 166

asserts that suffering is the result of craving and aversion, which are themselves the 
result of ignorance. Both address the problem of false identification with your body and 
mind, which causes suffering. Our body, thoughts, and emotions —like all other 
phenomena in the Universe, is transient and subject to change, and the pain and fear 
inherent in this process of decay, inescapably, produces suffering. 

On the other hand, both traditions point out that neither, physical pain —which belongs to 
your body, or emotional discomfort —which belongs to your mind, truly belong to you. 
The body sitting on your chair right now and the mind within it are objects; they're things. 
They're not you, because you are not a thing. Yet, you totally identify yourself with those 
things. And as a result, you suffer, because the problems that truly belong to your body 
and mind, mistakenly, become your problems. 

DIFFERENCES 
The Buddha taught a distinctive doctrine of no-self, called anattā. He taught that an 
individual person is nothing more than an aggregate of five factors: body, sensations, 
emotions, thoughts, and consciousness. In total contradiction to Vedānta’s concept of 
ātman —the true immortal Self, the Buddha did not accept the existence of a 
transcendental conscious being that's independent from the aggregate of its parts, 
hence, independent from the consequences of change. 

Another difference between Buddhism and Vedānta is how they conceive the ultimate 
goal of spiritual life. Buddhism calls this goal “Nirvāṇa,” and Vedānta calls it “Moksha,” 

 Arsha Bodha Center - Swami Tadatmananda. Youtube video “Buddhism vs Advaita Vedanta—What's the 165

Difference?.” October 13, 2020.

 The foundation of Buddha's teachings is his Four Noble Truths: 166

1. First is the truth of duhkha (दुःख), suffering. 
2. Second is the truth that suffering has specific causes like craving, aversion, and ignorance. 
3. Third is the truth that suffering can be removed by eliminating its specific causes. 
4. And fourth is the path and practices by which you can eliminate those causes and become free from 

suffering.
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though both terms are often used interchangeably. Buddhist Nirvāṇa means the 
cessation of suffering that takes place when craving, aversion, and ignorance are 
eliminated, consequently eliminating the false sense of being an individual person. On 
the other hand, Vedānta’s Moksha means liberation or freedom from suffering in this life, 
and freedom from being reborn into another life of suffering, while attaining supreme 
bliss —the true nature of your own unborn and uncreated consciousness. 

BUDDHISM 
“No one saves us but ourselves. No one can and no one may. We ourselves must 
walk the path.” ― The Buddha 

Buddhism is the world's fourth-largest religion. The Buddhist path combines both 
philosophical reasoning and meditation in the pursuit of overcoming suffering (duḥkha) 
caused by desire, attachment to an independent self, and ignorance of the true nature of 
reality (avidya). Buddhism encompasses a variety of traditions, beliefs, and spiritual practices 
that have spread through much of Asia, as it relentlessly merged with —and displaced, 
indigenous traditions. In its twenty-five centuries of existence, Buddhism has permeated a 
wide range of fields, such as politics, ethics, philosophy, literature, art and customs.  

Buddhist philosophy begins with the thought of Siddhārtha Gautama —Buddha Shakyamuni 
(a.k.a. the Buddha), approximately twenty-five hundred years ago. It was followed by the 
philosophical investigations developed among various Buddhist schools in India (most 
significantly the Nalanda tradition, in modern-day Bihar) and was later spread throughout 
Asia via the Silk Road. 

Two major branches of Buddhism are generally recognized by scholars: Theravāda (Pāli: 
“The School of the Elders”), Mahāyāna (Sanskrit: “The Great Vehicle”) which includes 
Tibetan, Dzogchen, and Zen Buddhism. However, there is also one more school, Vajrayana 
(Sanskrit: Indra’s indestructible and very powerful weapon —thus called the “Diamond/
Thunderbolt Vehicle”) which is viewed as an esoteric separate aspect of Mahayana 
Buddhism that relates to Tantra and mantra practices.  

By and large, most Buddhist traditions emphasize transcending the individual self through: 

- The attainment of Nirvāṇa for the sake of oneself —thus effectively putting an end to the 
individual’s cycle of death and rebirth; or  

- By following the path of Buddhahood —thus becoming a bodhisattva, which happens 
when there is a spontaneous wish and compassionate mind to attain Buddhahood for the 
benefit of all sentient beings. 
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So influential, prevalent, and fertile has been Buddhist philosophy across Asia, that its 
worldview has so profoundly shaped the lives, thought, and cognition of its people. 
Throughout time, Buddhist fundamentals have remained pretty much consistent across the 
board, and these are the topics I will be presenting here, hoping to convey a clear and 
concise list of Buddhist essentials that may serve the reader in clarifying some concepts. 

CYCLICAL EXISTENCE (SAMSARA) 
Saṃsāra means “wandering” or “world,” with the connotation of cyclic, circuitous change. 
In Buddhism this cycle is considered to be unhappy, unsatisfactory and painful, 
perpetuated by desire and avidya (ignorance), and resulting in karma. Generally speaking, 
the ultimate goal of the Buddhist path is the liberation from this cycle of existence and the 
attainment of nirvāṇa, which is achieved by “blowing out” desires and gaining true insight 
into impermanence and non-self reality… a process beautifully encapsulated in the Tibetan 
doctrine of the wheel of existence (Bhāvacakra).  167

Other interpretations of this concept assert that both, saṃsāra and nirvāṇa, are present in 
our human existence. Every time we engage in unwholesome actions and, consequently, 
suffer from mental afflictions like anger or hatred, we are stepping into saṃsāra. Likewise, 
when we are not caught by attachment or aversion, and experience elevated feelings like 
compassion and kindness, we are tapping into nirvāṇa… all happening over and over 
during every lifetime. 

SUFFERING  168

Due to tormenting mental afflictions, our mind is basically in an afflicted state which makes 
us vulnerable to suffering. If we continue with our habitual patterns, and let our desires and 
delusions run wild, there is no way out of Saṃsāra… it will never run down. We all create 
much of our own suffering, so, reassuringly, the solution to our problem lies in our own 
hands.  

Mental suffering is produced by one of the three primary mental afflictions:  

- Delusion, which means mistaking what has no inherent existence as being concretely 
real. Typically, this is produced by the reification of “self” —a process, driven by 
ignorance and ego, that fools our minds into believing that our persona is independent 
and “solid.” 

- Attachment, which is distorted awareness by which we idealise an object or experience.  

- Anger, which regards its object with superimposed disagreeable qualities, and filters out 
desirable or neutral qualities. External circumstances and other people merely serve as 
catalysts to trigger something that is already within us.  

 The Bhāvacakra (Sanskrit; Pāli: bhāvacakka; Tibetan: srid pa'i 'khor lo) is a symbolic representation of 167

saṃsāra (or cyclic existence). It is found on the outside walls of Tibetan Buddhist temples and monasteries in 
the Indo-Tibetan region, to help ordinary people understand Buddhist teachings. The origin of the wheel of 
existence is attributed to the Buddha Shakyamuni who gave instructions to a king of His time to make a 
painting summarizing the teachings on the twelve links of dependent origination. From Wikipedia, the free 
encyclopedia.

 B. Alan Wallace. Buddhism with an Attitude: The Tibetan Seven-point Mind-training. Snow Lion Publications, 168

2001.
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On the other hand, there are three types of suffering: 

- “The suffering of suffering,” which is undisguised suffering, physical or mental. It 
includes illness and physical pain, but also mental sufferings like anxiety, fear, 
disappointment, and unhappiness. We tend to deny it: denial is the soothing and false 
reassurance that the suffering that afflicts other people doesn’t happen to us, but as we 
will eventually figure it out, it does. 

- “The suffering of change” is produced when things don’t go the way our stimulus-driven 
states of pleasure, happiness, and gratification expect them to go. As we will see, 
circumstances are not the cause of suffering… our unchecked desires and pervasive 
delusion are. Sooner or later, we come to the realisation that, what we experience as 
pleasure is merely a relative attenuation of our dissatisfaction, consequently, we must 
find a definitive solution to our problem if we want to find true happiness.  

- “The pervasive suffering of conditioned existence” refers to the fundamental suffering 
of vulnerability, which runs deep within each one of us. We feel profoundly vulnerable 
due to the nature of the way we exist. We suffer because we identify with, or “closely 
hold onto,” the constituents of our personal identity: “This is my body. These are my 
desires, my thoughts, my ambitions, my fears; this is me.” 

IMPERMANENCE 
Impermanence (Pāli: anicca; Sanskrit: anitya), also known as the philosophical problem of 
change, is a concept that asserts that all of conditioned existence —anything that arises 
due to causes and conditions, is “transient, evanescent, and inconstant.” All temporal 
things, whether material or mental, are compounded objects in a continuously changing 
condition, subject to decline and destruction. According to this concept, nothing lasts 
therefore nothing can be grasped or held onto. When we understand this, we reach real 
peace and holistic understanding. 

The vast majority of Buddhists believe that nothing is fixed or permanent in this 
Universe,  and that change is always possible. This is the fundamental tenet that explains 169

why, in Buddhism, there is no room for a god nor anything eternal, unchangeable, and 
unborn. 

Case Study # 9: Wabi-Sabi 
Wabi-Sabi's history is intimately linked with Buddhism and its notion that wisdom 
comes from making peace with transitory, imperfect and unheroic natures. It is a 
concept derived from the Buddhist teaching of the three marks of existence (三法
印, sanbōin): impermanence (無常, mujō), suffering (苦, ku) and emptiness or 
absence of self-nature (空, kū). 

Wabi-Sabi (侘寂) refers to the beauty of the impermanent, the imperfect, the rustic, 
and the melancholy. It stems from a respect for what is passing, fragile, slightly 

 Only the proponents of the Great Exposition School of Buddhism assert that there are permanent things. 169

They assert that some uncompounded phenomena, like space, doesn’t undergo momentary change (thus 
permanent) but at the same time, it falls into the category of “thing,” which, in the case of uncompounded 
space, is to allow movement to take place within it (thus impermanent).
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broken, and modest. Wabi-sabi believes that things are always more beautiful 
when they forbear the marks of age and individuality. 

Further, when Murata Shukō (村⽥珠光, 1423–1502) sat down to write a letter to 
his student, Furuichi Chōin, this document came to be known as “Kokoro no fumi” 
(⼼の⼿⽂, “Letter of the heart.” It defined the ideal way that one should drink tea 
—The Tea Ceremony, which beautifully laid out the aesthetic of Wabi-Sabi. He 
stressed that one should abandon the perfect and lustrous tea drinking cups of 
the Chinese —which seem to evoke the flawlessness of the full Moon, and instead 
to commission more rustic ware from Japanese artisans —who will make little 
errors in the glaze, and let these be a deliberate part of their work. 

Other expression of wabi-sabi evolved since the 16th century, with the Zen 
Buddhist philosophy of Kintsugi (⾦継ぎ, “golden joinery”) which treats breakage 
and repair as part of the history of an object, rather than something to disguise. In 
Zen aesthetics, the broken pieces of an accidentally smashed pot should never 
just be tossed away: they should be carefully picked up, reassembled and then 
glued together with lacquer inflected with a luxuriant gold powder. There should 
be no attempt to disguise the damage, but rather to render the fault-lines 
beautiful and strong. 

Later in the 17th century, Zen Buddhist monk and poet Matsuo Bashō (松尾 芭蕉, 
1644 – November 28, 1694) learned to translate two of the most important Zen 
ideals of its time: Wabi and Sabi. He conceived his poetry to be a medium 
designed to guide us to wisdom and calmness. Bashō used natural scenes to 
remind his readers that flowers, weather, and other natural elements are like our 
own lives, ever-changing and fleeting. Here’s one of his most famous poems, 
called “Old Pond”: 

“Into the ancient pond 
A frog jumps 
Water’s sound!” 
— Matsuo Bashō. Translated by D.T. Suzuki 

Essentially, change is always both, good 
and bad, because change, even when it is 
refreshing, always entails loss. On the other 
hand, nothing new appears unless some-
thing old ceases. Change enables Life itself, 
for example, change is necessary to go 
from an acorn to an oak tree… evolution 
wouldn’t be possible if things remained 
static and unchangeable. On the other 
hand, change is what gives us the 
opportunity to start anew, thus opening up 
the world to endless new possibilities. 
Whenever tormented by anguish, take a 
step back and notice that all our problems 
are self-inflicted. We assign meaning to 
everything and we simply refuse to accept 
that everything is impermanent, including 
our bodies and life. All things shall pass. 
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THE FOUR NOBLE TRUTHS 
In Buddhism, the Four Noble Truths (Pāli: cattāri ariyasaccāni) constitute the first teaching 
of the Buddha and, certainly, the cornerstone of what would later become Buddhist 
philosophy. They are called “Noble Truths” because, as the Buddha said, “they are real, 
(tathāni) infallible (avitathāni) and do not change (anaññathāni). (SN Tatha Sutta) 

This teaching begins with the analysis of the concept of pain, misery and suffering that we 
all experience —the source of which is the desire and pervasive dissatisfaction we all have 
within us. Due to our unfulfilled and ever insatiable desire —as a way to feel safe and 
secure, we constantly strive to fill up our lives with experiences and objects that create 
pleasant feelings, while avoiding anything that causes us pain. As a good physician would 
do, after diagnosing the source of our suffering, the Buddha prescribes the remedy: by 
overcoming our desire, we will feel more in harmony with ourselves and the world around 
us, and the way to achieve this is through the Noble Eightfold Path.  

Thus, the Four Noble Truths are explained as follows: 

1. All beings experience pain and unhappiness (dukkha) during their lifetime. 

“Birth is pain, old age is pain, sickness is pain, death is pain; sadness, grief, ache, 
sorrow and anxiety are pain. Contact with the unpleasant is pain. Separation from 
pleasure is pain. Not getting what one wants is pain. In short, the five aggregates  of 170

the mind and matter that are subject to attachment are pain.” 

2. The origin (samudaya) of pain and misery is due to a specific cause… craving: 

- Pleasing the senses, e.g.: great views and indulgent meals; 
- Something you are not, e.g.: famous, wealthy or popular; 
- Not-to-be, e.g.: to not feel pain after a fall. 

 These characteristics are an extended elaboration applied to the five aggregates: 170

- Impermanence —the five aggregates are impermanent and change from moment to moment. 
- Suffering —the five aggregates have come into being because of avidya (ignorance) and kleshas (disturbing 

emotions), and they are under the influence of the avidya and kleshas. 
- Emptiness —there is no "self" outside of the five aggregates that controls or makes use of the five 

aggregates. 
- Selflessness —there is no "self" to be found within the five aggregates that controls or makes use of the five 

aggregates.
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“It is desire that leads to rebirth, accompanied by pleasure and passion, seeking 
pleasure here and there; that is, the desire for pleasure, the desire for existence, the 
desire for non-existence.” 

3. The cessation (nirodha) of pain and suffering can be achieved through right effort and 
through right actions: 

“By the complete non-passion and cessation of this very desire, by abandoning it and 
giving it up, by being released and free from it.” 

4. The method we must follow to stop pain and misery is that of the “Eightfold Path,”  171

which includes: 

- the right understanding 
- the right thought 
- the right speech 
- the right action 
- the right livelihood 
- the right effort 
- the right memory 
- the right mindfulness 

The Noble Eightfold Path distinguishes itself from other religions in its positive and 
affirmative nature. Many spiritual teachings consist of “dont’s” —don’t do this, don’t do 
that. Implied within the concept of “right” you will find its opposite, “wrong,” but the 
Buddha taught self empowerment, not prohibitions. There are no “thou shalt nots” in 
Buddhist teachings as a rule. This is an English translation of a concept that goes 
beyond right and wrong. It recognizes that action, in daily living, is Dharma.  172

As with all Buddhist teachings, we are encouraged to consider, contemplate and live 
the teachings. We are not asked to take anything on faith —it’s all about self-discovery 
of the truth of the Buddha’s teachings. 

THE FIVE AGGREGATES 
In opposition to Vedānta’s concept of ātman, Buddhist philosophy asserts that rather than 
having an immutable, uncreated nature, a sentient being’s person and personality is 
composed of five aggregates (Sanskrit: Skandhas, Pāḷi: khandhas), which are the material 
and mental factors that are in constant flux, and that take part in the rise of our craving and 
clinging (Pañcupādānakkhandhā). These are: 

1. “Form” or “matter” (Skt., Pāli रूप rūpa; Tib. gzugs): matter, body or “material form” of a 
being or any existence. Buddhist texts state rūpa of any person, sentient being and 

 These characteristics refer to the Eightfold Path: 171

- Path —the path leads to cessation. 
- Awareness —the path leads us to a full and complete understanding of the root of cyclic existence (saṃsāra) 

and the means to escape it. 
- Achievement —through the path, we can definitely achieve the result of liberation and enlightenment. 
- Deliverance— the path delivers us from the bondage of our conditioned existence.

 In Buddhism dharma means cosmic law and order, but is also applied to the teachings of the Buddha. In 172

Buddhist philosophy, dhamma/dharma is also the term for “phenomena.” From Wikipedia, the free 
encyclopedia.

152



object to be composed of four basic elements or forces: earth (solidity), water 
(cohesion), fire (heat) and wind (motion). 

2. “Sensation” or “feeling” (Skt., Pāli वेदना vedanā; Tib. tshor-ba): sensory experience of 
an object. It is either pleasant, unpleasant or neutral. 

3. “Perception” (Skt. संज्ञा saṃjñā, Pāli सञ्ञा saññā, Tib. 'du-shes): sensory and mental 
process that registers, recognizes and labels (for instance, the shape of a tree, color 
green, emotion of fear). 

4. “Mental formations” (Skt. संस्कार saṃskāra, Pāli सङ्खार saṅkhāra, Tib. 'du-byed): 
“constructing activities,” “conditioned things,” “volition,” “karmic activities”; all types of 
mental imprints and conditioning triggered by an object. Includes any process that 
makes a person initiate action or act. 

5. “Consciousness” (Skt. िवज्ञान vijñāna, Pāli िवञ्ञाण viññāṇa, Tib. rnam-par-shes-pa): 
“discrimination” or “discernment.” It is considered to be the awareness of an object 
and discrimination of its components and aspects. It is the base that supports all 
experience —cognizance, that which discerns. Consciousness cognizes the six 
senses (counting the intellect as the sixth) along with their objects. It depends on the 
six sense spheres and can be described in such terms as near or far, past, present, or 
future. 

THE TWO TRUTHS DOCTRINE 
The Buddhist doctrine of the two truths differentiates between two levels of satya (truth or 
reality): the “conventional” or “provisional” (saṁvṛti) truth, and the “ultimate” (paramārtha) 
truth. According to these epistemological truths, the phenomenal world is accorded a 
provisional existence. The character of the phenomenal world is declared to be neither 
real nor unreal, but logically indeterminable. Ultimately, phenomena are empty (sunyata) of 
an inherent self or essence, but exist depending on other phenomena (Pratītyasamutpāda 
—प्रतीत्यसमुत्पाद, or dependent origination / dependent arising doctrine). Dzogchen  holds 173

that the two truths are ultimately resolved into non-duality as a lived experience, and are 
non-different. 

The Two Truths doctrine is a very profound one. It opens up our mind to multiple 
possibilities and perspectives. As a result of our ignorance we tend to believe that things 
can only be described and understood in one objective way, leaving no room for other 
interpretations. In Buddhism, you can perfectly see, and interact with, things in multiple 
ways, thus preventing us from getting stuck in the rigidness of our preconceived 
assumptions and logic, while allowing us the opportunity to breath and open up our selves 
to new perspectives and reasonings. As we come to realise that the opposite of what I 
know can also be true, we naturally become more tolerant, patient, and happy. 

 Dzogchen (“Great Perfection” or “Great Completion”), also known as atiyoga (utmost yoga), is a tradition of 173

teachings in Indo-Tibetan Buddhism aimed at discovering and continuing in the ultimate ground of existence. 
One's primordial ground (ghzi, “basis”) is said to have the qualities of purity (i.e. emptiness), spontaneity (lhun 
grub, associated with luminous clarity) and compassion (thugs rje). The goal of Dzogchen is knowledge of this 
basis, this knowledge is called rigpa (Skt. vidyā). From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.
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OTHER METAPHYSICAL TRUTHS 
Many of us, whether motivated by our natural curiosity, skepticism, or by existential 
fears, sometimes indulge in metaphysical debate, which naturally arises questions and 
doubts. Understandably, some answers can be a little bit puzzling or simply not 
sufficient for the skeptics among us. This is perfectly fine… after all, it was the Buddha 
himself who encouraged his disciples to not accept his word out of respect or devotion, 
but rather, to investigate for themselves to find the truth. However, the Buddha never 
promised to reveal ultimate metaphysical truths —like the nature of the cosmos, for 
example, which could lead to fruitless philosophical debate and a pernicious waste of 
time. Those who engaged in it would be much better off cultivating the means to attain 
direct knowledge for themselves. The Buddha’s answer to his disciple, Malunkyaputta, 
was very pragmatic and successfully illustrates that there are some questions that are 
irrelevant to his teachings, and thus, to our liberation from suffering: 

Case Study # 10: The Parable of the Poisoned 
Arrow 
The Buddha said: “Suppose, Malunkyaputta, a man was wounded by an arrow 
thickly smeared with poison, and his friends and companions, his kinsmen and 
relatives, brought a surgeon to treat him.” 

The man would say: “I will not let the surgeon pull out this arrow until I know 
whether the man who wounded me was a noble or a brahmin or a merchant or a 
worker.” 

And he would say: “I will not let the surgeon pull out this arrow until I know the 
name and clan of the man who wounded me; …until I know whether the man who 
wounded me was tall or short or of middle height; …until I know whether the man 
who wounded me was dark or brown or golden-skinned; …until I know whether 
the man who wounded me lives in such a village or town or city; …until I know 
whether the bow that wounded me was a long bow or a crossbow; …until I know 
whether the bowstring that wounded me was fiber or reed or sinew or hemp or 
bark; …until I know whether the shaft that wounded me was wild or cultivated; …
until I know with what kind of sinew the shaft that wounded me was bound —
whether of an ox or a buffalo or a lion or a monkey; …until I know what kind of 
arrow it was that wounded me —whether it was hoof-tipped or curved or barbed 
or calf-toothed or oleander.” 

“All this would still not be known to that man and meanwhile he would die. So too, 
Malunkyaputta, if anyone should say thus: ‘I will not lead the holy life under the 
Blessed One until the Blessed One declares to me: “The world is eternal”…or 
“after death a Tathagata neither exists nor does not exist,”’ that would still remain 
undeclared by the Tathagata and meanwhile that person would die.” — The 
Middle Length Discourses of the Buddha, pp. 534-535. 

The Buddha’s message was that the resolution of metaphysical questions can wait until 
after the most pressing issues addressed by the Four Noble Truths have been resolved, 
after which, one may well be beyond the need to know such things. 
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THE DEPENDENT-ARISING DOCTRINE (INTERDEPENDENCE)  174

In the Second Noble Truth, the Buddha pointed out that our fundamental ignorance —our 
fundamental distorted view, is grasping at an autonomous self (the reification of our sense 
of self). The Third Noble Truth asserts that the main goal of our practice should be to come 
to the realisation that there is no self (emptiness); in addition to realizing impermanence 
and suffering —the three marks of existence. 

The dependent-arising doctrine states that all dharmas (“phenomena”) arise in 
dependence upon other dharmas: “if this exists, that exists; if this ceases to exist, that also 
ceases to exist.” This doctrine systematically unveils our distorted perception of reality —
one that perceives things independently from other things, in an attempt to experience our 
life in a less contrived manner, while minimising mental afflictions that are the result of our 
distorted (inherently existent) perception of ourselves — the “I” or “me.” 

There are a number of terms used to describe it:  

- Things lacking of “inherent existence”: things are not self-existent (things are not 
separate discrete entities; nor have their own unique nature of being); 

- Things do not exist from “their own side”: things exist with the need of an observer; or 

- Things do not have “true existence”: things do not exist as they appear. 

The reasoning here is that things are empty of inherent existence because, as a result of 
the all-pervading state of change that affects compounded phenomena, things come into 
existence in dependence of causes and conditions. In this regard, we can say there are 

 Glen Svensson. YouTube video on “Dependent-arising.” October 4, 2020.174
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three ways in which compounded phenomena 
come into existence. We can understand that 
with the example of a sprout:  

1. Depending on causes and conditions: 
There is substantial cause and cooperative 
conditions. 

- Substantial causes of the thing that 
trans-forms into the result (e.g.: seed); 
and 

- Cooperative conditions are all the 
various conditions necessary that 
contribute to that transformation (e.g.: 
soil, sunlight, water, and so forth). 

2. Additionally, things exist depending on 
their parts. Let’s use the example of the 
sprout again: the sprout exists depending 
on the various parts the roots, stem, 
branches, leaves and so forth. Though 
most of us quite easily and happily accept 
this idea, we tend to also accept that there 
is a sprout that exists objectively, inde-
pendent of everything else… but that would 
be illogical because either a sprout is dependent or it's independent, it cannot be 
both. 

3. Finally, we look at the idea of “labeling” (sometimes called “imputation,” “designation,” 
or “conception”). We'll use the sprout example one more time:  when we're labeling, it 
doesn't mean that there is a thing there… it means that we're just simply calling it a 
“sprout.” The label is just a conventional way to represent a collection of parts, that 
are subject to change, and that arise depending on a number of causes and 
conditions. During our daily lives, we have to make sense or give meaning out of all 
of the massive amount of data we receive through our senses, otherwise we can't 
function. So, in order to communicate with other people we need to give names to 
the things that we've created in order to facilitate communication. 

When the Buddha said: “with our thoughts we make the world” he meant that our entire 
understanding of the world —all its objects, including ourselves, and the self that is 
witnessing objects external to itself, is all based in conceptuality, in thought, in words. The 
language itself has created the world that we know and understand. 

Dependent origination also goes hand in hand with the interrelatedness of everything. It is 
the ultimate realisation that nothing exists in isolation because everything is dependent on 
something else, or in a collection of other things. In this way, you wind up with the entire 
Universe: it’s like looking into a kind of a web that connects everything —just like Indra’s 
net where you now see yourself as one of the knots connected to everything else, in an 
endless web of strings that are tied together. This leads to a very different worldview than 
the one we have in Western societies —a holistic approach that brings positive effects for 
everyone. 
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EMPTINESS 
According to the Mūlamadhyamakakārikā (Sanskrit: मूलमध्यमककािरक) or “Fundamental 
Verses on the Middle Way,” which is widely regarded as the most influential text of 
Buddhist philosophy, all phenomena (dharmas) are empty (śūnya) of “nature,” a 
“substance” or “essence” (svabhāva) —which gives them the impression of a “solid and 
independent existence,” because they are dependently co-arisen. Further, this “emptiness” 
itself is also “empty” in the sense that it does not have an existence on its own, nor does it 
refer to a transcendental reality beyond or above phenomenal reality. 

In the words of H.H. the Dalai Lama, the first essential step is to realise the absence of 
inherent existence, and then, knowing how to posit being merely labeled upon many 
various dependent arisings. According to the great Lama Tsongkhapa, the best way to 
assess the existence of an object is by checking if: 

1. The object is known by a conventional valid cognition; 
2. The object is not contravened by some other conventional valid cognition; and 
3. The object must not be invalidated by any analysis pertaining to the ultimate reality of 

things. 

Not surprisingly, this realisation of emptiness is very difficult to attain. We usually get 
confused with this concept because we are unable to investigate it with sufficient clarity —
a distracted mind makes it very hard to focus attention, and generally, that's because we 
haven't developed good attention skills yet. The solution to this problem is the meditative 
practice of shamatha.  175

Another area where people tend to go astray is turning this analysis into an intellectual 
exercise. All Buddhist traditions encourage practitioners to approach as an empirical 
scientist would do, meaning, that we must leave out any intellectual idea of who we think 
we are or how we think we exist, because otherwise, our intellectual mind very quickly will 
attempt to give an answer that is simply based on our belief system —which may or may 
not be correct or accurate, but certainly will not be a reflection of our experiential 
perception. 

However, a word of caution here: when people meditate on emptiness, sometimes a 
strong sense of fear arises —particularly a sort of existential fear: the fear of either “I don't 
really exist” or “I'm going out of existence.” Counter-intuitively, if we have reached this 
point, it generally is a good sign: it means that we are conducting the investigation in the 
right way, and we're getting closer to the realisation that you can't find the “me” in 
yourself… we’re just realising that there's no conventional/provisional label of “me” at all. 
Consider: “who is having this fear?” The answer will immediately reassure you: If you don't 
exist, there can be no fear, so, the fact that fear is there confirms that you exist. 

Emptiness, in Buddhist terms, doesn’t mean “nothingness.” Rather, it means that every 
single thing we encounter —including ourselves, goes beyond our ability to conceive it. 
Reality itself is emptiness because we can’t possibly get a hold of it. Understood correctly, 
emptiness should inspire optimism rather than pessimism, because it reminds us that our 
life cannot be limited by conceptualisations, and of the endless range of possibilities of 
who we can become and how we can live our lives. 

 Shamatha is a Buddhist term that is often translated as the “tranquility of the mind,” or “mind-calmness.”  It is 175

not only the basis of attention and concentration but also the basis of compassion: the lack of a calm, clear, and 
focused mind not only makes it difficult to effectively cultivate qualities such as loving kindness and 
compassion, but even more difficult to investigate the nature of reality. From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.
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SELFLESSNESS 
In most meditative practices, the “self” is the central object of scrutiny. In contrast to all 
Buddhist tenets, Westerners who practice some sort of meditation find it difficult to 
dissociate their Christian-biased perspective that holds the existence of a permanent, 
changeless and unitary “soul,” hence, entertaining the possibility of this ambivalent 
reality in their minds. With time, this fundamental contradiction will eventually lead to 
some sort of neurosis for this selflessness is not meant to be only the absence of a 
permanent, unitary and independent self, but —more subtly, the absence of inherent 
existence either in living beings or in other phenomena. 

In regard to our misperceived sense of self, “selflessness” can also be defined as the 
“emptiness” of that sense of self. However, emptiness does not mean “nothingness,” but 
rather means the absence of inherent existence, which is the consequence of our own 
faulty way of looking at things. Nothing arises independently, but in dependence with 
other factors —causes and conditions. Take a flower as an example: the flower you have 
in front of you wouldn’t be there without a seed, water, sunlight, soil, etc. In a rather 
unconscious way, our daily and conventional conceptualization of the flower misleads 
our cognition and leads us to believe that the flower grows independently from 
everything else. Now apply this reasoning to your own self and realise how 
interdependent we are with other people and things. 

NIHILISM  176

Following the previous line of reasoning, we can now confirm that things do exist, 
though only in relation upon other factors, including a consciousness that 
conceptualizes them. Once understood the meaning of interdependence, now let’s 
focus on the conceptualization part. 

 H. H. The XIV Dalai Lama. “Emptiness and Existence.” Lion’s Roar. January 14, 2019.176
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When you direct your meditative practice on training wisdom, you are not only 
dissecting the apparent inherent existence of your object of observation —the way it 
appears to you, but most importantly, the object’s inherent / true nature. Thus, this goes 
beyond understanding that the object does not exist; but rather, you’ll find out that its 
inherent existence is unfounded… you are, thus, “ignorant” of its true nature. 

Let’s go back to the example of the flower. To our cognition, it is clear that the flower 
appears to exist inherently, but: 

1. We could conceive of the flower as existing inherently, in its own right.  
2. We could conceive of the flower as lacking inherent existence. 
3. We could conceive of the flower without thinking that it inherently exists or not.  

As discussed before, we can safely say that the first argument is plain wrong. The other 
two arguments are correct, although the mode of appearance mistakenly deceives you 
into suggesting that the flower inherently existent. 

Now, if objects “do not exist,” are they still capable of functioning? Jumping into the 
conclusion that due to their empty nature, things are therefore incapable of performing 
functions such as causing pleasure or pain, or helping or harming, is the worst sort of 
misunderstanding —the nihilistic view. It is all too easy to fall into this trap, but with 
patience and effort, eventually, you will be able to see the interdependent connections 
of things that validate their existence, though always in dependence of causes and 
conditions (the “dependent arising” doctrine). Once when you embrace this teaching, 
you will come to understand how karma works, and thus, the consequence of your 
actions, and the importance in choosing virtue in your life and discarding non-virtue. 

THE MIDDLE WAY 
In the Pāli Canon of Theravada Buddhism, the term “Middle Way” was first used in the 
Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta (Sanskrit: धमर्चक्रप्रवतर्नसूत्र) —a teaching called the “Setting in 
Motion of the Wheel of the Dharma.” Buddhism regards this to be the first teaching that the 
historical Buddha delivered after his awakening. In this sutta (teaching), the Buddha 
describes the Noble Eightfold Path as the middle way of moderation, between the 
extremes of sensual indulgence and self-mortification. Later on, Pāli literature also used the 
phrase Middle Way to refer to the Buddha's teaching of dependent origination as a view 
between the extremes of eternalism and nihilism. 

As mentioned before, from the Buddhist perspective, there is nothing like an eternal Self or 
Ātman, only dependent origination and interdependence. This is also the basis for the 
rejection of a Creator God in Buddhist traditions. However, the absence of an eternal Self 
does not mean that there is nothing at all. In a realistic approach, Buddhism does not deny 
existence as such, but denies the existence of eternal, independent entities or things. 

Paticcasamuppāda —the “dependent origination” doctrine, also gives a rationale for 
rebirth: Conditioned Arising is [...] a “Middle Way” which avoids the extremes of 
“eternalism” and “nihilism”: the survival of an eternal self, or the total annihilation of a 
person at death. This doctrine asserts that individual existence is constituted by a current 
of conditioned phenomena devoid of a metaphysical self yet continuing on from birth to 
birth as long as the causes that sustain it remain effective. These causes cease to exist 
once we reach nirvāṇa, thus putting an end to saṃsāra —the cycle of existence. 

The Buddhist Middle Way teaching is neither a path of denial nor of affirmation. It points at 
the paradox of the Universe that exists within and beyond the opposites. It teaches us to 
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be in the world but not of the world, meaning we neither remove ourselves from the world 
nor get lost in its drama and ignorance. Understanding and experiencing this profound 
teaching brings freedom to all those who awaken as we learn to embrace tension, 
paradox, change. The middle way describes the middle ground between extreme 
asceticism and sensual indulgence, between absolutism and nihilism, between self and 
other, and beyond all dualities, which holds the ultimate reality of emptiness.  177

KARMA 
Karma (Sanskrit: कमर्; Pali: kamma) means action, work or deed. It refers to the spiritual 
principle of cause and effect where intent and actions of an individual (cause) influence the 
future of that individual (effect). Good intent and good deeds contribute to good karma and 
happier rebirths, while bad intent and bad deeds contribute to bad karma and bad rebirths. 

The Buddhist idea of karma is not meant to be a form of justice. It is not supposed to 
explain everything and why everything is happening the way it does. It is more about what 
motivates our choices, and how —through mindfulness, we can change our future. The law 
of causality is a fundamental natural law through which we create vastly different realities. 
It is as though we were all artists, but instead of canvas and paint as our medium, we use 
our very bodies, minds, and life experience as materials of our own creative expression. 
When we get a hold of this realisation we experience a true sense of wholeness, freedom 
and peace. 

Mindfulness reminds us that we do have a choice. Foolishly, we attend to “what is” rather 
than accepting that everything is in a constant state of flux, impermanence and 
interdependence. The present moment is just an ephemeral part of a chain of events 
determined by causes and conditions. The more we focus our attention in the present 
moment, the more we understand the implications of interdependence, and the more 

 Je Tsongkhapa argues that emptiness is “an absolute negation” where everything, including Buddhahood 177

and emptiness itself, is said to be empty. In this system, the conventional existence of the world is not negated, 
only the essentialist superimposition of an intrinsic nature.
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possibilities present themselves in front of us. This realisation reveals the endless choices 
that the present moment holds in regard to the way we react, respond, and behave. 

If a person fails to see choice, then there will be no choice for that person… this is how you 
become a victim of life. If we remain deluded, our distorted perception of reality will 
prevent us from understanding what is going on, consequently, there will be no choice left 
for us but to continue a life full of suffering. Conversely, if we are no longer victims of our 
ignorance, the world truly becomes a happy place where, beyond the foreseeable effects 
of our actions —interdependence, understanding impermanence leads to an equanimous 
mind where nothing will ever affect us. 

ENLIGHTENMENT 
The English term “enlightenment” is the Western translation of the abstract noun “bodhi” 
(Sanskrit: बोिध; Pali: bodhi) which means the knowledge or wisdom, or awakened intellect, 
of a Buddha. The verbal root budh- means literally “to have woken up and understood.” It 
has a close resemblance to what we understand as “awakening.” The term is also being 
used to translate several other Buddhist terms and concepts, which are used to denote: 

- (Initial) insight —prajna (Sanskrit), wu (Chinese), kenshō and satori (Japanese); 
knowledge (vidhya);  

- The “blowing out” (Nirvāṇa) of disturbing emotions and desires, and the subsequent 
freedom or release (vimukti/moksha); and  

- The attainment of supreme Buddhahood (samyak sam bodhi), as exemplified by 
Gautama Buddha.  178

Among the different Buddhist traditions, the term “enlightenment” has different 
connotations, though all agree in that it implies liberation from the cycle of existence 
(saṃsāra). In the Mahayana tradition this is achieved by the realisation of the inseparability 
of saṃsāra and nirvāṇa, and the unity of subject and object… in other words: the 
attainment of wisdom (prajna), the realisation of our own true nature (our Buddha-nature), 
realizing emptiness (sunyata) and realizing suchness —the true nature of reality (tathātā). 

Case Study # 11: Full Moon Zen 
In Buddhism, the Moon has been an enduring symbol of truth and enlightenment 
for centuries. Particularly for Zen painters, the Moon is a natural, versatile, and 
evocative model subject. According to an analogy found throughout Buddhist 
literature, our true nature is hidden in the same way a cloud-covered Moon is 
hidden. When the clouds disperse, everything is illuminated. This is the reason 
why the Buddha is sometimes called “the bright Moon who illumines the world.” 

In the picture, a monkey hanging from a branch is trying to grasp the Moon 
reflected in the water below. The artist, Rinzai’s influential figure —Hakuin Ekaku 
(⽩隠 慧鶴) (1685-1769) in a typically unpretentiously Zen way, depicts the 
monkey’s misperception of reality: the reflection in the water —like everything 
else, depends on a myriad of conditions. 

 From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.178
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The instant the Moon sets, or other conditions change, the reflection disappears. 
The Moon has no independent existence. Still, we cling to the things we have and 
strain for the things we want. Suffering ensues. The Buddhist concept of delusion 
encompasses mistaken views, ignorance, self-deception, and mental illness.  

— Kenneth Kraft. Full Moon Zen. Huff Post. Dec 06, 2017. 

ZEN KŌANS 
“Out of nowhere, the mind comes forth.” —The Diamond Sutra 

Kōans are one of the main practices in Zen Buddhism (禅). A kōan (公案) is a riddle in 
the form of a story, dialogue, question, or statement, aimed at testing the practitioner’s 
maturity or advancement on the path, epitomized in a final understanding of the 
“essential world.”  Kōans are supposed to facilitate awakening by exhausting the 179

analytic and egoistic mind of the practitioner in order to reveal the more intuitive “no-
mind.” Kōans are neither intellectual or anti-intellectual: they are ambiguous and 
paradoxical schemes that trick our minds in order to spontaneously open up enough to 
allow the space for deep intuition to emerge through the use of imaginative 
mindfulness. 

Through Zen kōans the practitioner will eventually be able to see the essential world 
through the pheno-menal world, which is to say, to see what is underlying this physical 
world. In this way we finally get to understand that the phenomenal world is not a 
mirage — saṃsāra (輪廻), but a part of that essential world. It is like seeing the non-dual 
reality within the perspective of duality: this world of duality that we're caught in, 
manifests as this time loop where nirvāṇa (涅槃) is just the eternal now. You know you 
have reached an initial insight —Kenshō (⾒性), when you start to act spontaneously, 
effortlessly, and appropriately to whatever situation. 

 Kōans themselves arise from this essential world; what Hindus would call “Brahman” or Taoists call “Dao,” or 179

what the Buddhists would call the void or the dharmakāya. They are from that essential world and that's what 
they're trying to evoke in the practitioner.
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Here you have a few kōans for your consideration: 

- What is your original face before you were born? 
- When you can do nothing, what can you do? 
- What is the sound of one hand clapping? 
- When the many are reduced to one, to what is the one reduced? 
- What is the color of wind? 
- If you meet the Buddha on the road, kill him. 

Case Study # 12: Three Pounds of Flax 
- A monk asked Tozan Shusho when he was weighing some flax, “What is 

Buddha?” 

- Tozan replied: “This flax weighs three pounds.” 

Case Study # 13: Muddy Road 
Hara Tanzan —a Soto Buddhist monk, and Ekido were once traveling together 
down a muddy road. A heavy rain was still falling. 

Coming around a bend, they met a lovely girl in a silk kimono and sash, unable to 
cross the intersection. 

“Come on, girl” said Tanzan at once. Lifting her in his arms, he carried her over the 
mud. 

Ekido did not speak again until that night when they reached a lodging temple. 
Then he no longer could restrain himself. “We monks don’t go near females,” he 
told Tanzan, “especially not young and lovely ones. It is dangerous. Why did you 
do that?” 

“I left the girl there,” said Tanzan. “Are you still carrying her?” 
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Case Study # 14: A Cup of Tea 
Nan-in, a Japanese master during the Meiji era (1868-1912), received a university 
professor who came to inquire about Zen. 

Nan-in served tea. He poured his visitor’s cup full, and then kept on pouring. 

The professor watched the overflow until he no longer could restrain himself. “It is 
overfull. No more will go in!” 

“Like this cup,” Nan-in said, “you are full of your own opinions and speculations. 
How can I show you Zen unless you first empty your cup?” 




COMPASSION (KARUNA) 
Karuṇā is generally translated as compassion and self-
compassion. Compassion is the wish for others to be free 
from suffering and the causes of suffering. As we dig 
deeper into the nature of reality, we inexorably realise 
interdependence —that none of us live in isolation: as we 
learn to be compassionate and nonjudgmental towards 
ourselves, it is only natural to extend this gentle heart to 
others. In other words, just as we don’t want to suffer, 
neither do they, which naturally leads to the experience of 
universal karuṇā. 

Karuṇā is a very important aspect in all schools of 
Buddhism:  

- In Theravāda Buddhism, karuṇā is one of the four “divine 
abodes” (brahmavihāra) —a.k.a. the four “immea-
surables,” along with loving kindness (Pāli: mettā), 
sympathetic joy (mudita) and equanimity (upekkha).  

- In Mahāyāna Buddhism, karuṇā is one of the two qualities, along with enlightened 
wisdom (Sanskrit: prajña), to be cultivated on the bodhisattva path. 

In the Pāli commentaries, karuṇā is the desire to remove harm and suffering (ahita-dukkha-
apanaya-kāmatā) from others. There are two “enemies” of this virtue: 

- The “far enemy” of karuṇā is cruelty, a state of mind in obvious opposition.  

- The “near enemy” (quality which superficially resembles karuṇā but is in fact more 
subtly in opposition to it), is (sentimental) pity: here one wants to remove suffering just 
like you’d do with compassion, but for a partly selfish (attached) reason hence not a 
pure motivation. 

On the other hand, in the Mahāyāna tradition, karuṇā is embodied by the bodhisattva 
Avalokiteśvara (Sanskrit; Chinese: Guan Yin; Japanese: Kannon; Tibetan: Chenrezig). 
Moved by compassion, bodhisattvas take the vow to liberate all sentient beings. This 
enlightened awareness called “Great Compassion” has an inexhaustible capacity for 
serving the needs of the world. 
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LOVING-KINDNESS (METTĀ) 
Mettā means benevolence, loving-kindness, friendliness, amity, good will, and active 
interest in the well-being of others. Loving-kindness arises from the realisation that we do 
not exist independently from others, so our well-being cannot be attained independently of 
others either. Just as you seek happiness for yourself, so everyone else yearns for their 
own fulfilment.  

Loving-kindness and compassion are at the heart of Buddhist spiritual practice. Loving-
kindness is the wish for well-being, and compassion is the wish for freedom from suffering. 
Loving-kindness and compassion naturally give rise to and support each other. The 
realisation of wisdom is that all phenomena exist in dependence on other phenomena. 
Realising that existence is inextricably and fundamentally interdependent, naturally leads  
us to act responsibly in accordance with this fundamental truth. 

There are two “enemies” of this virtue: 

- The “distant” enemy of loving-kindness is malice —the desire to harm someone. 

- The “near” enemy of loving-kindness is attachment —affection can very easily slip over  
to attachment.  

Developing loving-kindness is essential to doing away with the self-clinging that binds us 
to suffering (dukkha) because mettā is the antidote to selfishness, anger, and fear —some 
of the worst and most pervasive mental afflictions that plague humankind. Mettā arises 
when there is empathy (feeling what others are experiencing and resonating with them): so 
investigate and recognise that the reified object you hate doesn’t even exist. 

CONSCIOUSNESS, AWARENESS, AND MINDFULNESS 
Here are some seemingly overlapping concepts that are worth reviewing:  

- Consciousness (Pāli: viññāṇa; Sanskrit: vijñāna) is translated as “life force,” “mind,” or 
“discernment,” thus relating more to our being in the sense of how we act and react to 
everything as a “conscious” being. Consequently, consciousness is what tells us how to 
react to pain, feelings, emotions, and our surroundings. While most Buddhist schools 
identify six modes of consciousness —one for each sense base,  some Buddhist 180

schools have identified additional, much subtler modes of consciousness which are 
beyond the scope of this work. 

- Awareness (Pāli: vinanna; Sanskrit: vijnana) is the wisdom that comprehends the nature 
of all (six sense) consciousnesses. It is what we can see or feel within and outside of our 
senses. Etymologically, awareness is a function of cognizance (knowledge), implying to 
notice or to observe.  

- Mindfulness (Pāli: anussati; Sanskrit: anusmṛti) is to know the mind and to be aware of its 
capacity. It means to pay attention in a very particular way to the mind and the body as 
well as the experience of daily life. It is a very similar concept to awareness, except for 
the fact that you first need to be aware of something before you may be able to build up 
your mindfulness. 

 Eye, ear, nose, tongue, body, and mind consciousness. 180
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TAOISM 
“Hold fast to the mountain, take root in a broken-up bluff, grow stronger after 
tribulations, and withstand the buffering wind from all directions.” ― Zhèng Xiè (鄭
燮) Taoist poet, artist and philosopher who is said to have painted eight hundred 
pictures of bamboo forests and saw in them a perfect model of how a wise person 
should behave. 

East Asia has been called the “Bamboo Civiliza-
tion,” not merely because of the ubiquitous use of 
bamboo in daily life, but also because its symbolic 
qualities have been described and celebrated for 
hundreds of years in Taoist philosophy. Unlike any 
tree trunk, the stems of bamboo are hollow, but its 
inner emptiness is a source of its vigor: it bends in 
storms, sometimes almost to the ground, but then 
springs back resiliently. 

Taoism (道教) first appeared during a remarkable 
time in Chinese history: The Warring States Period 
—a period of tribulation going from the 5th to the 3rd 
century BCE when multiple philosophers, such as 
Confucius, put forward ideas on how to govern 
people, armies, and states. Nevertheless, one 
philosopher stood on the sidelines and laughed at 
the idea that humans could ever know the correct 
way of doing things when their minds and 
perspectives are so small. This venerable sage was 
Laozi or Lao Tzu —the “Old Master.” His book, the 
“Tao Te Ching” (道德经;), along with Zhuangzi —
“Master Zhuang”'s book, the “Zhuangzi” (莊⼦), and 
others less known as the Neiyeh (內業) —“Inner 
cultivation,” taught that one can live one’s life wisely only if one learns how to live in accord 
with life’s unseen forces and subtle processes, not on the basis of society’s more prosaic 
concerns.  These forces include the ch'i, Tao, and shen (spirit). Later Taoists incorporated 181

concepts from the “I Ching,” like Tian (heaven).  182

This influential Taoist text, the Tao Te Ching, changed and developed over time possibly from 
a tradition of oral sayings, to become a loose collection of aphorisms on various topics 
seeking to give the reader wise advice on how to live and govern, including some 

 The Zhuangzi asserts that society and morality are relative cultural constructs, and that the sage is not bound 181

by such things, and lives, in a sense, beyond them. The Zhuangzi's vision for becoming a sage requires one to 
empty oneself of conventional social values and cultural ideas and to cultivate wú wéi. Some scholars see 
primitivist ideas in the Zhuangzi, advocating a return to simpler forms of life. From Wikipedia, the free 
encyclopedia.

 The Taoist Canon — Dàozàng (道藏) contains in about 1,500 texts. The “I Ching” or “Yi Jing,” usually 182

translated as “Book of Changes” or “Classic of Changes,” is an ancient Chinese divination text and among the 
oldest of the Chinese classics. From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.
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metaphysical speculations, too. Later on, around 142 CE, a prominent figure revolutionized 
Taoist philosophy: Zhang-Daoling, considered as important as Laozi, who allegedly received 
a revelation from “The Most Elevated Lord Lao” —the god version of Laozi, who revealed to 
him that the heavens were organised in a celestial bureaucracy, much in the same way as 
Earth has its own bureaucracy —all this in line with the Tao Te Ching’s assertion that the Earth 
is a reflection of the heavens. This was the origin of the “Way Of The Celestial Masters” —a 
religious-like structured organization that included a pantheon of gods, with priests, sacred 
texts and rituals. Though this movement was short-lived, it left an indelible set of ideas that 
would influence future Taoist groups in the centuries to come. 

Below I present you with a series of Taoist concepts that developed alongside contemporary 
Hindu and Buddhist philosophies, and with which they hold a strong correlation. 

TAO 
“There was something formless and perfect 
before the universe was born. 
It is serene. Empty. 
Solitary. Unchanging. 
Infinite. Eternally present. 
It is the mother of the universe. 
For lack of a better name, 
I call it the Tao. 
It flows through all things, 
inside and outside, and returns 
to the origin of all things.”        — Tao Te Ching, verse 25. 

The Tao (道) simply means “the Way.” The Tao is the flow, organic order, and force of the 
Universe, and its cosmic creative power. It is infinite, yet empty, yet complete. The Tao is 
the natural spontaneous way in which things arise and exist. It is the source of reality.  

The Tao cannot be fully understood: it cannot be described in words. Language is limited 
and based on our narrow human perspective. Language puts ideas into boxes, but you 
can’t put the Tao in a box, in the same way you can’t put a river in a bucket. 

The Tao was never created: it exists by itself and of itself. The Universe was born from the 
Tao, but the Tao has no interest in it: it doesn’t have a reason for creation, it simply creates 
and constantly transforms. Because the Tao is the root of all existence, the Universe takes 
care of itself perfectly well, of its own accord. The rhythm of Life —which rises from the 
Earth, spontaneously and effortlessly grows, matures, decays and eventually returns back 
to the Earth. Change is the only constant, and it is regular, recognisable, and fundamentally 
good. 

TRUSTING THE UNIVERSE 
We can only perceive the Tao when we empty our blockages, thus attaining a union 
between ourselves and the universe. This unity we seek is not an intellectual 
understanding, but rather a sense of unity that can only exist in a liberated mind, which 
is the authentic contribution one can make toward a unified humanity. 
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Our ultimate reality manifests through the law of interdependence, that which 
permeates the whole Universe. The Universe, in its awe-inspiring totality, produces 
consciousness, and consequently, consciousness evokes the Universe. Both are thus, 
inseparable and paradoxically the same. We perceive this when our minds, emptied of 
all our hypnosis, naturally replicate the vastness of the Universe. Yet, this is not to be 
misunderstood: while consciousness is exactly like space in emptiness and vastness, it 
is also like space in its content, thus equally being subject to change and potentialities. 
In this way, our minds —when liberated, are naturally flowing with the possibilities the 
Universe brings, and this comes with trust. When you trust the Universe, you become 
one with it. 

DESCRIBING THE INDESCRIBABLE 
Religion attempts to intellectualize God, philosophy attempts to intellectualize the 
Universe, psychology attempts to intellectualize the mind. God, Universe, and mind are 
all conceptual terms, yet they are referring to one same transcendental reality, that 
which is beyond time and space although it includes time and space. The problem in 
our world is that we get stuck to the intellectual meaning, stuck to the realm of 
language, names, and forms, all of which are limited to the field of duality. Fruitlessly, we 
attempt to measure the immeasurable, which makes the quest for self-realisation more 
difficult. Intellectually knowing about trust and oneness misses the essence of the 
experience, because they are both perceived as relative aspects of an absolute reality… 
our intellectual minds just can’t fathom the permeating vastness of the Tao, God, 
Brahma, or Emptiness. 

 

LǏ 
Any idea that the Universe cares about humans comes 
only from our own human-centeredness. But, in spite of 
the Tao’s mysterious quality, it has an order which can be 
recognized in Nature. This kind of order is called Lǐ (理) 
—a word which refers to the underlying reason and order 
of Nature as reflected in its organic forms. It may be 
translated as “rational principle,” “law” or “organic order.” 
Life is all about the natural order, an innate and organic 
pattern that emerges without external control or direction 
—like the markings in jade, the grain in wood, the 
random yet perfect patterns of flowing water, the shapes 
of trees, clouds, and snowflakes. It is by observing lǐ, that 
we can see the workings of the Tao. 

GOD WITHIN 
Contrary to the dogma of most organized religions where the unity of life is described 
from the dualistic perspective of God vs. humans, their ultimate goal has always been to 
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reveal the God within ourselves.  Sages and saints of antiquity explained that when 183

you find God within you, you get to understand how oneness is the only reality. Similarly 
in China, Neo-Confucian philosophers like Wang Yangming (1472-1529) denied the 
rationalist dualism of the orthodox Confucian philosophy and thus held that lǐ was to be 
found not in the world but within oneself, hence asserting that by finding nature’s 
organic order within us we are naturally aligning ourselves with the indescribable Tao —
the equivalent of God’s omnipresence. 

TE 
Te (德) is a concept in Taoism usually translated as “inherent character,” “inner power,” or 
“integrity.” It is considered to be the active expression of Tao in the sense that Te results 
from an individual living and cultivating the Tao. In an etymological sense, the meaning of 
the compound word “Tao Te [Ching]” refers to “morality, ethical principles, ethics, moral 
philosophy,” thus defining the two common themes Te implies: its connection with the Tao 
(“integrity,” “inner power”) and its usefulness in managing people (statesmanship). Some 
modern scholars translate it as “the inner and outer power bestowed on each being by 
Tao, or all the qualities for action inherent in the nature of each being, which gives each 
being a way to maintain itself, to grow and flourish. ” Others describe it just as 184

“characteristics” or “features” that are in relation with the Tao. 

WÚ WÉI 
The aim of Taoism is to help people feel the Tao, to recognise it in Nature, and to be able 
to move in harmony with it. One way to do this is through the art of effortless living —Wú 
Wéi (無為). In its core, wú wéi means “not doing,” or “not acting,” but it is not to be 
confused with a pleasant invitation to relax, fall into laziness or apathy. According to the 
Tao Te Ching, “the Way never acts, yet nothing is left undone.” This paradox of “effortless 
action” rather means that, in the midst of any frenetic task, we must be at peace in order to 
carry it out with maximum skill and efficiency. In a more detailed way —though rather 
confusingly, Laozi talks about “wéi wú wéi,” in explicit reference to “doing the non-doing,” 
which means that doing nothing requires the doer to intentionally do something. 

Another interpretation is that “wéi” means to act based on social or personal expectations 
—to do things because you think that’s what you're supposed to do. In this regard, since 
the Universe is always changing, if you try to navigate it with an unchanging and rigid 
mindset, you're going to have a hard time dealing with the world. Wú wéi is acting but 
acting without intent, so rather than “not doing,” it specifically means “not forcing.”  

Wú wéi is closely linked to the Taoist reverence for the natural world, for it means striving 
to make our behavior as spontaneous and inevitable as certain natural processes —often 
illustrated with the analogy of swimming with, rather than against, currents. Or, we must be 

 Philosophia perennis (perennial philosophy) also referred to as Perennialism and Perennial Wisdom, is a 183

perspective in philosophy and spirituality that views all of the world's religious traditions as sharing a single, 
metaphysical truth or origin from which all esoteric and exoteric knowledge and doctrine has grown. It has its 
roots in the Renaissance interest in neo-Platonism and its idea of the One, from which all existence emanates. 
From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.

 Julian F. Pas. Historical Dictionary of Taoism, Lanham, Md. : Scarecrow Press, 1997. 0810833697.184
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like the bamboo that bends in the wind, or the plant that adjusts itself to the shape of a 
tree. 

The Tao Te Ching also provides advice for rulers, such as never standing out, keeping 
weapons but not using them, keeping the people simple and ignorant and working in 
subtle unseen ways instead of forceful ones. These kinds of guidelines have generally 
been seen as promoting minimal government, or put in a nutshell, asserting that the best 
way to rule is to not rule, like wú wéi: to let the world live according to its natural pattern, 
which naturally should bring about harmony and peace. 

YIN AND YANG 
The order and pattern Taoists see in the world is 
called yīnyáng (陰陽). It literally means “dark-bright,” 
“negative-positive.” It is a dualist concept that 
describes how seemingly opposite or contrary forces 
may actually be complementary, interconnected, and 
interdependent in the natural world, and how they 
may give rise to each other as they interrelate to one 
another.  

The ubiquitous presence of the Yin (receptive 
principle / black side) and Yang (active principle / 
white side) is manifest in all forms of change and 
transition such as the annual cycle (winter and 
summer), the landscape (north-facing shade and 
south-facing brightness), sexual coupling (female and 
male), the elements of sociopolitical history (disorder and order), etc. It is also present in 
the way things grow from the Earth, mature, age, die, and return back to the Earth, all of 
which describe a recognizable transitional pattern: there can be no growth without decline, 
no joy without sadness, and no life without death. 

Yin and yang can be thought of as sets of complementary —rather than opposing, forces 
that interact to form a dynamic system in which the whole is greater than the assembled 
parts —“dualistic monism.” In Taoist metaphysics, distinctions between good and bad, 
along with other dichotomous moral judgments, are perceptual —not real, thus describing 
the duality of yin and yang as an indivisible whole. 

CH’I 
Ch’i —or qì (氣) is believed to be a vital force that is part of any living entity. Ch’i translates 
as “air” and figuratively means “material energy,” “life force,” or “energy flow.” It is the 
energy that makes up and connects the whole universe, including solids, liquids, gases, 
thoughts, or willpower.  

Ch’i flows through your body. When the ch’i is flowing, you are alive; when the ch’i stops 
moving, you die. Everyone gets a certain amount of ch’i at birth and uses it throughout life. 
By cultivating ch’i —through breathing exercises, diet, and meditation (a practice 
generically known as qigong), you can live longer and better connected with the Tao.  
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Ch’i is the central underlying principle in Chinese traditional medicine and in Chinese 
martial arts. In traditional Chinese medicine, symptoms of various illnesses are believed to 
be either the product of disrupted, blocked, and unbalanced ch’i movement through 
meridians, or deficiencies and imbalances of ch’i in the Zang Fu organs.  Traditional 185

Chinese medicine often seeks to relieve these imbalances by adjusting the circulation of 
ch’i using a variety of techniques including herbology, food therapy, physical training 
regimens (qigong, t'ai chi ch'uan, and other martial arts training). 

On the other hand, the traditional Chinese art of geomancy  —the placement and 186

arrangement of space called “feng shui,” is based on calculating the balance of ch’i, 
interactions between the five elements, yin and yang, and other factors. The retention or 
dissipation of ch’i is believed to affect the health, wealth, energy level, luck, and many 
other aspects of the occupants of a given dwelling. 

 

TAI CHI 
Tai Chi —or Tàijí (太極), short for T'ai chi ch'üan or 
Tàijí quán (太極拳), is an internal Chinese martial 
art practiced for defense training, health benefits, 
and meditation. Translated as “the Boxing of the 
Great Ultimate,” tai chi is an “inner” type of boxing, 
one that focuses on the internal circulation of ch’i 
rather than the use of brute strength. The 
philosophy of tai chi does not lie in resisting an 
incoming force, but rather to meet it with softness 
until the incoming force exhausts itself or can be 
safely redirected. 

While tai chi is widely recognized for its slow 
move-ments —the one you see elderly people 
practicing in parks, many styles (including the 
three most popular: Yang, Wu and Chen) have 
secondary forms with a faster pace. This non-
combat slow motion form stimulates blood 
circulation, relaxation, and helps ch’i flow more 
freely through the body. Besides the general 
health benefits and stress management attributed 
to tai chi training, it is purported that focusing the mind 
solely on the movements of the form helps to bring about a state of mental calm and 
clarity. 

 The zàng-fǔ organs constitute the centre piece of traditional Chinese medicine’s general concept of how the 185

human body works. The term zàng (脏) refers to the organs considered to be yin in nature – Heart, Liver, 
Spleen, Lung, Kidney – while fǔ (腑) refers to the yang organs – Small Intestine, Large Intestine, Gall Bladder, 
Urinary Bladder, Stomach and Sānjiaō. From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.

 Geomancy is a method of divination that interprets markings on the ground or the patterns formed by tossed 186

handfuls of soil, rocks, or sand. From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.
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ANCIENT WISDOM FOR MODERN TIMES  187

Contrary to the expectations of most uninitiated spiritual seekers who believe ancient 
teachings will improve their life and help them accomplish wonderful feats, Taoist philosophy 
may actually lead them to completely unexpected territory. For example, rather than 
becoming stronger, tougher or capable of dominating others, you are more likely to develop 
enhanced clarity in regard to your personal ideals and wishes, and perhaps become more 
efficient when it comes to attaining the goals that really make you happy. By and large, as 
you learn to make peace with your inner self, you will become “softer” in relation to 
vicissitudes in life… and that’s where real happiness is. 

Here you have a list of atemporal teachings extracted from Taoist literature: 

- Don’t stand on your tiptoes 

In our day and age, we often overstretch ourselves, exaggerating our achievements and 
abilities, or lying, in order to achieve our goals. This unnecessary behavior puts ourselves 
in an extremely vulnerable and stressful position. This doesn’t mean relinquishing our 
ambitions and goals; but rather doing it in a manner that’s sustainable and within our true 
capacities. 

“He who stands on tiptoe doesn't stand firm. 
He who rushes ahead doesn't go far. 
He who tries to shine dims his own light. 
He who defines himself can't know who he really is. 
He who has power over others can't empower himself. 
He who clings to his work will create nothing that endures. 
If you want to accord with the Tao, just do your job, then let go”. 

 ― Lao Tzu 

- Look within and you’ll find everything you need 

We live in a culture that’s geared toward succeeding, “crushing it,” making more money, or 
becoming the best of the best. From a Taoist perspective, these are all actions based on 
outward and external movement. As discussed before, the yīnyáng perceives Nature in 
sets of opposite, complementary, and interdependent dualities, which balance together 
dynamically. In this regard, just like in Nature, human life is all about balance, too. We need 
to slow down, reflect, and just enjoy “being” without goals or agenda. Practices like 
meditation, qigong, and mindfulness can help us slow down, and create a reservoir of 
energy and balance to draw from whenever the situation requires it. 

“Knowing others is intelligence; 
Knowing yourself is true wisdom. 
Mastering others is strength;  
Mastering yourself is true power”. 

 ― Lao Tzu 

- Let softness overcome the hard 

 Philosophies for Life. 10 Life Lessons From The Taoist Master Lao Tzu (Taoism). YouTube. August 11, 2019187
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When we look at how water has carved out mountains and rocks we could say that 
repeating the same acts of softness over and over again eventually overcomes the hard. If 
we put emphasis on small tasks and efforts, with diligence, patience, and discipline, these 
actions eventually add up into one big undertaking. Another factor of success is the 
willingness to let go so the Universe can manifest itself, and the flexibility we can 
demonstrate in order to adapt to new situations. 

“Water is fluid, soft, and yielding. But water will wear away rock, which is 
rigid and cannot yield. As a rule, whatever is fluid, soft, and yielding will 
overcome whatever is rigid and hard. This is another paradox: what is soft 
is strong.” ― Lao Tzu 

- Don’t strive but flow along 

In Taoism, striving for external things is the same as striving for an illusion. Wealth doesn’t 
buy happiness and it certainly doesn’t buy inner peace. On the contrary: being too 
encumbered with possessions can evoke anxiety. A healthier way to live would be to stop 
striving and to let go. When we flow along with the current of life we’ll find out that many 
things will come to us, and that it doesn’t take much (in a materialistic sense) to be 
satisfied. 

…Mr. Know-the-Mean replied, “Tranquil ease is happiness; a superfluity is 
injurious: so it is with all things, and especially it is so, where the superfluity 
is of wealth. The ears of the rich are provided with the music of bells, 
drums, flageolets and flutes; and their mouths are stuffed with the flesh of 
fed beasts and with wine of the richest flavor; so are their desires satisfied, 
till they forget their proper business: theirs may be pronounced a condition 
of disorder. Sunk deeply in their self-sufficiency, they resemble individuals 
ascending a height with a heavy burden on their backs: their condition 
may be pronounced one of bitter suffering”… —Zhuangzi, The Robber Zhi 

- By letting go you become free 

The path to freedom is about examining our attachments —those things or thoughts that 
we cling to and, by doing so, we end up causing pain for ourselves and others. Because of 
our conditioning to cling to everything desirable, the only way out is by practicing and 
rehearsing the act of letting go —the conscious decision to rid our minds of worthless 
anxieties, toxic thoughts, debilitating anger and resentment, and unnecessary fears or 
worries about the future. This fear of uncertainty can surely steal our life force if we allow it 
to overtake us. 

“By letting it go it all gets done. The world is won by those who let it go. 
But when you try and try. The world is beyond winning.” ― Lao Tzu 

- Let go of your labels if you truly want to know yourself 

Labels are tags that you attach to yourself to describe the person you think you are. We 
put ourselves in boxes in an attempt to define who we are. We do it to others, and we do it 
to ourselves. Don’t believe everything your mind says. 

“He who defines himself can't know who he really is. 
He who has power over others can't empower himself.” 

― Lao Tzu 
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- Kindness and compassion for others will always win in the end 

The Tao Te Ching says that the Sage puts others before himself, and by doing so, he puts 
himself first. When we do this, we show compassion for others, and with it we get a deep 
insight into the nature of suffering, and our own nature. The practice of compassion helps  
to strengthen our relationships with others by deepening our connection to the world at 
large. Rather than being a sign of weakness, in fact it is a sign of strength. 

“Kindness in words creates confidence. Kindness in thinking creates 
profoundness. Kindness in giving creates love.” ― Lao Tzu 

- Be yourself without caring what others think 

Nothing can be more time and energy consuming than being overly concerned about what 
other people think of us. When you are in line with the Tao, you will do your job, and then 
stop… no room for approval seeking or people pleasing. 

“Care about what other people think and you will always be their prisoner.” 
― Lao Tzu 

- Wisdom and strength come from remaining humble 

One should always be impeccably humble because it’s humility that guarantees great 
victories over oneself. You should agree with the Tao completely. If you do this only 
partially, this will result in a dangerous breakdown, because only complete humility is the 
cure for the disease called pride. Sadness and anger are companions of pride, whereas 
calm and joy are companions of impeccable humility. 

“The wise man is one who, knows, what he does not know.” ― Lao Tzu 

- Change is inevitable so embrace it, even if it’s uncomfortable 

We resist and often resent changes, but change itself is key to life: despite change being 
seemingly painful, it's forever necessary if we are to evolve, overcome or progress. What 
seemed negative or painful in the beginning may turn into something new: a new 
beginning, a new way, a new direction, a new opportunity, a new life, or even a new you. 
Change often paves the way for something better —and if not better, at least different. 

“New beginnings are often disguised as painful endings.” ― Lao Tzu 

- Always go with the flow 

Wú wéi is a fundamental Taoist principle which roughly translates to “action without intent.” 
It asserts that rather than fighting adverse conditions in our lives, we should allow things to 
take their natural course and trust that everything eventually will be back to normal. In the 
eyes of the Tao, there are often times for action, but if no action is required based on the 
laws of Nature, then doing anything may be overdoing it. When we go with the flow we 
effortlessly and spontaneously accept the natural order of things. 

“When nothing is done, nothing is left undone.” ― Lao Tzu 
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Case Study # 15: Star Wars 
For those initiated in the fundamentals of Taoism it is 
very easy to find parallels with George Lucas's multi-
billion-dollar Star Wars franchise. In addition to 
Joseph Campbell’s quintessential description of the 
hero’s journey, Taoist root elements played an 
important role in the development of the plot. Since 
its inception, Lucas understood the potential depth 
he could add to it by drawing connections to Taoism 
and spirituality in general, and so he skillfully did. 

Having said this, below I present the most important 
similarities any Star Wars fan will easily recognize in 
the film, all of which are connected to Taoist 
philosophy: 

- The Force & the Tao (道) 

One of the most important parts of the Star Wars mythos is the Force. As Obi 
Wan explained back in 1977’s Episode IV, A New Hope: “The Force is what gives 
a Jedi his power. It's an energy field created by all living things. It surrounds us 
and penetrates us; it binds the galaxy together.” In spite of the much-hated 
introduction in the prequels of the midi-chlorians —microscopic organisms that 
basically determine through genetics an individual’s ability to use the Force, 
which turned something spiritual into something scientific, the Force still retains 
that feel of mysticism that fans fell in love with. 

In essence, just like the Force, the Tao is what binds all things in the Universe 
together. The Tao can be understood in three ways: it is the nature of the 
Universe, it is also your true essence, and also, the way to lead your life. In 
combination with Campbell’s “Follow your Bliss” ethos, Lucas beautifully adds 
depth, character, and purpose to the plot. 

- Yin and Yang (陰陽) 

In the same way the Star Wars’ Jedi-vs-Sith duality portrays the opposites and 
complementary duality of good vs. evil, Taoism uses the yīnyáng concept to 
describe it. Just like in Taoist philosophy where none of these aspects is 
absolute —nothing is completely yin nor completely yang but rather constantly 
transitioning from one to the other, similarly in the film saga we can see how the 
light and dark sides of the Force often fade into one another. 

- Ch’i (氣) 

In the cosmology pertaining to Yin and Yang, the material energy which this 
Universe has created itself out of, is also referred to as ch’i. Ch’i is found in all 
things, but particularly in living creatures. According to legend, the commanders 
of ch’i —practitioners of qigong, can achieve spiritual enlightenment and 
longevity, as well as a closer connection to the natural world. This can go as far 
as to believe that ch’i enables those who can command it to move objects 
similar to a Jedi’s telekinesis. 
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- Te (德) 

Te is the inherent character that leads you to acting in a way consistent with the 
Tao. It's not just acting naturally (like an animal) but rather acting with a 
conscious awareness of the way the Tao works. Te is the active expression of 
the Tao through each individual living being. This is reminiscent of how a Jedi 
should regard the Force as something that is everywhere and ever flowing, and 
that by living by the Code of the Jedi, one can live in accordance with the 
nature of the Force. 

- Wú Wéi (無為) 

Wú wéi is commonly mistranslated as “non action” but it has more to do with the 
efficiency of action. It’s the idea that sometimes the best course of action is no 
action —the path of least resistance; to let things play out and see where it 
takes you without any contentious egotistical exertion, and thus, remain in 
harmony with the Tao. Matsuo Bashō (松尾 芭蕉) once said: “Sitting quietly, 
doing nothing, Spring comes, and the grass grows, by itself.” Similarly, Jedi 
Knights are taught to pursue action from a calm awareness of their surroundings 
with a strength that “flows from the Force” —a strength that similarly flows 
effortlessly and spontaneously from the Tao. 

COMPARISON BETWEEN EASTERN FAITHS  188

Below you can find different important aspects —especially on the dogmatic side, among the 
three most important Eastern traditions. Disclaimer: Precision and thoroughness are 
particularly difficult to attain due to the inherent complexity of each one of the philosophies 
discussed here, and the number of sects that stem from them. 

Hinduism Buddhism Taoism

Time of 
Origin

Circa 3000 B.C.E 2,500 years ago, circa 
563 B.C.E. (Before 
Common Era)

Approx. 550 B.C.E 
(Before Common Era)

Principle To follow dharma, i.e. 
eternal laws

This life is suffering, 
and the only way to 
escape from this 
suffering is to dispel 
one's cravings and 
ignorance by realizing 
the Four Noble Truths 
and practicing the 
Eightfold Path.

The Tao is the only 
principle. The rest are its 
manifestations.
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General 
Belief

Diverse beliefs 
depending on sects. 
In general, salvation is 
attained via good 
deeds and 
righteousness 
(following the 
“dharma” and 
avoiding sin).

Belief in the Buddha's 
doctrine until one 
experientally sees the 
Dependent Origination, 
which opens the door 
to Nirvāṇa.

Belief in one's own 
potential to reach the 
immortal state and 
become one with the 
Way, a.k.a the Tao.

Goal of 
Philosophy

Salvation, freedom 
from the cycle of birth 
and reincarnation.

To eliminate mental 
suffering.

To gain balance in life.

Goal of 
Religion

To break the cycle of 
birth, death and 
reincarnation, and 
attain salvation.

To attain enlightenment 
and be released from 
the cycle of rebirth and 
death, thus attaining 
Nirvāṇa.

To be one with the Tao.

Practices Meditation, yoga, 
contemplation, yagna 
(communal worship), 
offerings in the 
temple.

Meditation, the 
Eightfold Path: right 
view, right aspiration, 
right speech, right 
action, right livelihood, 
right effort, right 
mindfulness, right 
concentration.

Philosophical maturity, 
virtuous conduct, 
internal alchemy, and 
some sexual practices.

Life after 
Death

A constant cycle of 
reincarnation until 
enlightenment is 
reached.

Rebirth is one of the 
central beliefs of 
Buddhism. We are in an 
endless cycle of birth, 
death and re-birth, 
which can only be 
broken by attaining 
nirvāṇa. Attaining 
nirvāṇa is the only way 
to escape suffering 
permanently.

If immortality isn't 
attained during life, the 
Tao will continue to 
evolve and manifest in 
different forms, in 
accordance with the 
entity's general conduct 
during a state of 
existence. This applies 
to all sentient and 
insentient beings.

Belief in God Many gods, but it is 
realised that they all 
come from one 
source, Brahman.

Buddhists do not 
believe in a Creator 
God, though there are 
several deities.

Tao literally means the 
Way, which indicates the 
movement of a dynamic 
existence that is 
composed of opposing 
forces. Taoists do not 
believe in a personal 
God.

Hinduism Buddhism Taoism
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Human 
Nature

Depends on sects. All sentient beings are 
ignorant of their true 
nature. This is 
overcome when 
reached 
Enlightenment.

If humans are in tune 
with the Tao, their 
sufferings will cease. 
Taoism teaches that 
humans are capable of 
experiencing 
immortality.

View of the 
Buddha

Some Hindu sects 
claim Buddha was an 
avatar of Vishnu. 
Others believe He 
was a holy man.

The highest teacher 
and the founder of 
Buddhism, the all-
transcending sage.

Some Taoists argue that 
the Buddha was a 
student of Lao Tzu, 
although there is no 
concrete evidence for it. 
Most Taoists respect 
and follow the Buddha's 
teachings.

View of other 
Dharmic 
religions

They believe that 
Buddhists, Jains, & 
Sikhs should reunite 
with Hinduism (which 
is considered to be 
the original Dharmic 
religion).

To Buddhists, the word 
Dharma means 
doctrine, law, way, 
teaching, or discipline. 
Other “dharmas” are 
rejected.

Taoism has many 
similarities with 
Buddhism. Taoists are 
neutral against other 
Dharmic religions.

Means of 
Salvation

Reaching 
enlightenment by the 
Path of Knowledge, 
the Path of Devotion, 
or the Path of Good 
Deeds.

Reaching 
Enlightenment or 
Nirvāṇa by following 
the Noble Eightfold 
Path.

Following the Tao.

Confessing 
Sins

Repentance for 
unintentional sins is 
prescribed, but 
intentional sins have 
to be repaid through 
karmic consequences.

Sin is not a Buddhist 
concept.

Sin is not a Taoist 
concept.

Views on 
other 

Religions

Some scriptures say 
the path they describe 
is the only path to God 
and salvation. Other 
scriptures are more 
philosophical than 
religious. Beliefs vary. 
Some believe that all 
spiritual paths lead to 
the same God.

Being a practical 
philosophy, Buddhism 
is neutral towards other 
religions.

Taoism teaches that all 
religions are as anything 
else: manifestations of 
the impersonal Tao.

Hinduism Buddhism Taoism
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COMPARISON BETWEEN BUDDHISM AND CHRISTIANITY 
As previously discussed, there are different ways to perceive every phenomenon —every 
observable fact or event, in this Universe. There is a conventional (provisional) way which 
focuses on the superficial aspects of things presented to us, all subject to intellectual and 
sensory discrimination, which allows us to efficiently —though simplistically, navigate and 
make sense of the world around us. But there is also an ultimate way of perception which 
focuses on the ultimate nature of all things. This approach focuses on what really connects 
us, our philosophies, our traditions, our core values, our humanity, and our place in the 
cosmos, hence making this the most beneficial way to look at the world and its inhabitants. 
We will be covering both ways in this work. 

For ease of comparison, we will be focusing on Christianity as the most prominent 
Abrahamic faith today, and, on the other hand, Buddhism, as a rising philosophy that is 
increasingly gaining interest in the West. Needless to say, this is not meant to be an 
exhaustive nor detailed comparison due to innumerable factors (e.g.: different sects and 
schools of thought, variations throughout history, subtle translation and interpretation of 
literature, etc.) however, I will be touching on the most generic aspects in order to position 
both along the ample range of philosophical and cognitive spectrum of thought. We will see 
that, although from an ontological point of view Christianity and Buddhism are undeniably 
different, in practice, they are also phenomenologically similar, which, at the end of the day, 
is what ultimately constitutes our first-person experience of reality, which has direct 
implications for our daily human experience. 

In a succinct way, here’s a brief comparison among both traditions:  189

Compatibility 
with Science

As Hinduism is a deity 
centric religion, its 
core principles are of 
no consequence to 
science.

Aside from the 
concepts of karma and 
rebirth, Buddhism is 
said to be compatible 
with many scientific 
findings. Most Buddhist 
practices can also be 
labeled as cognitive 
science.

Taoism is said to be 
compatible with science, 
although it has its own 
ontological 
understanding of 
existence.

Hinduism Buddhism Taoism

Buddhism Christianity

Belief of God The idea of an omniscient, 
omnipotent, omnipresent creator is 
rejected by Buddhists. The Buddha 
himself refuted the theistic 
argument that the Universe was 
created by a self-conscious, 
personal God.

One God: Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit. The Trinity.

 diffen.com189
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Life after death There is no such thing as an eternal 
soul in Buddhism. Our karmic 
imprints are the ones that 
transmigrate in an endless cycle of 
birth, death and re-birth, which can 
only be broken by attaining 
Nirvana. Attaining Nirvana is the 
only way to escape suffering 
permanently. What goes from one 
life to the next is the “mere I” which 
is the person (a person that does 
not exist from its own side) that 
engages in destructive and 
constructive actions, experiencing 
suffering as a result of them.

After death, our eternal soul is 
expected to dwell for all Eternity in 
Heaven or Hell, and in some cases, 
in a temporal Purgatory.

Human Nature All sentient beings are ignorant of 
their true nature. This is overcome 
when reached Enlightenment. In 
Buddhist texts, it is seen that when 
Gautama —the Buddha, after his 
awakening, was asked whether he 
was a normal human being, he 
replied, “No.”

Man has inherited “original sin” 
from Adam. Mankind then is 
inherently evil and is in need of 
forgiveness of sin. By knowing right 
and wrong, Christians choose their 
actions. Humans are thus, a fallen, 
broken race in need of salvation 
and repair by God.

Means of 
salvation

Reaching Enlightenment or 
Nirvana, by following the Noble 
Eightfold Path.

Through Christ's Passion, Death, 
and Resurrection.

Goal of 
religion

To attain Enlightenment and be 
released from the cycle of rebirth 
and death, thus attaining Nirvana.

To love God and obey his 
commandments, while creating a 
relationship with Jesus Christ, and 
spreading the Gospel so that others 
may also be saved.

Goal of 
Philosophy

To eliminate physical and mental 
suffering.

Attainment of “Objective reality.” 
Worship of God who created Life, 
the Universe, and is eternal. 
Christianity has its own philosophy, 
based in the Bible. That philosophy 
is Salvation from sin, through the 
Passion of Jesus Christ.

Buddhism Christianity
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Incontestably, the main difference among these two traditions is Christianity’s theistic belief 
in a Creator God which Buddhism rejects. However, from an ultimate point of view, this 
ontological difference vanishes when the greater meanings of their respective teachings are 
compared. Here’s a list of the most relevant similarities found between both:  190

- Many ethical behaviors are the same. For example: principles of honesty, non-violence, or 
abstinence from any evil-inviting behaviors such as greed or jealousy. 

- Similarly, many moral basic values among both traditions are similar. For example: 
condemning murder, sexual misconduct, stealing, or speaking falsely; or, on the other 
hand, the avoidance of evil, and requiring commitment from the follower to reach divinity. 

- When practitioners of these systems follow the path of morality, each religion deems that 
person to be closer to some kind of divine state. These end goals encourage their 
respective followers to want to incorporate and embody these ideals and to become 
“good” and “right” by their beliefs’ definitions. 

- Concepts of “good” and “bad” extend beyond Earthly realms. Within the context of each 
one of these religions, beings can either transcend to an “eviler” place, such as Hell in the 
Christian religion or “the hells” after reincarnation in Buddhism; or to a more “holy” 
dimension, such as Heaven or “the realm of the gods.” The determination, in both 
systems, of where a being will go to is based on that being’s moral performance during his 
or her lifetime. 

- Liturgic elements like bells, rosaries, images and holy water; or its clergy, with head-
shaven monks, popes, bishops, and abbots; and their rituals, processions and feast days, 
are all similar customs in both traditions. 

Confessing 
sins

Confessing sins —as practiced by 
Christians, is not found in Buddhist 
traditions. However it depends on 
the translation and definition of 
“sin.” In Buddhism there is a 
practice of laying bare or 
confessing the negativities done 
with body, speech, and mind in 
front of the buddhas and 
bodhisattvas in prayers or during 
prostrations, but to no intermediary 
man.

Protestants confess straight to God, 
Catholic confess mortal sins to a 
Priest, and venial sins straight to 
God (Orthodox have similar 
practice). Anglicans confess to 
Priests, though considered optional. 
God always forgives sins in Jesus.

Place and 
Time of origin

The origin of Buddhism points to 
one man, Siddhartha Gautama, the 
historical Buddha, who was born in 
Lumbini (in present-day Nepal) 
2,500 years ago. He became 
enlightened at Bodhgaya, India and 
delivered his first set of teachings 
at a deer park in Sarnath, India.

Jerusalem, approx. 33 AD.

Buddhism Christianity
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- While their objectives may be different, there are prayers in both traditions. Similarly, 
Christianity has its saints, who exemplify faith. Mahayana Buddhism has saint-like figures —
Bodhisattvas, whose exam-ple selflessly illuminates the way, the dharma.  191

- The spirit of compassion —bodhicitta in Sanskrit, is as central to Buddhism, as that of Love 
is to Christianity. While compassion is the wish for others to be free from suffering and the 
causes of suffering, Love is the capacity to take care, to protect, and to nourish, thus 
becoming a kind and compassionate attitude towards yourself and others. This is the most 
prominent similarity among these two traditions, which clearly demonstrates their common 
roots, similar worldview, and relentless altruistic efforts toward humanity’s well-being and 
salvation (liberation). This selfless attitude is in perfect alignment with our ultimate true 
“non-self” (empty) nature, and with the ultimate purpose of human life in this planet, which 
is to be an active participant in the workings of the Universe, by becoming an embodiment 
of compassion, which enhances, enriches, and nurtures Life in all its wonderful and varied 
manifestations. 

Looking at the nature of these two, cognitively distant, though morally close, religious 
traditions, general truths can be extracted from them, as well as a universal “objective” moral 
system that lights the way for millions of devotees and practitioners around the world. In 
spite of any philosophical divergence, I personally believe that in the heart of the vast 
majority of people, the things that unite us greatly outweigh the things that separate us. This 
approach should be at the core of our attitude when the final goal is to build bridges among 
peoples, always aiming to bring the most benefit with our altruistic effort, imbued in 
tolerance, respect, and kindness. 

 Jenny Stewart. Christianity and Buddhism: more similarities than differences. La Croix - International. October 191
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Case Study # 16: Christian Buddha — A Zen 
Story 
One of master Gasan's monks visited the university in Tokyo. When he returned, 
he asked the master if he had ever read the Christian Bible.  

“No,” Gasan replied, “Please read some of it to me.”  

The monk opened the Bible to the Sermon on the Mount in St. Matthew, and 
began reading. After reading Christ's words about the lilies in the field, he paused.  

Master Gasan was silent for a long time. “Yes,” he finally said, “Whoever uttered 
these words is an enlightened being. What you have read to me is the essence of 
everything I have been trying to teach you here.”  

HOW CAN ANCIENT CULTURES ENRICH OUR LIVES 
Modern societies agree on regarding humankind as a species driven by culture. If culture is 
the accumulative set of knowledge collected since ancient times, and passed down from 
generation to generation —including language, customs, and spirituality, we can see that 
Eastern spirituality has done a remarkable job in surviving the innumerable challenges it has 
encountered since the dawn of Hinduism —the oldest of all religions, some five thousand 
years ago. 

Although culture —considered as a “living organism” that evolves with time, has undergone 
constant change, it is important to make an effort to preserve for future generations healthy 
culture that has stood the test of time, in an attempt to promote harmony and overall well-
being for all. Nevertheless, in this day and age, in many parts of the world ancient traditions 
are languishing due to the expansion of modern philosophies like capitalism, consumerism, 
mainstream quasi religions, social media, etc., that are not interested in human flourishing 
but have their own hidden agendas. It is our responsibility to grow wary about these trends, 
and to preserve as much as we can for the benefit of everyone and everything in this planet. 

This is the reason why what we do today, matters. Our mindful consumption of resources 
matter. Our compassion towards ourselves and others matter. If we truly teach by example, 
our actions matter, and will be a determinant factor for the survival of future generations. 

GROSS NATIONAL HAPPINESS 
The Kingdom of Bhutan  is a small country in the Eastern Himalayas led by a 192

constitutional monarchy with Mahayana Buddhism as the state religion. Besides its natural 
beauty, diverse wildlife, and ancient traditions, Bhutan is a unique country in regard to its 
Gross National Happiness (GNH) philosophy. 

The term “Gross National Happiness” was first coined by the 4th King of Bhutan, King 
Jigme Singye Wangchuck, in 1972 when he declared, “Gross National Happiness is more 
important than Gross Domestic Product.” The concept implies that sustainable 

 Bhutan has a population of over 754,000 and a territory of 38,394 km2 (14,824 sq mi) which ranks 133rd in 192

terms of land area. — "World Population Prospects - Population Division - United Nations". population.un.org. 
Retrieved 2 January 2021.
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development should take a holistic approach 
towards notions of progress and give equal 
importance to non-economic aspects of well-
being. In creating the Gross National Happiness 
Index, Bhutan sought to create a measurement 
tool that would be useful for policymaking and 
create policy incentives for the government, 
NGOs and businesses of Bhutan to increase 
GNH.  193

The GNH Index includes both traditional areas 
of socio-economic concern such as living 
standards, health and education and less 
traditional aspects of culture and psychological 
well-being. It is a holistic reflection of the 
general well-being of the Bhutanese people 
rather than a subjective psychological ranking 
of “happiness” alone. In spite of criticism raised 
against alleged ethnic cleansing and human 
rights abuses, the GNH initiative has been 
widely praised as a holistic approach to 
development that promotes sustainable 
happiness and well-being in its population. 

The last survey conducted on 2015 shows that, on the scale of zero to one measurement, 
the happiness of the Bhutanese people has increased from 0.743 in 2010 to 0.756 in 2015. 
That is, 1.8% overall increase.  Within this range, the Bhutanese government has noticed 194

that: 

- 91.2% of people reported experiencing happiness, and 
- 43.4% of people said that they are deeply happy. 

But, the survey also generated some significant general findings and these include: people 
are healthier, men are happier than women, and though government services need to be 
improved, living standards have improved.  

Not surprisingly, many scholars agree that “the values underlying the individual pillars of 
GNH are defined as distinctly Buddhist,” and that “GNH constructs Buddhism as the core 
of the cultural values of the country [of Bhutan]. They provide the foundation upon which 
the GNH rests.”  This is a clear example that shows how ancient traditions and their core 195

values can be applied to modern development standards, bringing benefit to both, its 
people and Nature. 

NEW AGE MOVEMENT 
“New Age” refers to a range of spiritual or religious beliefs and practices which rapidly 
grew in the West during the 1970s. Precise scholarly definitions of the New Age differ in 

 OPHI - Oxford Poverty and Human Development Initiative. Bhutan’s Gross National Happiness Index.193

 “A Compass Towards A Just and Harmonious Society: 2015 GNH Survey Report.” http://194

www.grossnationalhappiness.com

 Kent Schroeder, Politics of Gross National Happiness: Governance and Development in Bhutan, Cham 195

(Switzerland): Palgrave Macmillan, 2018, 27.
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their emphasis, largely as a result of its highly eclectic structure. Those involved in the New 
Age rarely consider it to be “religion” —negatively associating that term solely with 
organized religion, and instead, describe their practices as “spirituality.” Religious studies’ 
scholars, however, have repeatedly referred to the New Age milieu as a “religion.” New 
Age followers looked forward to a “New Age” of love and light, and offered a foretaste of 
the coming era through personal transformation and healing.  

The New Age is considered as a set of “folk religions.” UK-based American Religious 
Studies scholar Michael York  heuristically divides the New Age into three broad trends:  196

1. The social camp, which represents groups that primarily seek to bring about social 
change; 

2. The occult camp, which focuses on contact with spirit entities and channeling; and  

3. The spiritual camp, which represents a middle ground between the first two camps 
and focuses largely on individual development. It is this branch that we will be 
focusing on. 

The New Age places strong emphasis on the idea that the individual and their own 
experiences are the primary source of authority on spiritual matters —a sort of 
“unmediated individualism” that portrays a radically democratic world. It places an 
emphasis on the freedom and autonomy of the individual.  In striking contrast to the 197

spiritual traditions they seem to draw ideas from, this recurring theme of personal growth 
heavily relies on the promotion of the self. Here lies the danger within these practices: 
although clearly there is “good intention” in helping others, their baseless “teachings” are 
more likely to harm New Agers rather than putting them in the right direction. Eastern 
spiritual teachers know all too well that one of the most difficult aspects in their respective 
teachings is to get their students to “unlearn” preconceived assumptions that may enable 
them to dissolve their sense of an independent self. 

Not surprisingly, from the perspective of ancient traditions, it is strongly discouraged to 
practice any self-development New Age doctrine because of its counter effects, which, in 
many cases, leave stains that are very hard to remove. Instead, Eastern tradition teachers 
gladly welcome Westerners as students —most of which have been receiving teachings 
since the 1970s in different places across Asia. 

UNITY IN DIVERSITY 
“Unity in Diversity” is used as an expression of harmony and unity between dissimilar 
individuals or groups. It embraces the aspiration of “unity without uniformity and diversity 
without fragmentation” that shifts focus from tolerance-based uniformity towards a more 
complex unity based on the realisation that difference enriches human interactions. This 
deliberate oxymoron has been found in centuries-old cultures in both, East and West, 
particularly among indigenous peoples of North America and Taoist societies around 400–
500 B.C. 

Diversity is a permanent human condition. The concept of unity in diversity can be traced 
back to Sufi philosopher Ibn al-'Arabi (1165–1240), who advanced the metaphysical concept 

 York, Michael (1995). The Emerging Network: A Sociology of the New Age and Neo-Pagan Movements. 196
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of the “oneness of being” (wahdat al-wujud) —namely “that reality is one,” and that God is 
the only true existence… all other beings are merely shadows, or reflections of God's 
qualities.  198

Take Southeast Asia for example. Southeast Asia is a densely populated region 
characterized by a fascinating social and cultural diversity, particularly on the religious side. 
This group of peoples, their cuisines, religions, customs, and languages have tolerantly 
coexisted for millennia while enriching their cultures with elements drawn from 
neighboring cultures. 

Religion wise, one of the earliest samples of the ideal of unity in diversity can be found in 
the old Javanese poem “Kakawin Sutasoma” written by Mpu Tantular during the reign of 
the Majapahit Empire sometime around the 14th century. This poem contains the phrase 
“Bhinneka Tunggal Ika,” which is translated as “unity in diversity” or “out of many, one.” This 
poem was intended to promote tolerance between Hindus (especially Shaivites) and 
Buddhists, stating that although Buddha and Shiva are different in substance, their truths 
are one. “Bhinneka Tunggal Ika” is inscribed in the Indonesian national symbol, and is 
mentioned specifically in article 36A of its Constitution. 

In regard to Indian politics, for example, Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru coined the phrase “Unity 
in Diversity” at the 58th session of the Indian National Congress in Hyderabad, on January, 
15-18, 1953. It was meant to describe India’s rich tradition of respect for diversity, which has 
often been a source of strength among peoples coming from different cultural, regional 
and religious backgrounds, united for a common cause. During his political career, Nehru 
vigorously promoted unity in diversity as an ideal essential to national consolidation and 
progress. 

Chapter # 4:  

MINDFULNESS 
“Wherever you are, be there totally.”  ― Eckhart Tolle 

M indfulness is the human ability to be fully present, aware of your body, mind, and 
feelings in the present moment; aware of where you are and what you’re doing, and 
not overly reactive or overwhelmed by what’s going on around you. In a Buddhist 
context, mindfulness is about cultivating the quality and power of mind that is aware of 

what is happening around and within us, without judgement and without interference. 

On the Buddhist path, mindfulness functions in three ways:  

- Alertness. Remembering to remain alert to what you’re doing in the present moment. 

 Kalin, Ibrahim (2004), "Ibn al-ʻArabi, Muhyi al-Din", in Phyllis G. Jestice (ed.), Holy People of the World: A 198
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- Thought discrimination. Remembering to recognise the wholesome and unwholesome 
thoughts that arise in the mind. 

- Method reminder. Remembering how to effectively abandon the stream of thoughts that 
gets in the way of concentration, and to nurture skillful methods that promote it. 

Mindfulness is something we all naturally possess, but it’s more readily available to use when 
we practice it every day, thus being understood as a type of mental training. Through the 
daily practice of meditation we give our attentional muscle a full workout that progressively 
hones our mindfulness skill. Mindfulness allows us to fully focus our attention in that precious 
little gap of time between a thought and an action, between impulse and response. When a 
thought arises, we just watch it without judgement nor reaction, all happening in a split 
second, unnoticeable to anyone but us. With time and practice, this conscious mindful 
process becomes second nature, automatic and spontaneous. When it does, our minds and 
body become more relaxed and attuned with the true nature of reality —spacious, free, and 
blissful. 

For example, with mindfulness you could… 

- Tackle your attachment. Dissect the true nature of your object of desire and identify who is 
really craving for it: 

1. Once you fully focus your attention on your desire, see what it feels to want 
something and not always get it. Don’t mistake this for deprivation; just stop spoiling 
yourself by granting yourself everything you crave. When you indulge in something, 
just be conscious of it and realise you are about to enjoy it because you have 
consciously decided to have it rather than unconsciously jumping into everything you 
crave. 

2. If we are so attached to tangible things imagine how difficult letting go of our opinions 
must be, let alone opening our minds to new ideas, perspectives possibilities and 
futures. Our beliefs tend to reify our ego, which in turn builds walls between us and 
everybody else. Stubbornly defending your ideas can become a very lonely exercise. 
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3. Don’t take things too seriously… “none of us are getting out of here alive.” A spiritual 
path entails a set of methods and techniques that are meant to point to the 
destination, but are not the destination in itself. Furthermore, do not get caught in 
spiritual materialism  nor any other reification of the ego in disguise. 199

- Understand your aversion. In the face of adversity, frustration, hatred, or contempt, 
mindfully recognise the true nature of your object and of reality itself, for example: 

1. Nothing is permanent in this Universe. Everything is subject to change. Whatever 
wrongdoing you have been subject to, or whatever stressful situation you are dealing 
with, it won’t last. Do not despair: either change the changeable, accept the 
unchangeable, or remove yourself from the unacceptable.  Remember that 200

ultimately all things shall pass. 

2. Nobody is an island. We do not exist independently from others, so our well-being 
cannot arise independently of others, either. Consider that just like you, everyone 
else is seeking happiness and fulfillment, but sometimes due to their own delusions 
they harm themselves and others. It won’t be long until you realise that forgiveness is 
the only way to neutralize the pain of anger. We deserve that peace. 

3. Pain is inevitable, but suffering is optional. It is perfectly possible to have inner peace 
amidst the chaos. We can be in a frustrating situation and choose not to be frustrated, 
and we can find bliss in less-than-ideal situations. 

4. Be gentle with yourself. All of us have been conditioned throughout our lives to 
behave in certain ways, to protect ourselves from threat, and to make up for our lack 
of love with compulsive shopping and unconscious reactions. Look at your ego in the 
eye, and take the most compassionate decision you will ever take: resolutely, commit 
to liberate yourself from further suffering. 

- Redirect your life and consciously choose a healthier, happier, and uncomplicated way of 
living. With a deeper understanding of your problems, work on your bad habits, dramas, 
and toxic relationships. Choose to think positively and align your actions to your 
intentions… happiness, after all, is our birthright… we just need to grasp it. Follow a mind 
training program and delight in the positive changes you will begin to experience. 

Mindfulness is not the exclusive territory of Buddhism, however, it is a specialty of Buddhism. 
Be it as it may, regardless of the context in which it is learned and practiced, mindfulness 
reduces suffering when practiced diligently and ethically. According to Buddhism, we suffer 
not because there’s anything inherently wrong with us but simply because we 
misunderstand the true nature of reality. In order to remove this veil of ignorance we must 
cultivate our awareness of the “the three marks of existence,” namely impermanence 
(aniccā), insight on non-self (anattā) and unsatisfactoriness or suffering (duḥkha). 

Through awareness of the body, mind and emotional life, the practitioner begins to see that 
all things are interdependent. As we contemplate their interaction and movement, we 
become aware of how everything is transient and impermanent. We can feel all emotional 
states, problems and joys eventually becoming lighter, less relevant, and thus we come to 

 Spiritual materialism is a term coined by Chögyam Trungpa in his book Cutting Through Spiritual Materialism. 199

He uses the term to describe mistakes spiritual seekers commit which turn the pursuit of spirituality into an ego 
building and confusion creating endeavor, based on the idea that ego development is counter to spiritual 
progress. From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.

 “Change the changeable. Accept the unchangeable. And remove yourself from the unacceptable.” — Denis 200
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understand that they too will come to pass. As we learn to let go of attachment to things that 
are ultimately temporary, we experience freedom from suffering. In this way, the Buddhist 
practice of mindfulness is conducive to ultimate liberation. 

MEDITATION 
“Walk as if you are kissing the Earth with your feet.” ― Thich Nhat Hanh 

Meditation is a practice that enables an individual to train one’s attention and awareness, 
and attain a mentally clear, and emotionally calm and stable state. The Tibetan word for 
meditation —“gom,” refers to “habituate” or to “familiarize” with your mind. Through 
meditation, we habituate ourselves with our minds and, in this way, we get acquainted with 
constructive, realistic, and beneficial emotions and attitudes. Meditation is used to 
transform our thoughts and views so that they are more compassionate and aligned to 
reality. With constant practice, meditation has the potential to decrease our anger, stress, 
and other mental afflictions, while rendering ourselves less dissatisfied and restless. 

In the classical language of Buddhism, the closest words for meditation are bhāvanā 
(“development” or “cultivation”), jhāna/dhyāna (“training of the mind”), and vipassana 
(“insight”). According to different Buddhist traditions, the Buddha identified two paramount 
mental qualities that arise from wholesome meditative practice, each one, the result of a 
specific technique:  201

- “Serenity” or “tranquility” (Pali: samatha) which steadies, composes, unifies and 
concentrates the mind — Technique: Stabilizing meditation (e.g.: breathing techniques), 
which progressively evolves from a control model to a release model; 

- “Insight” (Pali: vipassana) which enables one to see, explore, and discern “formations” 
(conditioned phenomena based on the five aggregates) — Technique: Analytical 
meditation (e.g.: meditations on compassion, loving-kindness, equanimity, etc.). 

MINDFULNESS OF BREATHING 
Mindfulness of Breathing is a meditative practice 
that uses the breath as an object of concen-
tration. In spite of its simplicity, it is a very 
powerful technique aimed at developing 
mindfulness —the faculty of alert and sensitive 
awareness. This basic meditation anchors us in 
the present moment as we use our breath to 
become aware of our tendency to be carried 
away by our thoughts. By and large, the practice 
of mindfulness of breathing is an excellent 
antidote to restlessness and anxiety, and a great 
way to relax virtually anywhere and anytime you 
need it.  

Initially, this type of meditation is aimed at 
focusing and sustaining your attention on a 

 From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.201
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chosen object at will. This is what is known as the “control model.” While this practice 
requires an alert mind, this concentration should not be tense but rather balanced —
balancing the effort exerted in the practice with overall relaxation. There are two goals 
within this practice: 

- Assessing stability of attention. In order to evaluate your level of attention you have to 
observe whether the chosen object (initially, your breathing) is attentively held in or not.  

- Assessing vividness of attention. To evaluate the vividness of your attention you have to 
observe whether the object is clear or not. 

MINDFULNESS OF BREATHING — CONTROL MODEL  202

Start your meditation by setting your motivation (as described later in this chapter) 

1. Preparation: 

- Set the body in its natural state, while imbued with the three natural qualities: 
relaxation, stillness and vigilance. Keep your back straight but relaxed.  

- Let your gaze be vacant without focusing on any visual image, or with your 
eyelids half open. Let the muscles of your face and around the eyes relax. Make 
sure your tongue is relaxed resting on your jaw, not stuck to your palate (this is a 
common sign of tension). 

- Take three slow, gentle, deep breaths... breathing in and out through the nostrils. 

2. Developing stability of attention: 

- Let your awareness permeate your entire body, and as you do so, notice any 
sensations that arise in relation to the respiration.  

- Settle your respiration in its natural flow. Don’t impose any rhythm to your 
breathing. Don’t even prefer one kind of breath over another. Let the body breath 
as if you were fast asleep, but mindfully vigilant.  

- Focus your attention on the sensations of the expansion and contraction of your 
abdomen with each in- and out-breath. Note the duration of each movement, and 
observe the duration of the pauses between breaths. 

- When you note that you have become distracted, gently, let go of these thoughts 
and distractions. Especially with each out-breath, relax your body, release your 
thoughts, and bring back your attention to the sensations in your body. Relax 
deeply and repeat this process for as long as your mind wanders. Remain 
mindfully vigilant. 

3. Alternative way to develop stability of attention —Counting the breaths: 

- While in a relaxed state, count your breaths from 1 to 21. If you don’t make it to 21 
with continuity, start over again at 1. Here, your attention is engaged by holding 
onto an object, and when that object is lost, the attention must be redirected 
again, over and over. 

- Try counting “one” at the beginning of your first inhalation. Attend closely the 
sensations of the whole respiration (in and out). Count “two” at the beginning of 
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the next in-breath. Let these counts be brief so that your attention to the counting 
doesn’t override your awareness of the breath itself. 

- Arouse your attention (introspection) with the in-breath (counteracting laxity), and 
relax your attention with the out-breath (counteracting excitation). The stability of 
your attention should emerge from a relaxed mind, not work against it. 

- The counting is a cue, not a focus of attention. The attention remains on the 
breath and the sensation of air around the nostrils or upper lip. 

4. Developing vividness of attention: 

- Now, you emphasise on the vividness by raising the focus of attention and 
directing it to a subtler object (e.g.: the tactile sensations of your breath at the 
apertures of your nostrils or above your upper lip). Observe these sensations at 
the beginning of the respiration, and in between breaths. Sustain your attention 
as continuously as possible. 

5. Alternative way to develop vividness of attention —Awareness of the body: 

- Bring awareness into the field of the body as a whole, which includes the tactile 
sensations of the entire body, while you count mentally at the end of your 
exhalations. 

6. Start with short meditations (5 to 10 minutes) and, slowly but progressively, extend 
them as you feel comfortable with it (up to 15 to 20 minutes). 

7. Bring your meditation to an end by setting a dedication (as described later in this 
chapter). 

As you make progress on your practice, now you continue by letting your awareness come 
to rest without distraction —not being carried away by whatever drifts through the space of 
the mind, and without grasping —not identifying with or mentally grasping onto any of the 
events or emotions that come along. Let events arise, play themselves out, and vanish 
without intervention. This is known as the “release model,” and in Dzogchen Buddhism it is 
a practice called “setting the mind in its natural state.” 

MINDFULNESS OF BREATHING — RELEASE MODEL  203

Start your meditation by setting your motivation (as described later in this chapter) 

1. Preparation: 

- Set the body in its natural state, while imbued with the three natural qualities: 
relaxation, stillness and vigilance. Keep your back straight but relaxed. 

- Sit with your eyes open, your gaze resting in the space in front of you, without 
being focused on any object, and draw your attention into the field of the mind: 
thoughts, imagery, feelings, memories, and imagination. 

- Take three slow, gentle, deep breaths... breathing in and out through the nostrils. 

2. Resting without distraction and without grasping: 
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- Let your awareness come to rest within the field of mind, without extending itself 
out to the various sense fields. See if you can draw your awareness into the field 
in which these mental events emerge, play themselves out, and vanish. Let your 
awareness remain at rest, non-interactive, and non-judgmental. 

- Observe the nature of each of the phenomena (e.g.: emotions, imagery, 
memories, thoughts) without grasping onto their referents. Let them be. See if 
you can perceive the origin, duration, and mode of disappearance of mental 
events without conceptual elaboration. Perceive the mental events without 
grasping or identifying with them… here, thoughts are not meant to be controlled 
—this is the crucial aspect of this technique. 

3. By now, the duration of your meditation practice should be longer (10 to 20 
minutes). Slowly but progressively extend it at your discretion (up to 30 to 45 
minutes). 

4. Bring your meditation to an end by setting a dedication (as described later in this 
chapter). 

All techniques aimed at developing attentional practice share the same ultimate goal: the 
dispel of ignorance, which is at the root of our suffering. In this regard, there are two types 
of ignorance: 

- The ignorance associated to failing to attend to our actual nature —the nature of our 
awareness; and 

- The ignorance associated to identifying with things that we are not —the thoughts we 
habitually identify with so strongly, which do not represent our true identity. 

On the other hand, there are more down-to-earth and immediate benefits that come with 
consistent meditation practice, most of them associated to that capacity of becoming less 
reactive. Here are some: 

- As we delve into the implications of impermanence, we come to realise what “being in 
the present moment” really means. We naturally become calmer, more acceptant, we 
learn to let go of our expectations, and to let go of the need to categorise our thoughts 
as either good or bad, which is the cause for much of the anxiety, frustration, and 
narratives in our head.  

- As we strengthen our mindfulness muscle, we become faster, spontaneous, and more 
objective in our thinking process. Effortlessly, we become more focused, efficient, and 
relaxed even when tackling seemingly complicated tasks at work or at home. 

- As we learn how not to get carried away by our thoughts, we become less reactive 
toward things that are not worth it, whether an offense, a disappointment, a past sad 
experience, or your present flaws and quirks. As a byproduct of this unreactive attitude, 
you become gentler and more patient with yourself and with others. 

- As you become more aware of our interdependence you naturally become more 
compassionate toward all sentient beings, humans and animals, hence progressively 
shifting toward a selfless kind of lifestyle. You will notice this as you become less 
competitive and more kind, you will need less material stuff, and will start to take more 
care of yourself —specially in regard to physical and mental nourishment. 

On the other hand, while many of us —consciously or otherwise, meditate by occasionally 
retreating to a silent place at our home or work, spending a few minutes in calm breathing, 
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there is a deeper experience at the reach of our hand hidden in the literature of the same 
Eastern spiritual traditions that gave birth to the practice of meditation itself. 

When you engage in T'ai chi ch’üan (太極拳), or in Hatha Yoga (हठयोग), or when you do 
Zazen (座禅) you know you’re practicing meditation. As we practice any of these spiritual 
traditions daily, meditation becomes something “you are” rather than something “you do.” 
This is a complete shift in the way we think about the practice and ourselves… it reminds us 
of our temporary human experience —“what we do,” and of our meditative nature —“what 
we are,” which spontaneously acts appropriately and immediately to each and every 
situation with a mind of no deliberation, completely equanimous. 

In this day and age, through greedy consumerism and unchecked social media, our 
erroneous sense of self is deliberately reified in a socialization process that leaves no one 
behind: we are encouraged to buy more to make our “persona” more real, more 
independent, more self-sufficient; we are encouraged to identify with our role and its place 
in society; we are told that there is a version of ourselves that remain to be the best we can 
be, and that our individual happiness is above the happiness of everyone else. 

Through meditation, our true nature is finally revealed. At the ground of our existence, 
there is this completely tranquil and reflective state of consciousness which is empty and 
silent. This “being” allows life to permeate itself, and in that state, experiences life with no 
agendas or beliefs. Through meditation we move through life effortlessly, perceiving reality 
as it truly is, non-dualistic. 

MISCONCEPTIONS 
Some of the most common mistakes people make in regard to meditation are: 

• Meditation is not about sweeping all your thoughts away, striving for a momentary 
blank slate mind. Thoughts will get you every time, so no point in fighting them. 
Instead, the goal is to dissociate yourself from your thoughts, watch them come and 
go in a non-judgmental way, like clouds in the sky. As you progress on this practice, 
you will progressively feel your body and mind more relaxed, and will notice your 
stream of thoughts start to vanish in pure awareness. 

• At the beginning, less is more. Many people make the mistake of meditating too long 
at one sitting. Start with breathing meditation, imbued with relaxation, stillness and 
vigilance. Do not impose your breathing and keep your back straight. Build your 
meditation muscle from here for five to ten minutes, and progressively make time 
increments at your own discretion. The optimal “standard” duration of one sitting 
goes from thirty to forty-five minutes. Olympic-level meditators can remain in 
meditation for hours on end. 

• You don’t need to retreat from the world for years to experience the benefits of 
meditation. Although at an intermediate level some sort of occasional withdrawal to 
advance in your practice is recommended (e.g.: spiritual retreats) —if that is what you 
aim for, at the beginning you just need to get out of your own way. As you take the 
time to look within, with a little bit of patience and discipline, you will notice all your 
thought’s dead weight disappear, and how your well-being gradually improves.  

• It is highly recommended to receive instruction from a qualified teacher. First, you 
must listen to teachings and deepen your understanding by contemplating them. 
Then, with proper guidance you will hone your concentration skills, which will help 
you integrate what you have learned in your mind. If you skip the instruction, you may 
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find yourself wasting your time with inefficient techniques and poor understanding of 
the practice. 

• Meditation will not make you a superhuman. It goes without saying that as you reach 
deeper levels of concentration you will not levitate, nor develop telekinesis skills, nor 
become a very successful person who taps into “supernatural abilities.” This kind of 
thinking comes from a materialistic point of view; one that reifies your ego with 
wonderful and mysterious powers. No, meditation has different —though equally 
wonderful, qualities, like being a tool for relaxation, increased concentration, focused 
attention, and is a precursor of attaining samadhi —the meditative concentration that 
is at the final step of the Buddhist Eightfold Path: a single-pointed focused attention 
imbued in bliss, luminosity, and non-conceptuality. Enlightenment may not be a state 
of being far away down the line after all… it may be right in front of us all the time. 

Case Study # 17: When hungry, eat. When tired, 
sleep. — A Zen Story 
One day, one disciple was bragging about his master to the disciple of another 
master. He claimed that his teacher is capable of all sorts of magical acts, like 
writing in the air with a brush, and having the characters appear on a piece of 
paper hundreds of feet away. “And what can your master do?” he asked the other 
disciple.  

“My master can also perform amazing feats,” the other student replied. “When 
he's tired, he sleeps. When hungry, he eats.” 
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FOCUSED ATTENTION 
Research shows that our mind actually wanders 47% of the time, and while doing so, we 
are typically unhappy. As the authors say: “The ability to think about what is not happening 
is a cognitive achievement that comes at an emotional cost.”  The society that we’ve 204

built up purposely feeds and benefits from our attention deficit and urge for constant 
gratification (dopamine), and by doing so, draws profits for big corporations at the expense 
of our mental health. 

Luckily for us, there are ways to counteract this tyrannical grip. The cultivation and practice 
of mindfulness allows us to free our minds from overstimulation while focusing our 
attention on the things that really matter. Mindfulness grinds this attentional muscle that 
allows us to speed up mental processes that make us more productive, focused, and 
effective. 

Meditation practices offer a great way to observe our mind and to become aware of its 
habitual tendencies. For example, if you are often caught in daydreaming or amidst 
destructive thoughts like anger, jealousy, or hatred, mindfulness meditation can help you to 
shift your attention back into the present moment. 

ATTACHMENT AND AVERSION 
When you begin to observe your mind you notice that it has a lot of agendas on the “I” side 
of the spectrum. This is not to be mistaken with ambition —which depending on the 
intention can leave very different imprints in the mind. Here, what we are referring to is the 
consequence of the reification of the ego that craves always for more. On the other hand, 
we will notice our aversion to all those things we don't want, what we’re afraid of, what we 
need to keep at bay, or to push away. 

If unchecked, this egotistical attitude will likely erode your own ethical foundation in order 
to get a particular outcome, only to find that it is not really satisfying, hence setting you on 
an endless loop of insatiable craving and dissatisfaction. Admittingly, it is very difficult to 
fully transcend this state of mind, but with mindfulness we can start by transforming our 
relationship with it, and with time, hopefully we may be able to attenuate it and even fully 
liberate ourselves. 

THE PRESENT MOMENT 
“Time isn’t precious at all, because it is an illusion. What you perceive as 
precious is not time but the one point that is out of time: the Now. That is 
precious indeed. The more you are focused on time—past and future—the more 
you miss the Now, the most precious thing there is.” ― Eckhart Tolle, Author of 
“The Power of Now: A Guide to Spiritual Enlightenment.” 

When we do something deeply and authentically, it becomes a real ritual. When we act like 
that, it looks like we are performing some sort of rite, but in fact, we’re not performing… 

 Matthew A. Killingsworth, Daniel T. Gilbert. A Wandering Mind Is an Unhappy Mind. Science   12 Nov 2010. 204
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we’re just living deeply every moment of our lives. For example, the act of making 
breakfast can be perceived as a mundane activity or a privilege —it will just depend on our 
way of looking at it. When we are in the present moment, everything is there, available to 
make our happiness possible… if you are fully present, you don’t need anything external to 
make you happy. Conversely, if we are caught in worries or anger, or in the past or the 
future, then, although it looks like we are making breakfast, we’re simply not there.  

In its quest to imaginary survival, sometimes our ego adopts a defensive attitude towards 
past or future events that it misinterprets as threatening, or maybe it gets stuck in past 
aversion or future attachment that it hopes will assist in reifying itself. Be it as it may, to the 
ego’s eyes, the present moment is just a place of dissatisfaction that is never complete. 
Through mindfulness, we come to realize that the present moment is all we have within our 
reach and it’s all we need; and that by the power of impermanence and change, it is full of 
potentialities. Further, as we count the blessings we have at this present moment, we 
create a strong foundation for abundance and satisfaction that counteracts our deeply 
ingrained neurosis. 

Whether our mind is preoccupied with future events, or regretting past decisions, we are 
not happy. The first thing we must understand is that the primary cause of our unhappiness 
is never the situation itself, but our thoughts about it, hence, we do not really suffer 
because of past or future events but because of the feelings and emotions attached to 
them. 

Emotions start out as a feeling which can be triggered by a present, past or future event. 
Our thought process begins with a feeling that, as it evolves, it has less to do with the 
original feeling and more to do with how we feel or think about what we are feeling. Then, 
as a consequence of this experience, an emotion is generated as a reaction to the 
situation at hand. What is interesting here is that a feeling is always short-lived —lasting 
between forty-five seconds to one minute and a half maximum, before moving on to make 
room for another feeling to arise. This is how our attention should work. The problem is 
that, if unchecked, an emotion sticks around for much longer: emotions of sadness, anger, 
resentment, and other kind of narratives can torment us for days, months, or even years, 
hence robbing us, in the process, of precious happiness and freedom. As time goes by, our 
attention is sequestered by the ego, which spends its time ruminating on past events. 
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Often, letting things go is an act of far greater liberating power than defending or hanging 
on.  

Likewise, under the pretense of pursuing happiness, our unfulfilled ego imagines a 
different version of ourselves existing in a “more promising” future somewhere else. 
Consequently, we are urgently rushing towards a goal, or dream, or an ever-elusive finish 
line of some sort that robs us from the little time we have left to appreciate where we are 
today. In the process, at the expense of our well-being, we are fooled by this mirage that 
moves farther and farther away as we attempt to catch it. It is certainly an unfruitful 
business: our dissatisfaction runs deep and cannot be quenched by any material 
possession nor promise of a more prosperous future. Similarly, the fear of losing something 
can also keep yourself disconnected from the present moment. Although fear can have a 
paralyzing effect on us, you must always remember that in the end, you can only lose 
something that you have, but you cannot lose something that you are… and you can only 
“be” in the present moment. 

These are just a few examples of how we can easily get lost in past or future by 
overthinking. As we can see, the only thing that stops us from being euphoric in the 
present moment is being hung up in the past or the illusion of the future. Do one thing at a 
time, and do it deeply. We make ourselves busy in the hopes of having happiness in the 
future. There are many wonders of life that are available in the here and the now. 

INTENTION, MOTIVATION, AND DEDICATION 
“You create your thoughts, your thoughts create your intentions, and your 
intentions create your reality.” ― Wayne W. Dyer 

Our thoughts, emotions, and actions are the primary source of our suffering, but they can 
also be the source of our joy and freedom. When our aspirations include the welfare and 
happiness of others, our deeds and life as a whole acquire a purpose that is greater than 
our individual existence, hence spontaneously reconnecting ourselves to that boundless 
source of happiness and joy we all draw from. This is the reason why it is so important to 
adopt the good habit of setting a good intention, motivation, and dedication every day. 

Consider adding these practices to your daily routine: 

- Setting good intentions. This practice focuses on how are you “being” in the present 
moment. As long as your attention is rooted in the present moment, your intention will 
lead you to fruitful destinations. When we cultivate awareness of the present moment, 
our intention becomes clear, and when we recognise our intentions behind our 
thoughts, we begin to know our self. When your intention is strong, hardships are 
worthwhile and even a bumpy journey can be perceived as pleasant. Here’s a list of 
intentions you can use as examples during your meditation sessions:  205

• I intend to manifest happiness naturally. 
• I intend to witness divinity in everyone. 
• I intend to lead by example. 
• I intend to be open to success and abundance. 
• I intend to stop taking things personally. 

 Chandresh Bhardwaj. 10 Intentions To Set For Your Most Authentic Life. Mind Body Green. February 18, 205
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• I intend to forgive others, and myself. 
• I intend to love unconditionally. 
• I intend to make meditation a more important part of my lifestyle. 
• I intend to make someone smile every day. 

- Setting good motivations. Motivation is the very fuel that propels us into action. When 
we set wholesome motivations we add strength, resilience, and enthusiasm to our 
practice, but if we do so while resting in the present moment, our awareness adds 
depth and clarity to its mere utilitarian aspect. Furthermore, when our motivations are 
selflessly set for the benefit of others before ourselves, its power and reach is vast. For 
example, for this project my daily motivation has been: 

“May my activities in this day lead me to a state of spiritual awakening so that I can be 
of the greatest service to others.” 

- Setting a good dedication. It is said that when we meditate or engage in any other form 
of spiritual practice, such as yoga, meditating, or praying, we are accumulating merit —
meaning we’re accumulating something of value. When we dedicate this merit to all 
sentient beings we engage in radical imagination, one that imagines all beings free, at 
peace, and awakened. In this way, our practice expands beyond ourselves, and 
counterintuitively, becomes effortless. Selfless dedications are inexhaustible like a 
candle light… no matter how many candles you light up from it, it will never run out, 
hence, making its benefits and results vast. In my case, this has been my daily 
dedication for the last few months of work: 

“Through this goodness, may awakening arise, may all obscurations fall away, and 
may all beings be liberated from suffering and its causes.” 

However, it is important to make a distinction between setting an intention and setting a 
goal. Setting a goal is a valuable skill: it involves envisioning a future outcome, then 
planning, applying skills and discipline, and managing your resources in order to make it. 
That’s all well and good, but it lacks of a fundamental quality: mindfulness. The difference 
is that while setting an intention you are deeply rooted in the present moment, aware of 
your true self behind your thoughts; a goal only exists in an imagined future, and it is not 
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concerned with what is happening to you in the present moment. With goals, the future is 
always the focus, and as we already said, you only live in the present moment. 

HOW TO REPROGRAM YOUR MIND 
“If you do not change direction, you may end up where you are heading”  
— The Buddha 

According to neuroscience, your brain records your environment, your past and your 
relationships. So, is it farfetched to say that your environment controls your thoughts, or is 
it the other way around? Broadly speaking, we can say that every day we have roughly the 
same thoughts, perform roughly the same actions that produce the same experiences, the 
same emotions, etc… but we still expect something to change in our lives. 

According to Dr. Joe Dispenza,  our environment exerts an influence on our brain, so 206

much so that we align our thoughts with our environment. This is why you see the same 
people going always to the same places, doing the same things, etc. This could be 
described as a harmonizing effect in which your mind blends with —by adapting to, your 
environment, and takes the most effortless way to survive as it engages with what is 
familiar and known to you. The problem with this feature is that if you don’t like a particular 
aspect of your life, you will have a hard time breaking the loop and going against those 
habitual tendencies around your thoughts and actions. 

Often, people “awaken” from this unconscious loop when facing a crisis, trauma, disease, 
or loss of a loved one. It is often at these points where our egos hit rock bottom and 
cannot continue with business as usual any longer. These times of difficulties, of 
challenges, naturally lead us to question the way we live our lives, the way we think, our 
attitude toward life, etc. This is the reason why, contrary to what you would expect, pain 
and suffering hold a great potential for change and liberation. 

The key to change is thinking outside of the box, thinking outside of your habitual 
tendencies, questioning everything your mind tells you, and having the courage to design 
a new “you.” Neuroscience says that that's absolutely possible. Your thoughts, actions, 
feelings, etc., make up a part of your personality, and are a reflection of your experiential 
reality, too. So, if you want to change your reality —that life of pain and suffering you are 
going through, you need to start by changing your thoughts… behaviors and habits will 
spontaneously follow. 

To change your mind is to make the brain work in new patterns, in new sequences. The 
one ingredient that allows us to achieve this is knowledge: every time you learn something 
new, you establish new synapses —connections between neurons. When you consciously 
make an effort to remember something, you are strengthening those connections. Now, if 
your thoughts are soaked up in compassion, kindness, joy, gratitude, etc., your mind will be 
producing chemicals in response to those thought sequences. This is how you end up 
experiencing what you think. 

The changes in your body caused by the repetition of these positive thoughts over the 
course of time goes beyond a change in your personality… it changes your state of being. 

 Dr. Joe Dispenza. Evolve Your Brain: The Science of Changing Your Mind. Health Communications, Inc. 206
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A state of being is a quality of your present experience. It is when your mind and body, 
thoughts and feelings, are aligned and experience reality in harmony. 

NEUROPLASTICITY 
Wittingly or otherwise, our brains are constantly changing, and most of the time we have 
little control over the causes. As mentioned before, the way we think shapes and reshapes 
our personality and, ultimately, the reality we experience. This is achieved by repetitively 
firing synapses over time —sequences of neurons fired in response to our thoughts, which 
have the ability to change our brain thanks to a feature called neuroplasticity. 

Neuroplasticity is the ability of neural networks in the brain to change through growth and 
reorganization. These changes range from individual neurons making new connections, to 
systematic adjustments like cortical remapping. Some examples include circuit and 
network changes that result from learning a new ability, environmental influences, practice, 
and psychological stress.  207

Neurons connect in different ways. We can train our mind to thinking in positive ways 
through recurrent elevated thoughts and good habits, but we can also go astray if our 
negative emotions are left unchecked. In modern society, we are all exposed to different 
kinds of stimuli, most of which encourage us to buy more, to be more individualistic, and to 
selfishly find happiness at all costs. In our daily lives there is little time left for relaxation nor 
the will for critical reflection, thus leaving us vulnerable to forces that —through 
neuroplasticity, may produce undesirable long-term effects on our brain chemistry and 
minds. Some of the consequences are as follows: 

- Distractibility. As discussed before, the scientific paper titled “A Wandering Mind Is an 
Unhappy Mind” by Matthew A. Killingsworth and Daniel T. Gilbert, exposes a serious 
attention deficit problem that comes with an emotional cost: American adults spend 47% 
of their time not paying attention to what they are doing, and they are significantly less 
happy when they do so. In addition to this, there is a huge increase in attention deficit 
and hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) in children in the US, which has a close correlation 
with the overstimulation we get from social media and consumerism. Furthermore, 76% 
of middle-aged Americans have reported having moderate to severe levels of 
loneliness, which, far from being an ephemeral, subjective state, has an impact on our 
mental and physical health.  208

- Negative Self-talk and Depression. At a varying degree, we all have narratives in our 
head about who we think we are, but sometimes they go out of control, sadly 
culminating in depression. Major depression is on the rise among Americans from all 
age groups, but is rising fastest among teens and young adults.  The report reads that 209

diagnoses of major depression have risen dramatically by 33% since 2013, which 

 From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.207

 Lee EE, Depp C, Palmer BW, Glorioso D, Daly R, Liu J, Tu XM, Kim HC, Tarr P, Yamada Y, Jeste DV. High 208

prevalence and adverse health effects of loneliness in community-dwelling adults across the lifespan: role of 
wisdom as a protective factor. International Psychogeriatrics. 1-16. PMID 30560747 DOI: 10.1017/
S1041610218002120.

 The findings cover people with commercial health insurance — Blue Cross and Blue Shield — so they’re not 209

fully representative and probably underestimated. The report comes from 41 million health records and counts 
people who got a diagnosis of major depression in 2016.
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specialists blame mostly on social media. There’s also been a very disturbing rise in 
suicide rates in America in the last few years. According to a CDC report in 2018,  210

suicide was the tenth leading cause of death overall in the United States, claiming the 
lives of over 48,000 people —that’s 2.5 times more than homicides during the same 
period! Further, people report a pervasive loss of meaning and purpose in their lives. A 
2015 report states that having a purpose in life is a clear indicator of healthy aging and 
reduces levels of mortality risk.  211

Based on a recent study, researchers have developed a framework for understanding a 
healthy mind through the four core dimensions of well-being:  212

1. Awareness, which includes the capacity to focus our attention and to resist 
distraction. It also includes a quality that psychologists and neuroscientists call “meta-
awareness” which means knowing what our minds are doing. 

2. Connection, which refers to qualities —like appreciation, kindness, compassion, 
having a positive outlook, which nurture harmonious interpersonal relationships. 

3. Insight, which refers to having an accurate and deep understanding of the narrative 
that we all have about ourselves.  

4. Purpose, which refers to having a sense that our life is headed in a particular 
direction, and most importantly, includes making simple daily chores as part of that 
broader sense of purpose. 

In regard to the learning process, neuroscience research papers lead us to understanding 
that there are two fundamentally different kinds of learning: 

- Declarative learning, which is simply learning about things, for example, by sitting down 
and studying texts about a certain topic. If you would research about kindness, for 
example, this type of learning wouldn’t make you kinder… it would give you instructions 
on how to become kinder, which, is not a bad start at all. In order to experience real 
change, you will need to add a second kind of learning… 

- Procedural learning, which refers to incorporating routines in our daily life that will 
nourish our mind by harnessing the power of neuroplasticity. We need both types of 
learning to produce changes in our brain. Data indicates that our brains can change 
very quickly, but it doesn’t mean that these changes will last… it means that changes can 
occur, they can begin, and with systematic practice, they will endure. 

MIND TRAINING 
“The greatest effort is not concerned with results.” ― Atisha 

 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) WISQARS Leading Causes of Death Reports. 2018.210

 Hill PL, Turiano NA. Purpose in life as a predictor of mortality across adulthood. Psychol Sci. 211
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 Cortland J. Dahl, Christine D. Wilson-Mendenhall, Richard J. Davidson. “The plasticity of well-being: A 212
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Training the mind means being in charge of your decisions instead of succumbing to 
cravings and uncontrollable urges. As we have seen, with neuroplasticity we can change 
our experiential reality by changing our thoughts, and to do so, we need to train our minds. 
We also saw that our thoughts become words, and our words become actions. An efficient 
way to train our mind is to go backwards: start by changing your actions, then be mindful of 
your speech, and your thoughts will eventually follow. 

Lojong (Tibetan: ./་01ང་) is a mind training practice in the Tibetan Buddhist tradition  that 213

focuses on transforming our mind by turning away from self-centeredness and cultivating 
instead the mental habits that generate bodhicitta.  This text consists of fifty-nine 214

aphorisms or slogans that encapsulate the essence of the Buddhist path. It is structured in 
two parts: 

- Skillful Means. In the Mahayana tradition, the goal is to become a Bodhisattva warrior, 
who embodies wisdom, compassion, and openness, and the way to achieve this is by 
training in generosity, discipline, patience, exertion, and meditation.  

- Wisdom. Those skillful means mentioned before need to be joined with wisdom, or the 
vision to lead the way, which is prajna, or transcendent knowledge. 

Lojong —a.k.a. “The Seven Point Mind Training,” includes: 

- Instructions in formless meditation. It begins by removing attitudes that hinder our 
relationships, our inner understanding, and our happiness. This process begins with 
meditation practice on pacifying our restless mind. 

- Instructions in the practice of “sending and taking” (Tonglen ). Here we counter the 215

habit of viewing everything purely through the lens of our own self-interest by striving to 
realise our interconnectedness with other beings. 

- Instructions in post-meditation practice. This is basically putting meditation into action in 
our daily lives. It focuses on relationships of all kinds: with our fellow humans, with our 
colleagues, with our closest friends, with our enemies.  

The practice of Lojong makes us realise we don’t need to look elsewhere to find dharma… 
it is present in every situation. Once you have a glimpse of the extent of the teachings, 
they follow you wherever you go. 

TONGLEN (THE PRACTICE OF GIVING AND TAKING)  216

We start this practice by realising that every person’s suffering and well-being are just as 
real and important as those of yourself and your loved ones. This method integrates 

 Mind training is a tradition that originates all the way back from the Buddha Himself, and it is especially 213

identified with Kadampa masters’ texts like “The Eights verses of mind Transformation,” ‘The “Thirty-seven 
Practices of Buddhisatvas.”  It is also known as “The Seven Points Mind Training.”

 Bodhicitta, or “enlightenment-mind,” is the mind that strives toward awakening, empathy, and compassion for 214

the benefit of all sentient beings. From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.
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as exchanging self with other.[4] It's the seventh slogan, under Relative Bodhichitta, in Lojong. From Wikipedia, 
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loving-kindness and compassion on a foundation of equanimity, and in doing so, it 
counteracts emotional imbalances of depression and excitement. This practice of giving 
and taking uses the power of imagination to engage with realities beyond immediate 
experience. The enactment of loving-kindness is the “giving,” and the enactment of 
compassion is the “taking.” 

Chapter # 5:  

CORE VIRTUES 
“Peace comes from within.  Do not seek it without.” — The Buddha 

In this chapter we will review Buddhism’s core virtues which are based on the enlightened 
perspective of the Buddha and Bodhisattvas. In Buddhism, virtues are variously described 
as moral discipline, precepts, and ethics. The Indian term for ethics or morality used in 
Buddhism is sīla (Pāli), and it is one of the three sections of the Noble Eightfold Path —a 

code of conduct that embraces a commitment to harmony and self-restraint with the 
principal motivation being nonviolence, or freedom from causing harm. 

PATIENCE 
“Adopt the pace of Nature: her secret is patience.” ― Ralph Waldo Emerson 

Patience means unconditionally accepting what is happening right now in the present 
moment without becoming annoyed or anxious. It makes us realise everything worthwhile in 
life is achieved slowly, while teaching us to trust in the potentialities of the present moment 
for they ultimately bring to our lives what we “need” rather than what we “want.” 

The practice of patience is the perfect antidote to anger and hatred. It also reveals other 
virtues as well, such as forgiveness, tolerance and forbearance. It further shows that you 
have concern for other people and their views, that you have compassion towards others, 
and you have an open mind.  

A lack of patience can be worked on during your meditation session: look for patterns and 
triggers, and then work on an antidote. Realise that when you lose your patience, you are the 
one who suffers the most by making yourself agitated, tense and angry. Essentially, when 
you get angry with someone, you are not punishing that person but punishing yourself, and 
the longer you hold on to it, the longer you have to live with that toxicity.  

Patience is an essential ingredient to any spiritual practice aimed at breaking habitual 
tendencies, whose benefit will inexorably lead to learning to be patient with others as you’ve 
learned to be patient with yourself. Consider that, since we all experience life differently, 
there are multiple theories on what’s best, what’s moral, what’s right and what’s wrong. It is 
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important to remember that other people’s perspective of reality is as valid as our own, and 
that by learning to see things from others’ perspectives, we are enriching our experience of 
Life as we become more open minded, kinder and compassionate. If you reach a point 
where this is no longer possible, realise you don’t have to agree with others, you only need 
learn to peacefully live with other people’s freedom of choice just as you have yours. 

ACCEPTANCE 
“If the problem can be solved why worry? If the problem cannot be solved 
worrying will do you no good.” ― Shantideva 

Acceptance is about letting go of the idea that something should be different from what it is. 
Imagine letting go of labels and evaluations, and allowing everything to be just as it is 
without wishing for it to be any other way, and that includes yourself and others. This 
accepting attitude promotes a more conscious and relaxed way of living. 

People who have experienced some sort of trauma are often more likely to see things 
differently, but you don’t need to go through some life-shattering experience to become 
more accepting and peaceful. By the power of your mindfulness, you can progressively train 
yourself to let go of your attachments and your aversions, and if or when the time comes to 
face grief, you’ll be more prepared to understand that some things need to happen, and that 
sometimes there are reasons bigger than ourselves. Obviously, this is easier said than done, 
but resisting won’t change the loss. If that moment ever comes, we must learn to shift our 
attention from what we’ve lost to the appreciation of what we have. Every blessing counts. 

Life has a soothing and cathartic potential every time you succeed in accepting something 
that has gone wrong. Whenever distress rises, we can put an end to our suffering through 
acceptance, gratitude, and letting go. Resisting the flow of Life will only make you unhappy, 
and it will not solve the problem at hand: what you resist, persists. Instead, try going a whole 
day without complaining… then a lifetime: 

- Focus your attention on finding solutions rather than complaining;  

- Whenever the situation is beyond your control, practice letting go; and  

- Make a conscious effort to let beauty in: when you’re focused on everything that’s lacking, 
it’s hard to fully notice, appreciate, and enjoy what’s already there in your life. 

GRATITUDE 
“Acknowledging the good that you already have in your life is the foundation for 
all abundance.” ― Eckhart Tolle 

The Buddha taught that every human being is precious and worthy of gratitude. The practice 
of mindfulness of gratitude consistently brings a direct experience of interconnectedness 
and the realization that there is a larger context in which your personal story is unfolding. 
This feeling of thankfulness elicits feelings of generosity, which also creates further joy. 
Having access to the joy and wonder of life is the perfect antidote to feelings of scarcity and 
loss, and it allows you to meet life's difficulties with an open heart and a relaxed mind.  
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Real abundance is the recognition of our blessings, regardless of our wealth, and the ability 
to enjoy, and share them with others. Gratitude is the Swiss-army knife of the antidotes: it 
counteracts almost any negative feeling, and always comes with the plus of a smile. When 
you fully understand the power of gratitude, you realise that every second of each day is a 
gift. 

Gratitude should be cultivated as a habit, not as dependent on conditions. We should not 
limit our gratitude only to when things go well, but also when they don’t. Sometimes the 
experience of scarcity can become a great reminder of how blessed we are; and when we 
approach everything with gratitude, not only is that a reminder of luck, but also a perception 
of abundance. Happy people focus on what they have —the abundance available today, 
while unhappy people focus on what is missing, regardless of how much they have.  

But, why do some people spend their life chasing abundance? When we scratch the surface 
of materialism, we get to understand a bit more about the nature of our insecurities: 

- We assume that money can buy feelings. We believe it will make us feel accomplished, 
respected, happy, or free. 

- We assume that the solution to our unhappiness is more money or possessions. This 
fundamental misperception turns our life in a greedy endeavor, one that: 

• Motivates us to compare and compete instead of recognizing and honoring our actual 
needs.  

• Compels us to constantly focus on a potentially prosperous future instead of enjoying the 
present moment. 

Missing comes from a mindset of deficiency, insufficiency, deficit, scarcity, etc., and 
contradicts Life’s abundant possibilities that lie within the reach of everyone’s hands. With 
mindfulness, we need to train ourselves to see every moment as whole and complete, and to 
honor it as such. Contrary to the growing number of people who, imbued by a sense of 
entitlement, feel themselves victimized as they fail to see their needs fulfilled, let’s celebrate 
the fact that we are far beyond survival, and that we are actually spoiled compared to the 
destitute of the world. 

It would be wonderful to pause on a daily basis to reflect on how wonderful everything is. 
Honor the progress you’ve already made in your life, acknowledge the gifts you already 
have, and appreciate Life itself for a few breaths. 

KINDNESS 
“Be kind, for everyone you meet is fighting a harder battle.” ― Plato 

Kindness is a form of caring and warm-hearted consideration that manifests in the way we 
behave toward others. It is the quality of being generous, helpful, and caring about other 
people. In this regard, kindness and gratitude are virtues that are easier to cultivate when 
done in tandem: when someone shows kindness to you, it is only natural to feel gratitude in 
return. 

When showing kindness to someone, there are three important qualities that produce 
heartfelt gratitude in return: 
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- You actually have to intentionally benefit someone with your actions. Nobody wants to be 
the recipient of “help” that isn’t really helpful. 

- You have to bring that benefit in a way that shows respect and empathy for the other 
person’s needs. No one likes to receive a gift given with calculating motives, or in an 
offhand or disdainful way. 

- You have to intentionally make an effort to benefit the other person, in such a way that that 
person feels you had to go out of your way to provide benefit. 

In a Buddhist context, the capacity of kindness is a direct consequence of enlightenment, for 
enlightenment is the realisation of interdependence —the realisation that we are 
interconnected, and dependent on one another. There is not such a thing as an independent 
self… we all need the kindness, support, and love we get from our community, parents, 
friends, coworkers, etc. 

But, what happens when we face arrogant or disrespectful behavior when someone “crosses 
the line”? Unfortunately, this seems to happen often these days, doesn’t it? Well, there are a 
few things to consider here: 

- First and foremost, abuse is never justified. Only when we don’t love ourselves enough we 
let others treat us with disrespect. Whether at home, at work, or in any other context, 
remember that you can only change the changeable; you could learn to accept the 
unchangeable; but you must remove yourself from the unacceptable. 

- On the other hand, tolerance doesn’t mean accepting what is harmful to you, nor “putting 
up with” something we dislike or even hate. Often times the lesson we have to learn is 
when to say “no,” the right time to walk away, and to remove ourselves from the very 
cause of suffering. This could be the kindest way to treat your offender and yourself. 

- Sometimes when people behave badly, the last thing they need for their own sake is 
someone politely enabling their destructive behavior. Sometimes people need to be told 
things they don't want to hear, and to be shown that what they are doing is not okay. If 
skillfully done with wisdom and compassion, this might the kindest thing you could do for 
someone. 
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- Invariably, how people treat you is their karma. How you react to it, is yours. An angry —or 
even violent reaction from your part is not going to bring any meaningful gain to you. What 
you need is peace, and that is only achievable through mindful actions and reactions. At 
the end of the day, “Life becomes easier when you learn to accept the apology you never 
got.” — Robert Brault. 

- Though we all try to surround ourselves with likeminded people for comfort and support, 
sometimes we are drawn to people who have the ability to “push our buttons.” Here, 
consider that if there are “buttons” to be pushed it’s because you still have work to do 
within yourself —it has nothing to do with your offender. But, most importantly, we must 
learn to honor these people because they provide us with a valuable opportunity to grow 
and mature by practicing our patience and pointing to the aspects within ourselves that 
require our attention. These people are to be considered kind teachers, and as such, they 
deserve our outmost respect and gratitude. Life is an ongoing classroom in which 
everyone is our teacher and every situation contains a lesson for us to learn. Kindly 
enough, a lesson will repeat itself until you learn from it. 

- Last but not least, in the Buddhist world view, it is more important to be kind than to be 
right. As violence, fake news, racism, wars, and many other violent expressions of 
selfishness grow, the need for wisdom about how to share this planet grows in urgency. 
This doesn’t mean standing your ground is a bad thing, but it certainly gets polluted if your 
intention is to defend your ego rather than providing a different point of view. You should 
be able to make your point with a calm, relaxed, and composed mind… if not, that’s a clear 
sign that you should check your intentions. Ultimately, it is more important to avoid 
bringing harm to others, and if you are not part of the solution, you are part of the 
pollution. 

- Even better… “Before you speak, let your words pass through three gates: Is it true? Is it 
necessary? Is it kind?” — A Sufi Saying. 

Case Study # 18: The Tale of Two Wolves — A 
Cherokee Story 
One evening an old Cherokee told his grandson about a battle that goes on 
inside people. 

He said, “My son, the battle is between two ‘wolves’ inside us all. 

One is Evil. It is anger, envy, jealousy, sorrow, regret, greed, arrogance, self-pity, 
guilt, resentment, inferiority, lies, false pride, superiority, and ego. 

The other is good. It is joy, peace, love, hope, serenity, humility, kindness, 
benevolence, empathy, generosity, truth, compassion and faith.” 

The grandson thought about it for a minute and then asked his grandfather: 
“Which wolf wins?” 

The old Cherokee simply replied, “The one you feed.” 
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LOVE 
“And in the end, the love you take is equal to the love you make.”  
― Paul McCartney 

Love is the capacity to take care, to protect, to nourish —yourself first, then extending it to 
others. In a Buddhist context, it’s clear that to love oneself is the foundation of love for other 
people. Love is like a muscle that is strengthened through practice. Likewise, love is to be 
kind to yourself, to be compassionate to yourself, to feel joy, and to look at everyone with 
eyes of equanimity and nondiscrimination. Love is universal, unconditional, and selfless. Love 
is becoming a source of bliss, not only in happy times but also in those moments of trials and 
tribulations. Love is real, and it’s all around us… it vibrates beneath every act of kindness, 
service, art and community. 

Love, affection, and concern for others are, in the long run, essential to our survival.  
Materialistic societies stubbornly downplay the role of love and compassion in our modern 
world —calling it corny as people avoid showing at all costs their vulnerable side, however 
there is a great body of evidence that highlights the important role that Love has played in 
our evolution and survival as species. For example, during a lecture offered by American 
cultural anthropologist Margaret Mead (1901—1978) who spent much of her life studying 
primitive cultures, someone asked “What is the earliest sign of civilization? A clay pot? Iron? 
Tools? Agriculture?” To the astonishment of the audience she replied “A healed femur”: 

“A femur is the longest bone in the body, linking hip to knee. In societies without the benefits 
of modern medicine, it takes about six weeks of rest for a fractured femur to heal. A healed 
femur shows that someone cared for the injured person, did their hunting and gathering, 
stayed with them, and offered physical protection and human companionship until the injury 
could mend. Mead explained that where the law of the jungle —the survival of the fittest— 
rules, no healed femurs are found. The first sign of civilization is compassion, seen in a 
healed femur.”  217

We need to receive love in order to be able to know how to give it… this is why you can only 
be compassionate to someone that has not experienced true Love. Furthermore, you never 
know when a random act of kindness can literally save someone’s life. Someone in 
depression suffocates without love in their heart. Every day, you have the power to change 
someone’s life by courageously taking the first step toward getting to know that person. If 
you think about it, a stranger is just a friend you haven’t met yet.  

In classic Buddhist teachings, there are four kinds of Love: loving-kindness, compassion, 
appreciative joy, and a particular form of equanimity —all collectively called the “Four 
Immeasurables” (Brahmavihārās) because their source is boundless and cannot be 
measured. These are latent qualities of heart that reside within every one of us, at least as 
potentials. 

 Ira Byock, The Best Care Possible: A Physician’s Quest to Transform Care Through the End of Life. Avery 217
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When Love is boundless and universal —not directed to any particular object, in Buddhism it 
is understood as a form of liberation. This kind of Love is unbiased —stays neutral in the face 
of the vicissitudes of Life: either when things are pleasant, unpleasant, or when there are 
optimal conditions or a lack thereof. Therefore, it can be easy to love everyone in the 
abstract, but it can be a great challenge to do so when you have to live with them, putting up 
with their moods or “imperfections.” Universal Love entails learning how to include Love’s 
presence while we speak to others, when we are in conflict with others, and when we are 
living with others. 

On the other hand, Love is the feeling of having a strong affection for someone, which can 
be combined with a strong romantic attraction. In this regard, Buddhism has very liberal 
views: it encourages independence through non attachment. In our quest to happiness, 
Buddhism encourages us to discard all things in Life that can cause pain and suffering. This 
is not restricted to physical things, but most importantly, includes the spiritual side. In this 
regard, non-attachment is an attitude toward detaching from the idea of a perfect person and 
holding one’s partner to an impossible standard. Instead, we must learn to give ourselves 
unconditionally, and accept our partners for who they are, and realise that —just like 
everything else in this Universe, they are also subject to change just like you are. Love is 
trust and selflessness. 

COMPASSION, LOVING-KINDNESS, AND ALTRUISM 
“If a person seems wicked, do not cast him away. Awaken him with your words, 
elevate him with your deeds, repay his injury with your kindness. Do not cast him 
away; cast away his wickedness.” ― Lao Tzu 

Compassion is the wish for others to be free from suffering and its causes. In Buddhist 
literature, compassion is translated as “the heart that can tremble in the face of suffering.” It 
is aspired to as the noblest quality of the human heart —the motivation underlying all 
meditative paths of healing and liberation. 
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We all face problems in life, and we are undoubtedly connected with one another. It is only 
natural, reasonable, and appropriate to feel compassion for others because, just like us, they 
don’t want to suffer, either. Compassion is enabled by empathy, which is the ability to enter 
into affective resonance with others’ feelings, and to become cognitively aware of their 
situation. Consequently, our compassion is a natural response to others’ suffering, to the 
inevitable adversity people meet throughout their lives, to their mental afflictions, to their 
aging process, sickness, and death. 

Compassion is a multi-level response to pain, sorrow and anguish. It includes kindness, 
empathy, generosity and acceptance. It is tightly interwoven with virtues like courage, 
tolerance, and equanimity. Furthermore, the near enemy of compassion is grief, for it can 
easily be mistaken with compassion. Its far enemy is cruelty. 

It has been scientifically proven that compassionate people are happier and feel more 
secure. Our feeling of connection helps us overcome isolation and anxiety. Likewise, taking 
others’ pain and suffering seriously, and bringing our desire to help, gives us inner strength 
and self-confidence. 

Compassion has two components: 

- Emotional component. Unquestionably, the interdependence of all Life on this planet is 
what makes our comfort and lifestyle possible. Without the hard work of others, their 
passion, commitment, sense of responsibility and generosity, it would be very difficult to 
build roads, electrical grids, have plentiful water running 24/7, harvest many different kinds 
of crops and bring them to your table. You may argue people get paid for these services, 
and that is true, but it is undeniable that if you alone would have to learn all these skills, 
even if you would have all the money in the world, you wouldn’t be able to enjoy all that 
you have and take for granted today. We can only feel gratitude for this. 

- Rational component. All of us want to be happy, and also want to be free from suffering 
and unhappiness. Even someone who causes a great deal of harm to himself and to 
others, they are doing it out of ignorance, confusion and delusion. You just can’t be hard 
on someone going through something like this. 

MEDITATION ON COMPASSION  218

1. Bring your body to rest state, imbued in relaxation, stillness, and vigilance. Calm the 
mind for a few moments with mindfulness of breathing. 

2. Begin this session by cultivating compassion for yourself (not time for self-judgement, 
dismay or apathy, but reappraisal): 

- “How long have I struggled to free myself from anxiety and dissatisfaction?”  

- “What tendencies of my own mind and behavior have repeatedly gotten in my 
way?”  

- Bring forth the wish “May I be free of the true causes of worry and sadness.” 

3. Now direct your attention to a loved one who is suffering from physical or 
psychological distress. When you attend to someone fully, you are offering yourself to 
that person. This is the most intimate gift you can give. 

 Wallace, B. A. (2006). The attention revolution: Unlocking the power of the focused mind. Boston: Wisdom 218

Publications.
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- Bring forth the wish “May you be free from suffering and the causes of suffering.”  

4. Now bring to mind another person, one who wishes to be free of suffering but out of 
delusion causes his own and others’ suffering.  

- Bring forth the wish “May you have a clear vision of the path to freedom from 
suffering.”  

5. We all deserve compassion, especially when we act out of delusion. 

- Bring forth the wish “May we all be free from suffering and its true causes. May we 
all help ease each others’ pain.” 

Now, loving-kindness is tender kindness motivated by affection. Compassion and loving 
kindness complement each other: they are the two faces of altruism. While loving-kindness 
wants all beings to experience happiness, compassion focuses on eradicating their suffering. 
The aim in Buddhism is to have these two qualities underpinning all our thoughts and 
actions. 

Loving-kindness and compassion are mental states or attitudes, cultivated and maintained by 
practice. They are both antidotes to selfish desire, hatred and cruelty. The “near” enemy of 
loving-kindness is attachment (affection can very easily slip over and become attachment), 
and its “distant” enemy is malice. 

H. H. The XXIV Dalai Lama recommends “We must use a real individual as the focus of our 
meditation, and then enhance our compassion and loving-kindness toward that person so 
that we can really experience compassion and loving-kindness toward others. We work on 
one person at a time.” 

MEDITATION ON LOVING-KINDNESS  219

Start by bringing your body to rest state, imbued in relaxation, stillness, and vigilance. Calm 
the mind for a few moments with mindfulness of breathing. 

Ask yourself the following questions: 

1. What would I love to receive from the world in order to have a happy, meaningful, and 
fulfilling life?  

- Food, lodging, clothing, medical care, harmony in your environment, warm 
companionship of others, wise counsel to guide you on your spiritual journey.  

2. Once you clearly see your basic needs fulfilled, inquire further: What more I would 
love to receive from the people around me and from the environment at large in 
order to find happiness?  

- Imagine the world rises up to support you in fulfilling your aspirations.  

3. What kind of person do I want to become? What personal qualities do I want to 
possess?  

- Envision the person you would love to evolve into. Imagine that change is actually 
taking place here and now.  

 Wallace, B. A. (2006). The attention revolution: Unlocking the power of the focused mind. Boston: Wisdom 219

Publications.
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4. What would I love to offer to the world, to those around me, and to the environment 
at large?  

- Imagine what kind of mark you would love to make on the world. Embellish it with 
as many details you can think of, and imagine this dream is being realised here and 
now.  

- Bring forth the wish “May each of you, like myself, find the happiness you seek, 
and may you cultivate its true causes.” 

Now, there are some differences worth noting between compassion and other elevated 
feelings like empathy and altruism. While empathy is the ability to feel the emotions of 
another person, compassion is when those feelings bring the wish to help. Altruism, on the 
other hand, is the kind, and selfless engagement in acts of care and service on behalf of 
others. Though, one can feel compassion without acting on it, altruism isn’t always motivated 
by compassion. 

As American philosopher Thomas Nagel said: “Altruism is a willingness to act in 
consideration of the interests of the other person, without the need of ulterior motive.” But, 
there are certain subtle characteristics that define such a high aspiration:  220

- Although good intentions are indispensable for altruism, they are not enough: one must 
act with a precise goal in mind aimed at contributing to the well-being of another; 

- An altruistic individual must be ready to take risks to accomplish good for others; 

- It is important to examine our motivations attentively and honestly, and to do our best to 
determine if they are selfish or altruistic; 

- Our benevolence should not depend, either on our personal attachments, nor on the way 
others treat us or behave toward us; 

- Authentic altruism does not require that you suffer from helping others, and does not lose 
its authenticity if it is accompanied by a feeling of profound satisfaction; 

- Altruism is a temporary mental state linked to the perception of a particular need in 
another person, rather than a lasting disposition; and 

- A true altruist is ready to move unhesitatingly and fearlessly toward others. 

Altruism should be enlightened by lucidity and wisdom. True Love entails combining 
unlimited benevolence with flawless discernment, hence —transcending all partiality, 
altruistic love should lucidly consider the best way to carry out the good for others. When 
motivated to act upon the well-being of others, consider what will be the short, and long term 
benefits and drawbacks of what you are about to do, and how broad will be the effect of 
your actions. 

Finally, besides this marriage of compassion and loving-kindness known as altruism, there 
are two other factors that constitute immeasurable Love: appreciative joy and equanimity. 

- Appreciative joy is a sincere joy from the bottom of your heart at the accomplishments and 
qualities of others, toward those who work for the good of others, whose beneficial 
projects are crowned with success, those who have realised their aspirations at the cost of 
persistent efforts, or for those who possess multiple talents. 

 Ricard, M., Mandell, C., & Gordon, S. (2015). Altruism: The power of compassion to change yourself and the 220

world.
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- The aspect of equanimity that we are referring to here is the one that —far from feeling 
indifference or unconcern for some people’s needs, it is indifferent only to the demands of 
the ego-self with its craving for pleasure and position, not to the well-being of one's fellow 
human beings. 

GENEROSITY 
“You have not lived today until you have done something for someone who can 
never repay you.” ― John Bunyan 

In Buddhism, the act of giving serves as a way to eliminate one's greed, self-centeredness, 
and ill-will. By giving away what is valuable, you reduce attachment by letting it go. 
Generosity implies giving freely without expecting anything in return, and not doing so in an 
obligatory nor reluctant way. Generosity also implies: 

- “Renunciation” — An act of generosity entails giving more than what is required, 
customary, or expected relative to one’s resources and circumstances. 

- “Relinquishment” — Generosity involves relinquishment of stinginess, clinging, and greed. 
In addition, it entails relinquishing some aspects of one’s self-interest, and thus it becomes 
an offering of one’s self. 

We practice generosity to eradicate the attachments that come from our feelings of scarcity 
and separateness. Through this practice, we come to see the world from the point of view of 
abundance —what we have and what we have to give, instead of seeing it from the 
perspective of  scarcity —what we don’t have and desperately want.  

Generosity is the ground of compassion —a prerequisite to the realization of liberation. True 
generosity arises out of unconditional caring and compassion for other people. As analysed 
before, we are all interconnected and dependent on each other for our survival, well-being, 
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and comfort. We all depend on the benevolence and integrity of others, many of whom we 
will never ever meet. This is the realisation of generosity. 

In Buddhism, once a person has awakened, the Buddha instructs them to go out to benefit 
others, to be of service. Service can be seen as an act of generosity, so you could say that 
the Buddhist path begins and ends with this virtue. 

The Buddha also stressed that the spiritual efficacy of a gift is dependent not on the amount 
given but rather on the attitude with which it is given. Giving is a powerful source of merit 
with long-term benefits for both, this life and the lives to come. These teachings suggest 
unseen pathways by which the consequences of our actions return to us, positively affecting 
our mind and heart, given that we abide in the present moment. 

FORGIVENESS 
“To be wronged is nothing, unless you continue to remember it.” ― Confucius 

The act of forgiveness is fundamentally for our own sake, for our own mental health. It is a 
way to let go of the pain we carry. Without forgiveness we are chained to the past. It is a way 
to move on. Holding a grudge is like drinking poison and waiting for the other person to die, 
hence, the longer you resent others, the longer you keep yourself locked up in chains, thus 
effectively depriving you of freedom, liberation and the beauty of the present moment. 

We all need forgiveness. Individually, we need to move on from the hurt and pain we have 
been holding onto from past experiences. Collectively, humanity needs to learn forgiveness 
to end the cycles of retribution and violence, and start anew. 

In contemporary Buddhist settings, forgiveness is interpreted in several ways: 

- Letting go of our expectations and disappointments in others, meaning letting go of our 
attachment to a different past. 

- An extension of loving-kindness, which is an extension of patience or of compassion. 

Forgiveness doesn’t erase your offender’s karma. This is the reason many believe 
forgiveness has no place in the karmic universe of the Buddha’s teachings. However, 
Buddhism does not advise asking for absolution, but rather outlines a path of purification that 
will change our relationship to reactive patterns.  

On the other hand, while forgiveness is not able to undo your offender’s old bad karma, by 
preventing vengeful animosity in you, it can prevent new bad karma from being created. 
Hopefully, forgiveness may arouse a feeling of remorse and gratitude in your offender —
though nothing is meant to be expected in return. Other misinterpretations of karma 
encourage the cult of victimhood, and weaken human relationships stained with vengeance 
and anger. 

In regard to our meditation on forgiveness, we must start by recognizing that we have all 
betrayed and hurt others, just as we have knowingly or unknowingly been harmed by them. 
While doing this, we may go through stages of grief, rage, sorrow, fear and confusion.  As we 
let ourselves feel the pain we still hold, forgiveness comes as a relief, a lightening of the 
burden that has been weighing on our heart for so long.  Forgiveness acknowledges that no 
matter how much we may have suffered, we will not pass our anger and grief to any other 
person… resentment and anger ends in us! 
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Forgiveness is not about helplessly accepting, giving up, surrendering to defeat, being weak, 
or avoiding the cost of justice. It’s about liberating your own feelings and finding meaning in 
the worst of life's events. You practice forgiveness for your own sake, to not be locked in 
anger, fear, and resentment. In any way it presents itself, resentment hardens your emotions, 
narrows your options in responding to Life, clouds your judgment, locks you out of 
experiencing the flow of Life, shifts your attention from someone who matters to you, toward 
someone whom you disdain, hence, deadening your spirit in the end. 

WISDOM 
“Yesterday I was clever, so I wanted to change the world. Today I am wise, so I 
am changing myself.” ― Rumi 

Wisdom is the ability to use your knowledge and experience to make good decisions and 
judgments, hence wisdom and knowledge is like a pump and water: a pump is useless 
without water, and water is useless if it remains under ground. Also, wisdom is compared to a 
clear mirror that perfectly reflects reality as it is —the interrelatedness and interdependence 
of our life with all other Life. 

In Buddhism, the greatest expression of wisdom is the realisation that the Universe —and 
Life itself, are an embodiment of compassion, which gives rise to, and nurtures, Life in all its 
wonderful and varied manifestations. The purpose of human Life is to be an active 
participant in the workings of the Universe by creatively enriching and enhancing Life. 
Consequently, when we act out of compassion and develop an altruistic spirit, we manifest 
the wisdom of the Buddha, and our life aligns with the universal Life Force. Hence, the 
highest wisdom is the realisation of emptiness, impermanence, and interdependence, which 
manifests itself through a compassionate heart. This wisdom is what awakens us to a larger, 
freer identity beyond the narrow confines of our ego.  

True wisdom is to directly see and understand for ourselves —it is not just that we simply 
believe what we are told. In this regard, wisdom entails: 

- Keeping an open mind rather than being closed-minded, listening to other points of view 
rather than being bigoted;  

- Carefully examining facts that contradict our beliefs, rather than burying our heads in the 
sand;  

- Being objective rather than prejudiced and partisan;  

- Taking time to form our opinions and beliefs, rather than just accepting the first or most 
emotional thing that is offered to us; and 

- Being always ready to change our beliefs when facts that contradict them are presented 
to us. 

Furthermore, in a very adamant way, H. H. the XIV Dalai Lama says: “If science proves some 
belief of Buddhism wrong, then Buddhism will have to change. In my view, science and 
Buddhism share a search for the truth and for understanding reality.” 

When we reach a certain degree of wisdom, we overcome the ingrained perspectives of our 
habitual self-centered thinking, and manifest a holistic view in every situation. This enables 
us to make a broad assessment of the facts, perceive the essential nature of the issue at 
hand, and direct our efforts toward happiness. 
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Chapter # 6:  

ENLIGHTENED GRIT 
“Our potential is one thing. What we do with it is quite another.” ― Angela 
Duckworth, Author of “Grit: The Power of Passion and Perseverance” 

In this chapter we will be exploring those character-related elements inherent to self-
growth —so particularly cherished by artists and professionals alike, all from the 
enlightened perspective of Buddhism. In this endeavor for constant improvement, a 
compassionate and kind attitude toward yourself is essential to walk you through this 

learning process with gentleness and confidence. There is no way anyone can make it 
without being willing to fail… at the end of the day, if you don’t allow yourself to fail, you can’t 
learn, and everyone who is willing to learn, tacitly, is willing to remain humble. 

In addition to this, when the Buddhist idea of change is fully understood and embraced, a 
growth mindset is nurtured, and thus, the world of potentialities that has always been there 
in the present moment opens up for you. On the other hand, no one rises to the pinnacle of 
any endeavor on talent alone, so, with an extra kick of enthusiasm and right effort, you are 
set to accomplish all your goals. As you will see, all these ancient teachings will serve you 
well on your way to personal, professional, and spiritual success. 
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In a world of instant gratification, where our attention is mercilessly distracted by all kinds of 
stimuli —like social media and consumerism, building the foundations for mindfulness and a 
strong character have never been more necessary and urgent. But these qualities are 
something to be nurtured and maintained… it is a commitment to your present and future 
self, as it is a gift to the world.  

PASSION 
“I have no special talents. I am only passionately curious.” ― Albert Einstein 

Etymologically, the word “passion” comes from the Latin verb “passus” which means “to 
suffer.” In English, passion entails a strong emotion, which could be either positive or 
negative. Though this definition suggests conflict between living passionately and living with 
equanimity —meaning living with evenness of mind, composure, serenity, and tranquillity, not 
only that they both can coexist, but they can work together harmoniously. We passionately 
envision how things could be if engaged with enthusiasm and dedication, but in order to 
make this happen, we must approach in an equanimous and non-resistant way how things 
are in the present moment. 

In Buddhism, whether you are engaging in any kind of art form, conducting any kind of 
altruistic project, or just living in this world wholeheartedly, it all requires passion and a good 
deal of dedication. Passion itself means to love engagement and dedication, which on the 
other hand, entails inner vitality, aliveness, creativity, and eagerness to learn. 

However, passion can easily be derailed if we attach ourselves to expectations because we 
end up reducing Life to a narrow and contrived experience. Conversely, an attitude of non-
attachment brings spaciousness and inclusiveness, community and love. This passion to 
contribute to a shared goal is a form of Love. Passion only becomes a problem when we 
over control the process and outcome of our efforts. This is when we typically get frustrated 
with people not cooperating with our vision, or resisting to it. This is attachment, not love. 

In a broader sense, we cultivate passion for Life rather than for the things of Life. Passion 
naturally expands our heart and opens up the potentialities of the present moment. This is a 
way of Love where passion and equanimity come together in Love and in wisdom. 

PERSEVERANCE 
“It does not matter how slowly you go as long as you do not stop.” ― Confucius 

Perseverance is defined as an attitude that consistently engages in constructive behavior in 
a sustained way. But rather than just sticking to some positive tasks, it entails heroic courage 
in order to not give up, and joy in doing something constructive and beneficial to you and 
others. 

Perseverance requires sustained effort and enthusiasm. This is a key factor to success. In 
spite of your patience, generosity or wisdom, if you can’t overcome laziness, you’ll never be 
able to benefit anyone. This is why teaming enthusiasm up with heroic courage is the best 
antidote to laziness and procrastination. 
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Now that we know what is perseverance, let’s see what it is not: 

- Keeping a really hard-working attitude. This is when you hate your work but still do it 
anyway out of a sense of duty, guilt, or obligation. 

- Mindless working. Working everyday mechanically without even questioning if this 
workaholic attitude is beneficial or not. 

- Short-term enthusiasm. Typically, when we initially are super excited about something, 
pouring in a tremendous amount of energy, but quickly burn ourselves out and give up. 

So, how to boost and maintain perseverance? Here are a few tips: 

- Set a goal, identify possible obstacles you may encounter along the way, plan your work 
and resources thoroughly, and diligently keep track of your progress. 

- If you are attempting to persevere on a project that is falling apart, consider what you have 
to gain from accepting the loss rather than focusing on what you could lose. 

- If you want to increase the perseverance of someone else such as a child or a student, 
give positive feedback about the person’s effort, focused attention and energy, rather than 
praising their success. 

Perseverance means to be assiduous in advancing ourselves to the positive direction, and 
this brings us benefits, a sense of fulfillment, and joy. 

CREATIVITY 
“You can't use up creativity. The more you use, the more you have.”  
― Maya Angelou 

There is virtually nothing in life that does not require at least a pinch of creativity. When 
harnessed, its benefits can extend to any area of your life. If well understood, rather than just 
being an ability or skill, true creativity is ultimately a state of being. 

When you consciously learn to draw from that endless source of creativity we all have 
access to, you open a door to a conscious state of natural flow: one that spontaneously and 
effortlessly gives rise to beautiful expressions of art and enlightened experiences of bliss 
and joy. This state of flow, which is spacious and vast, occurs only in the absence of hope 
and fear, in other words, in the absence of expectations which are elsewhere but in the 
present moment. 

Creativity is not about the end result. All too often, particularly in stressful situations, people 
tend to focus too much effort on the outcome rather than creating conducive conditions for 
creativity to spontaneously arise. Let yourself go from tension and the task at hand, relax, 
and bring yourself to that joyful and blissful state of being. Creativity will follow. 

SELF-DISCIPLINE 
“True mastery transcends any particular art. It stems from mastery of oneself —
the ability, developed through self-discipline, to be calm, fully aware, and 

218



completely in tune with oneself and the surroundings. Then, and only then, can a 
person know himself.” ― Bruce Lee 

In a Buddhist context, we practice self-discipline to restrain ourselves from being controlled 
by our disturbing emotions, and thus, from acting compulsively and from acting in destructive 
ways. This basic ethical behavior is based on self-control, and when we lose it, we act 
neurotically compulsive, and bring unhappiness and problems to ourselves and others. 

The Buddha’s prescription on maintaining discipline was: 

- Mindfulness. Most of the time, we are unaware of wasting our precious time. To prevent 
this, we must train our attention to be aware of our actions in each moment. 

- Overcoming hindrances. All too often, we choose to trade our precious time for the instant 
gratification of our senses, leaving the important work undone. We must learn to control 
our sensual desires and other factors which are major hindrances to self-discipline. 

In a Western context, self-discipline is usually directed to the attainment of our goals and 
dreams. It is the one part of the “success equation” that you cannot do without. In most 
cases, we lack self-discipline because we have indulged in too many distractions. It is 
absolutely necessary to develop self-discipline as a way to overcome mental afflictions, like 
the AIGD (advanced instant gratification disorder) which typically manifests during midlife 
crisis in most adults. 

HUMILITY 
“There is nothing noble in being superior to your fellow man; true nobility is being 
superior to your former self.” ― Ernest Hemingway 

At a superficial level, the ideal artist is likely to be someone who is humble enough to realise 
that one can always improve and do better, but is also proud enough to be able to notice 
one’s own worth as an artist. In this materialistic context, the single most important goal is to 
succeed —often with prolific work, potentially sharing projects, gaining recognition, etc., but 
it is also bravery to confront adversity, competition, and limitation. 

However, on a deeper level, an artist is actually humbler than the average person because, 
in their quest for discovery and creation, an artist strives to look farther and within, and to 
investigate thoroughly, which shows a very submissive and humble attitude towards their 
craft. Once creation is manifested, being pleased with it is also to be humble. In other words, 
to study is to be humble, hence art is the embodiment of successful humility, because you 
need to study your craft to become an artist. A humble person will continue to learn 
throughout their life. 

A humble person is easy to be around. They are often quiet, respectful and attentive. A 
humble artist is open minded because they are constantly aware that in spite of their 
mastery, there is always someone that knows more or can perform better. On the other hand, 
a humble artist is always mindful, and often wary of praise, not just because of the ulterior 
motive of the person who praises, but most importantly, because our ego loves to be 
praised, and if unchecked, it may lead to false pride. Be cautious if you start thinking you are 
better than others… you might be setting yourself up for obstacles, such as pride. 

From the Buddhist perspective, there are two causes of pride: 
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- Dualistic thinking. It is referred as a continuous stream of thoughts that clogs up our mind, 
and has the potential of becoming destructive depending on the narrative and the 
emotions being aroused. It often leads to misperceiving the true nature of reality —a 
separation of the “I” as opposed to “others.” 

- An inflated sense of self. It happens when we start to put emphasis on our sense of self, 
which tends to equate ourselves with our personality, or our artistic persona, and leads us 
to get attached to who we think we are.  

It is worth noting that the kind of pride we are talking about here is our reified sense of self. It 
is not the pride we feel for our children, loved ones and so on. The latter stems from love 
and compassion, whereas, the former stems from our ego. 

DETACHMENT 
“Whatever comes, let it come; what stays, let stay; what goes, let go.” ― Papaji 

In Buddhism, the word “detachment” is linked to “renunciation.” However, the meaning of the 
word renunciation can be misleading for it suggests that we have to give up everything and 
retreat from the world if we want to pursue a spiritual life. Far from this, the real meaning is 
“the determination to be free” …free from the relation we have with our possessions, not the 
possessions themselves. You could perfectly enjoy a comfortable house or a nice car, but 
you must train yourself to let them go if the situation arises. Detachment means, “If I have the 
car I like… very nice. If I do not have it, that’s okay. It is not the end of the world.” Here, there 
is no attachment or clinging. Furthermore, in Zen Buddhism, after completion of their studies, 
students are encouraged to go back to lay life to do things such as to marry and to take jobs. 
The intention behind this is to practice letting go, not only of the physical things —like a 
monastery or your robes, but most importantly, to let go of your ideas and habitual 
tendencies. 

Detachment is about our relationship with the world around us. To the eyes of the people 
around you, you could perfectly lead a normal life, but deep within you, do not cling to any of 
your possessions nor the people close to you. This doesn't mean you stop caring about 
them. On the contrary, you appreciate them so much more because you're ever-aware that 
they won't last forever. 

In order to train yourself on detachment, you should start by mindfully identifying your ego: 
that pervasive, sticky perception of the “I” that feels separate from the “others.” With 
practice, you will start to realise that: 

- We are all interconnected and interdependent so there is not really any “I” to cling to; 

- My possessions are impermanent and transient… today I have them but tomorrow I may 
not. It is better to learn to live a simple life whose happiness does not depend on them; 

- My friends and family are also impermanent and subject to change. Whether one day they 
pass away, or move out far away from me, or even unfriend me, I should not cling to their 
presence in my life. Furthermore, I should cherish every moment we spend together in the 
only place where reality is possible: the present moment; 

- Radically accept whatever may come in any moment. Nothing is permanent so it makes no 
sense in clinging to things as if they would never change. 
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Detachment is ultimately about realizing that you're an expression of the entire cosmos: that 
you're in the cosmos, that the entire cosmos is in you in a very real and observable way, and 
that there is no separation between the two. 

ENTHUSIASM 
“If you want to be enthusiastic, act enthusiastic.” ― Dale Carnegie 

Enthusiasm has often been translated as Right Effort,  vigor, determination, energy, 221

diligence, etc. It is particularly useful in order to develop and encourage good qualities —
qualities that may propel us forward on our careers, passions, or on our spiritual path, and 
thus, reduce or discourage bad qualities —ones that interfere or block your progress. 

As in any other activity, in order to progress on our spiritual path, we must exert effort. One 
cannot simply lay back and wait for something to happen… one has to practice, one has to 
work at it. In the Western world, some people take this as needing to work very, very, hard —
perhaps meditating for hours on end, day after day. However, this work ethic that correlates 
the intensity of your zeal with the attainment of your goals, more often than not, ends up 
being counterproductive because, out of frustration, many people end up abandoning the 
practice and the path completely. 

A good strategy to make progress on our spiritual path would be to make sure that in each 
day or each week, there is a part of sitting meditation, or studying, or service, connected to 

 “Right Effort” sometimes called right diligence is the sixth component of the Buddha’s Noble Eightfold Path, 221

Right View, Right Intentions, Right Speech, Right Actions, Right Livelihood, Right Effort, Right Mindfulness and 
Right Concentration.” The idea of “Right Effort” is that the effort exerted in practice and in life needs to be 
“Right.” It needs to be finely tuned, neither too lax, nor too effortful. The Buddha taught that practice should be 
like a well-tuned string instrument. If the strings are too loose, they won’t play a sound. If they are too tight, they 
will break. Practice should be nourishing, not draining. So, “Right Effort” actually points precisely to the 
Buddha’s “Middle Way.” — John M. de Castro, Ph.D. “The Noble Eightfold Path: Right Effort.” Contemplative 
Studies.
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your personal passion and personal interests. This is how you unwittingly arouse 
enthusiasm. 

One of the most difficult obstacles to enthusiasm is our tendency to be lazy. There are three 
types of laziness: 

- Our inherent tendency to avoid exertion and trouble. This is our love for sleeping and 
taking everything the easier, softer way. 

- Our attachment to worldly concerns distracts us from spiritual practice. It’s easier to let 
yourself go with frivolous activities and habitual tendencies instead of focusing on what 
really matters. 

- The laziness of discouragement. This means, allowing our sense of unworthiness or 
inadequacy to dampen down our enthusiasm for practice. 

American Tibetan Buddhist nun Pema Chödrön has an aphorism “Not too tight and not too 
loose” in regard to practicing Right Effort in a balanced and sustained “middle” way. To have 
a vow without a goal, and to let go of the results of our effort, is to learn how to live with 
ease. 

Chapter # 7:  

SPIRITUAL SCIENCE 
“Science without religion is lame. Religion without science is blind.”  
— Albert Einstein 

Sciences like quantum physics, neuroscience, neuroplasticity, epigenetics and 
psychoneuroimmunology have been, progressively, all crossing paths with ancient 
wisdom and traditions that until now have been limited to the field of religion and 
mysticism. For example, the Mind & Life Institute  —led by H. H. the Dalai Lama, has 222

been building bridges for more than two decades, focusing on nurturing individual, societal, 
and planetary flourishing. This, and many other initiatives, have been decisively stepping 
outside the realm of mysticism and plunging into the field of applied sciences, as they distill 
ancient knowledge for the benefit of 21st century humankind. 

In this dialogue, science is the language. The moment you start talking about religion, culture 
or tradition, you're going to divide an audience of academic scholars. But, nowadays, the 
interaction between science and religion is no longer a matter of academic interest alone… 
this question has assumed a sense of urgency for all of us concerned about the fate of 
humankind. In this regard, the field of neuroscience can bring about profound benefits as it 
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sheds light on what it means to be human, and our responsibilities for the natural world that 
we share with other sentient beings. 

More and more, new and exciting fields of research are finding parallels in ancient traditions. 
Maybe our ancestors knew something we are just starting to comprehend. This is the story 
of who we are, where we come from, and perhaps most importantly, what really makes us 
humans —a cosmic family sharing a tiny blue home in this vast Universe. 

THE QUANTUM WORLD 
Beneath the seemingly rigid and static natural laws that so far have reassuringly guided our 
scientific and technological advancements, a new realm of uncertainty has opened up as 
scientists peered deep into the tiniest building blocks of matter —the quantum world. The 
study of this subatomic world —known as Quantum Mechanics, reports observations that 
bring bizarre conclusions compared to classical physics. For example, it seems basic 
qualities like position and time do not apply equally between the natural world we perceive 
with our senses and the subatomic world. But there is more… much more. Buckle up, folks! 

At risk of oversimplifying, here’s a summary of the most important ideas in Quantum Physics 
so far:  223

1. The Universe is quantized. Familiar quantities such as energy, momentum, electric 
charge, mass —possibly even time and space, are not continuous. They occur in discrete 
quantum units. This fact is not directly observable in day-to-day life because the intervals 
between the units are incredibly small. 

2. At the subatomic level, the behavior of particles is not classical —they cannot be 
described by Newtonian physics, meaning that “particles” as such do not exist at the 
subatomic level. The “position” of the entities that we have so far identified as 
“electrons,” “protons,” or “neutrinos,” can only be described in a statistical sense. All that 
quantum mechanics can tell us about the position of anything is a relative probability of 
being here or there as opposed to someplace else. 

3. The different quantum configurations that subatomic particles occupy are referred to as 
“states.” A state is characterized by its energy, angular momentum, and other properties. 
This is the whole point of Quantum Mechanics: the Universe is quantized. Nothing exists 
“between” quantum states, because quantum states are “all that there is.” 

4. The energy of electromagnetic radiation (light, radio waves, etc.) is transferred in discrete 
quantum packets called photons, which can also carry momentum, even though they 
have no mass. The size of an object is exactly what determines whether we must use 
quantum mechanics to describe the object, or whether to use the much more convenient 
—but always more approximate, Newtonian physics. Intuitively, Broglie’s wavelength tells 
us the size over which a particle’s position is “fuzzy,” because a wave packet does not 
have a precise edge. 

5. It is not possible to simultaneously determine the position and momentum of anything 
with infinite precision. This limitation is due to the wave-like nature of matter. This is 
known as the Heisenberg Uncertainty Principle. Furthermore, this principle states that 
conservation of momentum and conservation of energy can be “suspended” by quantum 
particles. Strange as it may seem, uncertainty applies even to empty space —how can 
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you know there is nothing there during a given time when it is impossible to know the 
energy of anything there? In fact, it’s not only possible for particles to appear from 
nothing… an essentially infinite number of them leap in and out of existence every 
second. 

6. Quantum mechanics has no real “particles,” only probability waves. The probability of 
finding an electron can be expressed using a wave function. When the electron is not 
being observed, it behaves like a wave and produces a wave-like interference pattern on 
the screen, but when a detector is located near one of the slits to observe the electron, 
the wave-function collapses and the electron behaves like a particle. Thus, when the 
electron is being observed, no (wave-like) interference pattern is produced on the 
screen.  

7. Inside an atom, when a photon (particle of light) interacts with the strong electric field 
around the nucleus, it is transformed into two particles. This process results into 
production of an electron (- charge) and a positron (+ charge), both having opposite 
charges, so the net charge of the system is zero. When the system of electron-positron is 
not being observed, the system can exist in both possible states at the same time, thus 
the two particles act as if they’re one and exist in multiple superposition states at the 
same time. Such particles are said to be entangled. Quantum entanglement is a 
phenomenon where entangled particles stay connected (in some sense) so that the 
actions performed on one of the particles affects the other, no matter the distance 
between two particles. This gives an impression that the information between the two 
entangled particles is transmitted instantaneously or faster than light, but this is not true: 
quantum entanglement does not violate relativity because no actual information is 
passed when the entangled particles affect each other.  224

In general, Quantum Mechanics describe nature in a way that is different from how we 
usually think about science. It tells us how likely to happen some things are, rather than 
telling us that they certainly will happen. This can be very baffling for most of us —even for 
the most exceptional minds out there, because it describes a world completely unlike 
anything we experience in our everyday lives. 

QUANTUM CONSCIOUSNESS?  225

Quantum mechanics is the best theory available for describing the world at the level of 
subatomic particles. Perhaps the most renowned of its mysteries is the fact that the outcome 
of a quantum experiment can change depending on whether or not we choose to measure 
some property of the particles involved. This is known as the “observer effect.”  226

When the pioneers of quantum theory first noticed the observer effect, they were troubled 
because it clearly undermined the basic assumption behind all science: the world we know is 
perceived through objective observation, irrespective of us —the experiencers. If —as 
quantum theory asserts, the way the world behaves depends on how, or if, we look at a 
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given event, what does “reality” really mean? Some of those researchers had no other 
choice than to conclude that objectivity was an illusion, and that consciousness has to be 
allowed an active role in quantum theory. To others, that did not make sense. Hardly 
irrefutable though, Albert Einstein once complained, “Surely the Moon does not exist only 
when we look at it!” 

Nowadays, there are some physicists who suspect that, whether or not consciousness 
influences quantum mechanics, consciousness might in fact arise because of it. This leads 
many to believe that quantum theory may hold the key to fully understanding how our brain 
works. Although these are just speculative ideas, it seems only a radical theory like quantum 
mechanics can shed some light on the subject. 

Physicist Pascual Jordan, who worked with quantum guru Niels Bohr in Copenhagen in the 
1920s, expressed it like this: “observations not only disturb what has to be measured, they 
produce it… We compel [a quantum particle] to assume a definite position.” In other words, 
Jordan said that we, ourselves, produce the results of measurements. If that is so, objective 
reality seems to go out of the window… but it gets even stranger.  

If Nature seems to be changing its behavior depending on whether we “look” or not, we 
could try to trick it into showing its hand. That’s precisely what physicist John Wheeler 
attempted back in the 1970s with its “delayed-choice experiment.”  It turns out that, just as 227

Bohr confidently predicted, it makes no difference whether we delay the measurement or 
not: in the double slit experiment, when measuring single photons at the screen, each one 
arrives at the screen in a random manner and they only show the interference pattern once 
several particles are detected. The interference pattern can only be explained as a 
consequence of being a wave phenomenon, so experimenters can conclude that each 
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photon “decides” to travel as a wave as soon as it is emitted. It is as if Nature “knows” not 
just if we are looking, but if we are planning to look. 

Further into this theory, Wheeler even entertained the thought that the presence of living 
beings, which are capable of “noticing events,” has transformed what was previously a 
multitude of possible quantum pasts into one concrete history. In this sense, Wheeler 
asserted that we become participants in the evolution of the Universe since its very 
beginning, thus positing a “participatory Universe.” 

To this day, there is no consensus on the best way to interpret these quantum experiments. 
Be it as it may, it is hard to avoid the implication that consciousness and quantum mechanics 
are somehow linked. For example, in the early 1980’s, British physicist Roger Penrose 
suggested that whether or not consciousness can affect quantum mechanics, perhaps 
quantum mechanics is involved in consciousness.  His experiment, named “orchestrated 228

objective reduction” (Orch OR), posits that consciousness is based on non-computable 
quantum processing performed by quantum bits (“qubits”) formed collectively on cellular 
microtubules, a process significantly amplified in the neurons.  

Orch OR has been criticized from its inception by mathematicians, philosophers, and 
scientists alike. In general, physicists are not terribly comfortable with any of these theories. 
Most hope that consciousness and the brain can be kept out of the quantum theory, and 
perhaps vice versa. After all, nobody even knows what consciousness is, let alone has a 
theory to describe it. Furthermore, it does not help the emergence of a New Age industry 
devoted to notions of “quantum consciousness,” claiming that quantum mechanics offers 
plausible rationales for such things as telepathy and telekinesis. 

THE THEORY OF “CONSCIOUS REALISM” 
Getting at questions about the nature of reality, and disentangling the observer from the 
observed, is an endeavor that straddles the boundaries of neuroscience and fundamental 
physics. On one hand, there is the “hard problem” —the problem of explaining how or why 
neurophysiological processing in the brain gives rise to phenomenal first-person 
experiences. On the other hand, we have quantum physicists baffled at the observer effect 
and at the various states an entity can have until it is observed. Be it as it may, the central 
lesson of quantum physics is clear: there are no public objects sitting out there in some 
preexisting space. As famous physicist John Wheeler once put it, “Useful as it is under 
ordinary circumstances to say that the world exists ‘out there’ independent of us, that view 
can no longer be upheld.” 

Professor of cognitive science at the University of California Irvine, Donald D. Hoffman, has 
devoted the last three decades studying perception, artificial intelligence, evolutionary game 
theory and the brain, and his conclusion is a dramatic one: The world presented to us by our 
perceptions is nothing like reality, and this may be due to evolution’s maximization of fitness 
payoffs at the expense of driving truth to extinction. Let’s unpack this. 
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Evolution by natural selection has precise mathematical formulations based on perceptual 
strategies —including veridical strategies  and various non-veridical strategies, which 229

define a species’ probability of survival. It has been proven that veridical strategies are never 
more fit than equally complex non-veridical strategies that are tuned to the relevant fitness 
functions. When they compete using the mathematics of evolutionary game theory, veridical 
strategies are routinely driven to extinction: the probability that they might be fit enough to 
avoid extinction goes to zero as the complexity of the strategies increases.  In a nutshell, 230

from an evolutionary standpoint, an organism that sees reality as it truly is will never be more 
fit than an organism of equal complexity that sees none of reality but is just tuned to fitness, 
hence missing their opportunity to achieve goals of survival and reproduction. 

Evolution has shaped us with perceptions that guide 
adaptive behaviors which allow us to survive. But an 
important part of it involves hiding from us the 
information we don’t need to know, that is not 
necessary for survival, because, if you would have to 
spend your time figuring it all out, you would miss 
survival opportunities. Additionally, these “non-
veridical” perceptions —those that do not describe 
reality as it really is, are meant to keep us alive, so 
we are programmed to take them very seriously. 
However, there is a “logical flaw” in thinking that if 
we have to take them “seriously,” we also have to 
take them “literally.” This seems to be the origin of 
our misperception of reality, which has been 
programmed by evolution itself.  231

All phenomena in the Universe, including that which 
may threaten our survival, are not true descriptions of a reality independent of the observer. 
Whatever predator our ancestors perceived at any given moment was just a description 
created by their sensory system to inform them about the potential consequences of their 
actions and the fitness-related solutions necessary to avoid threat. Hence, a forager’s 
conscious perception —which is linked to his individual sensory system, may well have been 
different from another forager’s conscious perception, thus creating different experiences 
altogether. 

According to Professor Hoffman, there are just conscious experiences (e.g.: pains, tastes, 
moods, etc.), and a world of conscious agents —the objects we perceive which are 
independent of perception, as opposed to a world of unconscious particles and fields. Under 
this theory, when two conscious experiences are put together —two individuals’ 
consciousnesses, they can generate a new, unified, single experience, which seems to be 
the substratum of our collective experiential reality. This is Hoffman’s non-physicalist monist 
theory which holds that consciousness is the primary reality and the physical world emerges 
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from it. In this theory, consciousness is fundamental.  Hoffman admits the possibility that 232

some form of reality may exist, but it may be completely different from the reality our brains 
model and perceive. As it seems, reality may not be made of space time and physical 
objects. 

THE BUDDHIST PERSPECTIVE ON MIND AND BRAIN 
Much has been said about Buddhism’s relentless efforts toward understanding the true 
nature of reality and its various aspects. For example, the influential tradition of Yogācāra —
also termed as “the doctrine of consciousness,” emphasises the study of cognition, 
perception, and consciousness through the interior lens of meditative and yogic practices. 
Yogācārins made use of ideas from previous traditions, such as Prajñāpāramitā  and the 233

Sarvāstivāda Abhidharma,  to develop a new schema for spiritual practice. Yogācāra was 234

meant to be an explanation of experience, rather than a system of ontology, this is the 
reason why it focused on developing various core concepts such as vijñapti-mātra (the 
doctrine of appearance-only) , the ālaya-vijñāna (store consciousness), the turning of the 235

basis (āśraya-parāvṛtti), the three natures (trisvabhāva), and emptiness… all metaphysical 
concepts that scholars widely agree fall into the school of Idealism.  236

In the same vein, in the Śūraṅgama Samādhi Sūtra  the Buddha gives us a hint as to what 237

mind is: 

“…If the mind is then within the body, it would be acquainted with the inner parts of the body 
itself. So that all men should be first sensible of … all that is within them, and afterwards … 
those things which are without. But how is it then, that we never meet a man who is able to 
see his own internal organs? That the mind is located within the body cannot be 
maintained.” 
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The Buddha adds that all dharmas (things) have their basis in the dharmadhātu  —the 238

totality of all that is, or absolute reality. In Mahāyāna Buddhist philosophy, it is referred to by 
several analogous terms such as Tathata (Reality “as-it-is” or “suchness”), emptiness, 
dependent-arising and eternal Buddha. Generically speaking, it is the “deepest nature or 
essence.” In this sense, there is a non-duality that characterises everything, since everything 
is possessed of the “one flavor” of the dharmadhātu. 

One can’t help finding parallels between modern neuroscience, quantum mechanics, and 
this 2,500-year-old text, the tenets of which, until recently, have been treated just as “faith” 
fundamentals supported by the authority of the Buddha, and eloquently championed in 
Dharma debate. To the delight of all Buddhists around the world, there has been growing 
support by neuroscience scholars and other fields of consciousness research. Hopefully 
soon we will be able to anchor our understanding of consciousness in more and fresh 
scientific evidence.  239

DEATH, REBIRTH AND NIRVANA EXPLAINED THROUGH ENERGY DYNAMICS 
Among all Buddhist doctrines, the one related to death, rebirth, and Nirvāṇa rank high 
among the most important teachings for it describes the main goal of any Buddhist 
practitioner. The term “rebirth” suggests life after death based on the law of causation, and 
supported by the logic behind the Middle Way —explained in detail through the law of 
dependent arising (a.k.a. law of interdependence). 

Based on the law of dependent arising, nothing exists independently from other things, for 
everything in this Universe is part of an intricate fabric of karmic causes and conditions that 
binds us all interdependently. Consequently, in Buddhism, the idea of an eternal, self-
sufficient, and independent soul is rejected. Likewise, the concept of an eternal, original, and 
almighty Creator God is rejected, too. According to this reasoning, rather than having an 
eternal soul that goes to heaven after death, Buddhists believe that there is a 
transmigrational cycle of death and rebirth based on the karmic imprints accumulated in 
each person —an endless cycle called Saṃsāra. 

For Buddhists, after death there is only a stream of consciousness that transmigrates from 
one being to another, happening within the six realms of existence —symbolically 
represented by the Bhāvacakra.  While Nirvāṇa is the ultimate goal of a Buddhist 240

practitioner, much of traditional Buddhist practice is focused on gaining merit and its transfer, 
whereby one gains rebirth in the good realms and avoids rebirth in the evil realms. Be it as it 
may, the consciousness in the new person is neither identical to, nor entirely different from, 
that of the deceased: it is just a very subtle stream of consciousness totally imperceptible to 
most people.  241
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Similarly, the First Law of Thermodynamics —The Law of Conservation of Energy, says that 
energy can be neither created nor destroyed, but can only change form. Following this 
rationale, at the time of death, the liberated free energy (vitality) cannot be destroyed but 
changes its form —for example, from one life form to another, and thus rebirth takes place. In 
this way, scientifically, the first law of thermodynamics validates the concept of rebirth.  242

Though this scientific explanation would support the Buddhist concept of rebirth, it would be 
a grave mistake to suggest that everything is energy in constant flux of form, for energy 
doesn’t exist from it’s own side as per Buddhist philosophy. 

In the case of the state of Nirvāṇa, it is a bit more complicated to explain. In the state of 
Nirvāṇa, loss of craving and mental afflictions overcomes any possible cause for evolving 
consciousness, hence giving full control over physical and mental activities to the new 
Buddha, which leads to full control over change of energy into a new form of life. Due to this 
control, the liberated free energy at the time of death is neither destroyed (1st Law of 
Thermodynamics) nor converted to another form of life, because the cause for it —craving, 
no longer exists. In this way, it is theorized that energy does not leave its form to change into 
a new being, but rather remains static in this blissful state of a Buddha —which may explain 
why consciousness stops evolving as it reaches its climax. In this way, scientifically, the state 
of Nirvāṇa can be explained through energy dynamics. 

EMPTINESS, RELATIVITY AND QUANTUM PHYSICS  243

In all Buddhist traditions, the principle of “dependent-
arising” is the basis of the realisation of emptiness. This 
principle is nowhere clearer than in the Four Noble 
Truths. In the Four Noble Truths, the Buddha taught that 
the fundamental ignorance —our fundamental distorted 
view, is the act of grasping to an imaginary autonomous 
self. The main goal of the practice is to come to realize 
there is really no self; in addition to realizing 
impermanence and suffering. 

Likewise, the principle of “dependent-arising” upholds 
the idea that the world is made up of a network of 
complex interrelations. Having said this, we cannot 
speak of the reality of a discrete entity outside the 
context of its range of interrelations with its environment 
and other phenomena — including language, concepts, 
and other conventions. Hence, not only is the existence 
of things and events utterly subject to change but, 
according to this principle, their very identities are 
thoroughly dependent upon others. 

One thing quantum physics’ double-slit experiment 
revealed is that the act of measurement causes the 
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“collapse” of either the wave or the particle function, depending upon the system of 
measurement used in the experiment, and thus confirming that only upon measurement 
does the potential become actual. 

This is somewhat similar to the philosophy of emptiness exposed by Indian Mahāyāna 
Buddhist thinker Nagarjuna (c.150 – c.250 CE). In order to explain the disparity between our 
everyday world of experience and its ultimate mode of being, Nagarjuna respectively 
invoked the notion of two truths, the “conventional” and the “ultimate”: 

- On the conventional (provisional) level, we can speak of a pluralistic world of things and 
events with distinct identities and causation. This is the realm of the laws of cause and 
effect, logic, etc. This world of empirical experience is not an illusion, nor is it unreal. It is 
real in that we experience it. 

- However, from the perspective of the ultimate truth, things and events do not possess 
discrete, independent realities. Their ultimate ontological status is “empty” in that nothing 
possesses any kind of essence or intrinsic being. 

Similarly, we could say that there are two “truths” applying in physics: the Newtonian model, 
which accurately describes the everyday world as we know it; and the Einsteinian model and 
Quantum physics, which describe aspects of reality that are not perceived by our common 
senses but fall under the domain of an “inferred” reality.  244

As one of the most important commentators of the works of Nagarjuna, Buddhist scholar of 
the Madhyamaka school, Chandrakirti (c. 600 – c. 650), expressed that when formulating 
one’s understanding of reality, one must be sensitive to the scope and parameters of the 
specific mode of inquiry. In other words, when we apply cause-and-effect reasoning to the 
empirical world —which is limited by the boundaries of everyday convention, language, and 
logic, we are not working on the field that probes the ultimate ontological status of things 
and their properties… their ultimate (true) nature. 

In this regard, Professor of physics at the University of ViScientist at the Institute for Quantum 
Optics and Quantum Information IQOQI at the Austrian Academy of Sciences, Anton 
Zeilinger —who has had a lot of discussions with the Dalai Lama and shares similar ideas 
about this topic, said:  

“One may be tempted to assume that whenever we ask questions of nature of the world 
outside there is reality existing independently of what can be said about it. We will now claim 
that such a position is void of any meaning. It is obvious that any property or feature of reality 
out there can only be based on information we receive. There cannot be any statement 
whatsoever about the world or about reality that is not based on such information. It 
therefore follows that the concept of a reality without at least the ability in principle to make 
statements about it to obtain information about its features is devoid of any possibility of 
confirmation or proof. This implies the distinction between information that is knowledge and 
reality is devoid of any meaning.” 

The paradoxical nature of reality revealed in both, the Buddhist philosophy of emptiness and 
modern physics, represents a profound challenge to the limits of human cognition. The 
essence of the problem is epistemological: How can we conceptualize and understand 
reality coherently? The challenge we face is substantial: we need to go on with our daily 
lives, our work, cordially interacting with others, understanding our moods and thoughts and 
those of others, while keeping a healthy level of sanity. How can we experience this reality 
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conventionally and, at the same time, be uninterruptedly aware of its true and ultimate 
nature?  

To our benefit, Buddhist philosophers have been tackling this challenge for centuries. Not 
only that they have developed an entire understanding of the world based on the rejection 
of the deeply ingrained temptation to treat reality as if it was composed of intrinsically real 
objective entities, but they have also managed to bring these insights into their day-to-day 
lives. Their solution is supported by understanding reality within these two levels of 
reasoning —the conventional and ultimate truths, and based on the Buddha’s quintessential 
teaching: the Four Noble Truths. 
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SECTION 5 
REDEFINING SUCCESS 

 
“The two most important days in your life are the day you’re born and the day 
you find out why.” – Mark Twain 

How do you define success is a very personal question. Is it wealth? Is it happiness? Or is it 
fame? Is it one particular aspect of your life or rather a set of factors that you need to 
accomplish in order to “be happy”? This certainly is a very subjective topic, hence there will 
be no one-size-fits-all kind of answer to this question. At any rate, whatever your answer may 
be, from the get-go the goal of this book has been to offer you different perspectives that 
may help you redefine your idea of success. Whether you were curious about the seemingly 
paradoxical topics covered in this work, or just needed something to read during the long 
lockdown hours, I hope by now you have noticed that the “idea” of success we are dealing 
with doesn’t have as much to do with wealth or fame as it has to do with true fulfillment, true 
happiness, and joy. 

You might argue the happiness of an aspiring professional musician lies in simple things too, 
like one’s songs, the crowd one draws, the pay you get for your hard work, a minimum level 
of recognition, and one’s beloved instrument(s). You are not being greedy, you just want to 
work on what you love, right? And I would agree with that… partially, though. I am sure you 
have noticed by now, at least coming from an Eastern perspective, that on a conventional/
provisional level,  factors to your happiness have a multilayered level of complexity when 245

observed through the lens of the law of causation. For example: 

- Your sacrifice often comes with a price tag and will likely produce a less-than-desirable 
outcome on the long run. For example, those long hours you spend touring with your band 
are the same hours you do not spend with your family; 

- Some of your achievements are disguised as success but, down the line, don’t necessarily 
produce a successful outcome. For example, those initial amazing songs you wrote for 
that TV or film licensing opportunity are just an old memory as you try to recover from that 
frustrating dry spell you got stuck in after months of non-stop deadline-meeting 
songwriting; 

- When your younger-days dreams are no longer sustained by your older-self interests. For 
example, the moment you inadvertently traded your rock iTunes playlist for that round-the-
clock obsession of keeping up with politics and news; 

- When that sticky relationship between your sense of self and your artist persona leads to 
associating your personal value to your performances. For example, if it happens you are 

 In the context of the two truths, “conventional” means “provisional” in the sense that the phenomenal world 245

we experience with our senses has a provisional and temporary definition of existence, as opposed to its 
ultimate nature which is empty and interdependent. In spite of this metaphysical definition, our world is not 
unreal, nor real… the key is to learn how to “be” in the world, but not “of” the world.
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an old glory like Otis “Bad” Blake in “Crazy Heart”  and your body just can’t handle the 246

burden of alcoholism, old age, and loss of recognition, things can get pretty distressful.  

- I could go on… 

In the same breath, there is a silver lining in all this. I must say that all the above —your tours, 
songs, your new interests, your past career, etc., can also bring a sense of fulfillment, 
contentment, and good pride, if attachment is kept out of the equation. In this cosmic dance 
we are all in, just like Taoists say, seemingly opposite or contrary forces are actually 
complementary, interconnected, and interdependent. Additionally, following Buddhism’s two 
truths teaching —that everything has a conventional and an ultimate nature, at the end of the 
day nothing is inherently good nor inherently bad, it all depends on our level of 
understanding of the empty nature of reality. We make things “good” or “bad” just by 
labeling and compartmentalising them… that’s all. If well understood, this should always bring 
relief and a smile to your face no matter the situation you are going through. 

So, what to do? Maybe nothing… or maybe just unlearning what you have learned throughout 
the years, reprogramming your mind, changing all habits, and learning to navigate the world 
in new and more creative ways. That’s what I’d personally call “Redefining Success.”  

Chapter # 1:  

DEFINITIONS OF SUCCESS 

In 1943, Abraham Maslow published his paper “A theory of Human Motivation.” In it, he 
created a classification system which reflected a hierarchy of needs which has been 
extensively used since then to study how humans intrinsically partake in behavioral 
motivation.  In the original version of his work, he divided this hierarchy of needs into five 247

categories: 

1. Basic needs, including clean air and water, health, food, sleep, etc. 

2. Safety needs, including personal, emotional, and financial security, health and well-
being.  248

3. Social belonging, including friends, intimacy, and family. 

4. Self-esteem, including recognition, status, importance, and respect from others. 

5. Self-actualization, including partner acquisition, parenting, pursuit of goals, etc. 

 Crazy Heart is a 2009 American drama film, written and directed by Scott Cooper, in his directorial debut. 246

Based on the 1987 novel of the same name by Thomas Cobb, the film centers around a down-and-out country 
music singer-songwriter (Jeff Bridges) who tries to turn his life around after beginning a relationship with a 
young journalist (Maggie Gyllenhaal). From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.

 Maslow's idea was fully expressed in his 1954 book “Motivation and Personality.” The hierarchy remains a 247

very popular framework in sociology research, management training and secondary and higher psychology 
instruction. Maslow's classification hierarchy has been revised over time. From Wikipedia, the free 
encyclopedia.

 According to Naci and Ioannidis, “Wellness [or well-being] refers to diverse and interconnected dimensions 248

of physical, mental, and social well-being that extend beyond the traditional definition of health. It includes 
choices and activities aimed at achieving physical vitality, mental alacrity, social satisfaction, a sense of 
accomplishment, and personal fulfillment.” — Huseyin Naci; John P. A. Ioannidis (June 11, 2015). "Evaluation of 
Wellness Determinants and Interventions by Citizen Scientists". JAMA. 314 (2): 121–2. doi:10.1001/
jama.2015.6160. PMID 26068643.
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Undeniably, the lower levels of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs are essential to human life and 
are a must-have whether you consider setting yourself up as a spiritual seeker or not. 
However, in his last years, not surprisingly, Maslow noticed the absence and need for a 
further dimension of motivation that goes beyond self-realisation… one that, in his own 
words: “…refers to the very highest and most inclusive or holistic levels of human 
consciousness, behaving and relating, as ends rather than means, to oneself, to significant 
others, to human beings in general, to other species, to nature, and to the cosmos.”  This 249

final dimension of motivation is: 

6. Transcendence, which includes giving oneself to something beyond oneself —for 
example, in altruism or spirituality. 

In the vein of this realisation, we notice that even on the basic field of behavioral 
motivation,  humans long for a transcendental abode to crown its multi-staged growth 250

development hierarchy. As Maslow realised, it is certainly not a subjective nor 
inconsequential demand, but one that holistically encompasses elevated aspects of human 
cognition and its metaphysical self.  

However, in this context, we are not focusing on how motivation and incentives make you 
work harder to achieve better results, thus becoming successful in what you do. Rather, we 
are more interested on a transcendental type of success: one that neither can be quantified 
or measured (e.g.: through profitability, levels of satisfaction, etc.) —because that is all 
conceptual/provisional, nor one that exists only as future goals, hence completely missing 
out the power of the present moment. So, how do you measure this type of success… if that 
is actually possible? 

By and large, the generic philosophy that nourished Eastern traditions for millennia promotes 
a lifestyle detached from material possessions; one that relies on a healthy mind —free from 
ignorance and mental afflictions, and one that understands the individual’s place in the 
Universe as a creative participant of it. Your success, in this context, would be measured by 
the level of transcendence reached in line with such philosophy, which will progressively 
imbue your being with happiness, joy, wisdom and bliss. 

Based on this worldview which aims at the individual’s overall well-being and flourishment,  251

we could define success in four different categories: Awareness, Connection, Insight, and 
Purpose. The following are just few examples that come to mind: 

Awareness, refers to a heightened and flexible attentiveness to perceptual 
impressions in one’s environment, as well as internal cues, such as bodily 
sensations, thoughts, and emotions. In this context, success is: 

- Overcoming fear. 

- The ability to be fully present at all times or most of the time. 

 Maslow 1971, p. 269.249

 The behavioristic approach examines how motives are learned and how internal drives and external goals 250

interact with learning to produce behaviour. Learning theorists have taken a somewhat more global perspective 
when studying motivation than researchers using the biological approach. These researchers have regarded 
motivation as one component out of several that combine to cause behaviour. www.britannica.com

 Cortland J. Dahl, Christine D. Wilson-Mendenhall, Richard J. Davidson. “The plasticity of well-being: A 251

training-based framework for the cultivation of human flourishing.” Proceedings of the National Academy of 
Sciences. Dec 2020. 117 (51) 32197-32206; DOI: 10.1073/pnas.2014859117
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- Removing your internal blockages (ignorance) in order to allow yourself to trust in the 
Universe and thus, let its blessings shower upon you every day. 

- Living an uncomplicated life with fewer commitments, less expectations, less 
distractions, and less thinking. 

- Looking within and realising that you already possess all you need to ensure your 
happiness. 

- To constantly put your habitual tendencies to the test of awareness, and strive to 
reprogram yourself with the help of new information and experiences. 

- To habituate yourself to step out of your comfort zone every day, and learn to enjoy it. 

- Spontaneously feeling grateful for every new day and the possibilities it brings. 

Connection, refers to a subjective sense of care and kinship toward other people 
that promotes supportive relationships and caring interactions. In this context, 
success is: 

- Habituating to feel the connection with the Source (e.g.: God, Brahman, Tao, emptiness) 
in every moment of your life, and to let yourself be empowered by it. 

- Reaching self-knowledge in order to reach universal Love. 

- Learning to love selflessly and unconditionally. 

- The realisation that the Universe and Life are the embodiment of compassion, and that 
our role as humans is to actively participate by enriching and enhancing Life. 

- The realisation that humankind is not at the center of creation, and that we are just 
another inhabitant of this tiny blue planet that seeks for happiness and fulfillment like all 
other species. 

- To spontaneously arouse feelings of care, protection, and consideration for yourself and 
others. 

- Rejoicing at the accomplishments and qualities of others. 

- Putting others’ interests first and realising that, far from being an obstacle to my 
happiness, it makes me feel infinitely happier and more successful. 

- Sharing your life with a community of like-minded people in a fruitful, caring, and mindful 
way. 

- The realisation that this world doesn’t need more justice, but more compassion. 

Insight, refers to self-knowledge concerning the manner in which emotions, 
thoughts, beliefs, and other factors are shaping one’s subjective experience, and 
especially one’s sense of self. In this context, success is: 

- Understanding what we are, and what we are not. 

- Understanding the difference between needing and wanting, and acting accordingly. 

- Feeling indifference to the demands of our egoistic mind. 
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- Abandoning the tendency to compartmentalising and labeling things as a constant 
strive for understanding the world around us. The ultimate nature of things is beyond 
futile conceptualisation. 

- Learning to flow with the interwoven fabric of interconnectedness, interdependence, 
and impermanence that give rise to all things and events. 

- Embracing tension, paradox, and non-duality. 

- Accepting the natural flow of events, as wholeheartedly embracing change. 

- Making peace with the transitory and imperfect nature of all things. 

- Following the Middle Way as we learn to dwell in this world but, at the same time, 
refusing to engage in its drama and suffering. 

- Realising that you cannot keep what you don’t give away. 

- Not letting your possessions own you. 

- The deep realisation that pain is inevitable but suffering is optional. 

- Unconditional acceptance of your present situation, and becoming indifferent to your 
anxiety. 

- The art of effortless living, not contrived by the rigidness of social standards, beliefs, 
roles, and expectations. 

- Being thankful to your Teacher for his/her kindness and compassion, but realising that it 
is the teaching, and its message, the essential part of your training. 

- Learning to equate every ungentle and nasty person you encounter to your most 
revered Teacher, and to see every unpleasant, challenging, and stressful situation as a 
conducive opportunity to practice what you’ve learned. 

- Learning to peacefully live with other people’s freedom of choice. 

- Relinquishing the urge to delve into unanswerable questions that are irrelevant to the 
cultivation of a peaceful and happy mind. 

Purpose, refers to a sense of clarity concerning personal and meaningful aims 
and values that one is able to apply in daily life. In this context, success is: 

- When your daily intentions, motivations, and actions are aligned, hence, turning 
decision-making processes effortless and spontaneous. 

- Living a meaningful life that fulfills your vocation, passion, mission, and makes a living 
out of it. 

- Remaining open minded and learning to benefit from foreign traditions as you let them 
enrich your worldview. 

- Devoting your creativity and resources to altruistic projects, and learning to perform 
your tasks in an equanimous way. 

- Refraining from adding pollution to your life in the shape of idle talk, social media, 
politics, and distracting news. 
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- Showing respect and reverence to all religions and spiritual traditions for they all stem 
from the same source: Love. 

- Finding a healthy work/family balance that enables you to remain fully present in every 
moment and at every situation, with everybody and everything. 

- Learning to live fully each and every day, by always remembering to “stop and smell the 
roses” as often as possible. 

- Leading by example without falling into the trap of self-reification, nor identifying 
yourself with any role or moral value. 

- Never forgetting to follow your own bliss, and bringing back the boon for the benefit of 
others. 

- Always doing your best, and dedicating it for the benefit of all sentient beings. 

Now, find your own definitions of success, embody them, and become “success” yourself 
every day of your life. 

A BUDDHIST DEFINITION OF SUCCESS 
In a worldly context, for Buddhism, “success” is considered to be a fleeting experience like 
everything else in this world. This idea is fully covered and explained in the doctrine of 
impermanence, which highlights the inescapable suffering you experience once what has 
been enjoyed, is lost. Whatever we achieve in life —be it wealth, fame, status or power, is 
destined to fade and pass away… nothing stays forever… change is the only constant. This is 
why “success” —in its worldly context, can never be the source of lasting happiness. 

However, it would be inaccurate to assert that the Buddha’s teachings are anti-materialistic. 
Misleadingly enough, the mainstream meaning of the word “renunciation” carries a particular 
distinction that diverges from the idea of living a monastic life which gives up every 
pleasurable aspect of life in favor of a contemplative and frugal existence. Unbeknown to 
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many, the Buddha had a large following of 
laypeople, who lived ordinary lives and aspired to 
conventional notions of success. Different to how 
He instructed his monks, the Buddha encou-
raged laypeople to earn wealth in ethical ways in 
order to support their families. He also encou-
raged husbands to respect their wives, parents to 
care for their children, and everyone to contri-
bute to the well-being of the larger society.  252

Having said this, it becomes clear that the main 
goal of Buddhism is to address that pervasive 
aspect of human existence —suffering, in as 
many ways possible. H. H. the Dalai Lama once 
remarked that the monastic life is suitable for the 
rare few —actually he said “one in a million.” The 
rest of us, he advised, should concentrate on 
living as “sincere human beings.”  Thus, for 253

most of us who live our lives away from 
monasteries and spiritual retreats, living as a 
sincere human being that promotes peace and 
kindness over neurotic behavior, and devotes 
one’s life to ease the suffering of others (the 
Bodhisattva path), would be considered as a 
Buddhist definition of success. No less, no more. 

Living life as a sincere human being is a definition of success that does not care about how 
you make a living, how much money or property you own, or how much power or influence 
you have. The only concern is whether if you are someone who contributes to suffering, or 
someone who is dedicated to easing suffering. This compassionate attitude that focuses on 
the needs of others instead on focusing on ours is the true meaning of success… one whose 
real wealth lies in their compassionate attitude and altruistic effort. 

WHAT A SUCCESSFUL FUTURE IN MUSIC MAY LOOK LIKE 
“Can we continue to do the work that we want to do at the level where it feels 
like we are still making somewhat of an impact, or contributing to a conversation? 
That is basically the success.” — Mat Dryhurst, Musician and Berlin-based 
professor at NYU's Clive Davis Institute of Recorded Music. 

Mat Dryhurst, one of the music industry’s most outspoken and challenging visionaries, asked 
himself the question above during an interview with The Creative Independent back in 
2019.  Faced by a dysfunctional industry that tacitly pushes artists to the verge of self-254

 Basnagoda Rahula, Bhikkhu. “The Buddha's Teachings on Prosperity: At Home, At Work, In the World.” 252

Boston : Wisdom publications, ©2008.

 Lewis Richmond. “What Buddhism Says About Success.” Huffpost. October 10, 2013.253

 Tom Krell. Conversation with Mat Dryhurst on Redesigning the System. The Creative Independent. February 254

8, 2019.
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cannibalizing in order to appeal the masses, where music is already abundant but purpose is 
scarce, he dreams of decentralized projects as the only way out of this mess. 

As it happened to my friend, Derek Sivers —founder and former president of CD Baby, it 
seems to me that within the struggle necessary to reinvent the system it is inevitable to also 
question your inner self about simplicity, equanimity, and selflessness. Mat’s idea of marrying 
Community and Purpose may sound utopian to corporate-minded artists, but what is truly 
unrealistic is to perpetuate a business model from which only big-buck players benefit at the 
expense of the vast majority of artists, now relegated to the margins of the industry.  

For those of us who have been paying attention, it comes as no surprise that what we are 
dealing with here is just the reflection of a decadent society that suffers from many ailments, 
that can all be traced back to the same set of causes: life dissatisfaction, our faulty way of 
perceiving our true nature, and its inevitable consequence that leads to disconnecting from 
ourselves and from the world at large. Consequently, greed, apathy, neurosis, sadness, 
loneliness, depression, delusion, anger and other psychopathies are the unequivocal result 
of our own ignorance. Once the causes are understood, it is in our hands to find the cure… 
for our benefit, and for the benefit of everyone else in this planet. 

This problem is much bigger than music, of course. For any sensitive musician, music-for-
music’s sake means nothing. Music is just the means to connect and congregate. Older than 
the first expressions of music on Earth —some 40,000 years ago,  our need for belonging 255

to a community predates that of the invention of the first musical instruments. There is, 
however, another aspect of humankind we can point the finger of blame at. Fear is pretty 
much responsible for our irrational and aggressive survival instinct, hence, most of our 
deeply rooted sense of self —the one that is always unfulfilled and overly cautious, is just a 
byproduct of our hunter-gatherer instincts. 

Luckily for us, we’ve come to this point in history where, based on past mistakes, trials and 
errors, we have the opportunity to redesign our future and our careers. It is not only your 
career in music that is at stake here… it is actually more about how do we really want to 
experience music from the vantage point of an artist that engages with their audience in a 
more mindful and inclusive way, where closeness and more intimate live performances are 
appreciated. 

At this juncture, Mat proposes decen-
tralized projects that, far from aiming at 
taking over the pop music industry, offer a 
more resilient and equitable counter 
industry for the benefit of artists and 
consumers alike. He offers a comparison 
between the existent dog-eat-dog 
independent-based model, epitomized by 
Spotify’s algorithms, versus a new 
interdependent-based model constituted 
by a vibrant community of actors (e.g.: 
art ists, international small labels, 
promoters, publications, production 
services, etc.) where individual creativity 

 “While the first hand axes and spears date back about 1.7 million years and 500,000 years respectively, the 255

earliest known musical instruments are just 40,000 years old… A literal reading of the prehistory of music 
begins about 40,000 years ago, with Europe on the brink of a momentous change.” — Colin Barras. “Did early 
humans, or even animals, invent music? BBC Earth. 7 September 2014.
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thrives in the presence of resilient networks and supporting communities.  This is an 256

adaptation of his ideas: 

In the same vein, Mat has some ideas for the venues. No meaningful change would be 
possible without supporting those places that offer value to the community. Here are the 
highlights: 

- Venues which embrace the philosophy of community and congregation should be 
supported. One way would be to develop cooperative-like initiatives where clientele 
become cherished members of an interdependent network of actors and organizations. 

- The value these venues provide must be recognised and celebrated. These local 
communities, and the artists they foster, generate value that cannot be quantified in a 
spreadsheet. In some cases, they are at the forefront of the local battle against loneliness 
and depression. For this reason —and specially during this pandemic, some sort of 
crowdfunding initiative should be considered through the creation of a network of digital 
communities based on memberships and subscriptions… like Patreon but for places like 
DIY projects or middle-size venues. 

- Furthermore, in some special cases, a local community may take ownership of some 
venues that are at a special risk, like when in foreclosure. These places can be further 
enabled to serve other purposes during daytime hours. 

These and other similar ideas sound like music to my ears —all pun intended! The idea of 
relying on the trust, goodwill, support, and enthusiasm of your network can only be 

Independent Model Interdependent Model

Listeners rent music for pennies on 
streaming platforms.

Listeners pay artists directly on Bandcamp/
Patreon/etc.

Artists rent listeners for ad dollars on ad 
platforms.

Artists own and nurture their contacts and 
supporters.

Isolated artists make songs in their 
bedrooms for isolated listeners in their 
bedrooms.

Artists and audience contribute to a global 
scene ecosystem in a synergistic way.

Hustle myth makes a virtue out of 
selfishness.

Humility makes a virtue out of being 
considerate and supporting others.

Trickle up attribution (lone genius myth) and 
compensation models (stars keep all the 
money).

Artists attribute and pay their collaborators.

Irreverent of institutions and the archive in 
favor of individual freedom and lack of 
concern for tradition.

Respect for the archive and realises that 
strong institutions are the ones who actually 
make it possible for individuals to thrive.

20th century kitsch individualism. 21st century democratic socialism.

Short term instant reward. Long term investment.

 Mat Dryhurst. “Interdependent Music vs Independent Music.” Medium. April 24 2020.256
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exhilarating if you have come to the realisation that, deep at the core of our nature, we are all 
dependent on each other. Denial only makes things harder, prolongs the suffering, and 
ultimately, is futile as it goes against our core values. On the other hand, this initiative is 
aimed at reinvigorating ecosystems, benefiting from equitable and synergistic interaction, 
and regaining control over your fanbase, which is at the end of the day, the one aspect no 
artist can live without. 

There will be resistance to these ideas, and there will be those who are okay with the current 
model in place. For those of you who believe we are all better off this way, I invite you to 
revisit your intentions and motivations, and embrace change… especially if it’s in the name of 
promoting togetherness, emotional connection, and selfless support. 

Chapter # 2: 

A MUSICAL “MIDDLE WAY” 

Half of my life I’ve been chasing the rabbit, chasing that elusive record label, that elusive 
“perfect” song, and that unique guitar tone that could represent my musical identity. I 
played in bands —mainly in my flagship project: Blue Aliens’ Club, and felt privileged to 
work with many musicians from which I learned a lot. We gigged as much as we could, 

and though we had our ups and downs like any family has, we had a great time all in all. 
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When I look in the rearview mirror, I see my mistakes and my achievements, my tears and my 
laughter, long gone acquaintances and friends who are still at the reach of a click. I see 
cityscapes, soundchecks, friends and fans, drinks and loaded vans with heavy amps. And, 
although that’s all well and good, I still find myself sometimes wondering if all that was worth 
it.  

Spoiler: Yes, it was. 

Why am I bringing this up now? I’ve 
been called many things in my life, but 
nostalgic is certainly not one of them. 
An in-depth analysis revealed that I 
wish I knew many things before that 
would have guided my decisions 
better, guided better my attitude 
toward music, and toward my band-
mates. No, I am not talking about music 
industry insights, better guitar licks, 
social media tricks, or how to improve 
my recording skills… no, not at all. 
When I look back, I wish I knew how to 
lead my band better, how to avoid 
being overly attached to my songs and 
gear, how to be less egocentric; I wish I 
had learned how to listen as opposed 
to just hear, learned how to share 
more, how to be more empathetic, how 
to relax and stop. I wish I had come 
across someone that shed some light 
on these subtler aspects of the 
entertainment business, someone who 
had walked me through my philo-
sophical dilemmas, someone who had 
shown me the path toward deeper 
realisations that are way beyond 
conventional success. 

Although this sounds a bit sad, it’s certainly not. Sometimes you need to go through some 
hardships to learn the important lessons in life. Some people live their whole lives in 
delusion, after all. Furthermore, I consider myself lucky because at some point I had the 
chance to come into contact with a few Buddhist books that opened up my field of vision 
and became the precursor of my personal awakening… though I am fully aware that this is 
only possible when you are ready for it. I’m sure that if I had found those books a few years 
earlier I would have probably discarded them as I would have been too busy making a name 
for myself. LOL. 

Be it as it may, I reckon that I could have tackled my music career more successfully with the 
right coaching by my side, or at least, by being exposed to other “more enlightened” points 
of view. Based on the benefits I’ve experienced in the few years I’ve been studying Eastern 
philosophies —especially Buddhism, practicing yoga, and regular meditation, I can’t stress 
enough the paramount importance of opening the door to enlightened wisdom, soaking it 
up, and thus, letting yourself enjoy a more relaxed, efficient, and fulfilling career in music. 

So how can you benefit from it? Here are a few ideas: 
244
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- Learning to find serenity and inspiration within. When you learn to be fully in the present 
moment, things like creativity, craftsmanship, and mindfulness flow spontaneously and 
effortlessly, thus bringing your performance and art to the next level. 

- Letting go of the heavy burden. We all have weird narratives in our heads that trigger 
emotional reactions that, more often than not, create trouble for you and others. Let go of 
your ego —that pesky spoiled little bastard that we unwittingly let run wild most of the 
time. Let go of your expectations for they set you impossible standards that often lead to 
frustration and disappointment. Let go of the idea of who you think you are… that’s a 
heavy load that weighs you down and cuts your wings before you even attempt to fly. Let 
go of your beliefs and moral righteousness, and learn to accept other people’s ideas and 
opinions. 

- Mindfulness lights the way. Mindfulness is like a Swiss-army knife that cuts through layers 
of overthinking, negative narratives, and habitual tendencies. Mindfulness develops your 
levels of concentration, focused attention, and awareness, thus making your musical 
practice a thousand times more efficient. Mindfulness changes your attitude towards 
mistakes, too —it’s good to make mistakes because that’s how you learn while keeping 
yourself humble. Mindfulness promotes non-judgmental thinking which comes very handy 
during live performances. Mindfulness leads to acceptance and, ultimately, to trusting your 
talents and abilities. 

- Look within. When you develop awareness, you progressively begin to question many 
things like: Am I conditioned to play this or that particular style of music? Or why am I stuck 
with these particular licks or these types of arrangements? What do my stylistic 
preferences say about me, if anything? What are the feelings and emotions I really want to 
convey through my songs? My sound? My style? What kind of power and responsibilities 
do I have as a band leader? As a songwriter? As a frontman? How do I want to experience 
the pursuit of my career… through suffering or through acceptance and joy? Is music more 
important that my family life? My friends? My other passions? My spiritual practice? My life? 
Am I capable of finding a healthy balance? Look within, get to know yourself, and act 
accordingly. 

- Radical acceptance is the door to liberation. As your awareness growths, you realise 
you’ve been wasting your time in energy-sucking endeavors for way too long. Maybe it’s 
that tour that is not going very well, or a toxic relationship, or a song you are stuck on for 
weeks, maybe friends that you thought were legit, or that album that is not going well in 
the studio. Sometimes an honest appraisal can save you a lot of time, energy, and tears. 

- The path of non-striving and of least resistance. All that striving you are going through, 
and all that resistance you oppose to undesirable situations, are all likely to become 
bumpy roads that, in the end, may well not be worth the struggle. As your spiritual practice 
grows, you will understand that, counter-intuitively enough, passed a certain threshold, the 
more effort and grinding you put into your practice —for example, the less likely you are to 
perform spontaneously and effortlessly. Likewise, as the saying goes: what you resist, 
persists, thus creating unnecessary trouble in your mind. Don’t let frustration and anxiety 
overcome you. Learn to let go of your logic, relax, create all conducive conditions for your 
goal to arise, and learn to accept any possible outcome. 

- Don’t let your possessions own you. This one’s been a biggie for me, but I bet I am not the 
only one. My close friends know that I’ve spent big bucks on my gear, going from big and 
expensive Boogie amps, to flamed-top guitars, and tuned-up boutique pedals. Further, for 
many years I thought I was preparing myself for that big break where I would be needing 
paint-peeling loud amps and iconic guitar tones to guarantee my success. It was all 
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delusion… LOL. That big break never came, and though I truly enjoyed my expensive toys, 
I reckon I could have used that money in more meaningful projects. FYI, I sold everything 
and got myself equally cool less-expensive instruments, favoring secondhand stuff above 
everything else. It really doesn’t matter what you own but the relationship you have with it. 

- Let go of your obsessions. Whether you are the compulsive perfectionist that needs to go 
over a solo passage a thousand times or until your fingers bleed —whichever comes first, 
or you are the typical singer that goes aphonic after a whole day recording in the studio, 
letting yourself being dragged by your obsessions is not a good idea… it is not healthy, 
and it likely won’t produce the outcome you expect. And do you know why? Because 
whatever you do, it will never be able to meet the impossible standards set in your head. 
You are good enough, and you’ve always been. Learn to appreciate your skills and treat 
yourself and others with kindness and respect. 

- You are not your songs, nor your tone, nor your looks. When you come to the realisation 
that we depend on other factors —causes and conditions, to arise, we understand that 
there is not an “I” that exists independently from everything else. This fundamental 
teaching prevents self-identification because there is no “self” to defend, justify, nor reify, 
whether by means of your music, style, garments, opinions, or gear. We are all intrinsically 
interconnected, hence, the only things that matter are cherishing and nourishing our 
sense of belonging, caring for others, and love. If you manage to embrace this truth, your 
art will become a reflection of your state of being, manifesting in beautiful craft, emotive 
lyrics, and feelings of bliss. 

- True success is only possible in the present moment. Social definitions of success —be it 
fame, wealth, sex, or money, are only attainable in the future if you grind it out and work 
your ass off to make it. Conversely, true success (the sense of belonging, sharing 
meaningful experiences, feelings, beauty, and happiness) is only possible now, in the 
present moment. When you are fully present you are capable of accurately conveying 
your feelings, keeping your audience engaged and resonating with your art. You must 
arouse your empathy to understand what others are feeling and longing for at that very 
moment, hence you must embody feelings of kindness, love, and compassion to nurture 
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others accordingly. But it goes beyond conventional success… it’s about becoming part of 
a community, feeling the healing power of their presence, and rejoicing in healing back 
with your music. Be it as it may, you must work on yourself first… you cannot pour wine 
from an empty bottle, right? Heal yourself first, only then, you will be in a position to heal 
others. 

- Learn to wear your vulnerability as a badge of honor. Far from bringing you to a 
disadvantageous position, embracing your vulnerability, and offering it to the world, is a 
source of unfathomable strength. By now, we are already aware of how interconnected 
we are: on a conventional level, your happiness is my happiness, your sadness is my 
sadness. Don’t let grief and sorrow overwhelm you, but rather focus on the strength you 
can draw from less-than-desirable situations, and thus, become a beacon of hope for 
others. When you become aware of how vulnerable you have been to trolling, destructive 
criticism, harsh attitude, or plain apathy, you can only naturally become aware of others’ 
sensitivity and vulnerability. Gently and compassionately, heal yourself and heal others, 
and bring beauty and happiness to the world in the process. 

- Beauty is in the eye of the beholder, but to be more precise, concepts of beauty and 
ugliness are just concepts that in the end mean nothing when our true nature is realised. 
Resist the tendency to conceptualise things, which in this context means being 
judgmental. Learn to rejoice in the achievements of others, their songwriting skills, their 
new album, their career choices, their looks, etc. If it is still difficult for you to do so, at least 
keep in mind that other people’s opinions and tastes are as valid as your own. 

- We tend to put ourselves on a pedestal. Our faulty perception of reality puts our needs 
above others’, demanding priority solutions for our problems, imposing impossible 
demands to the people who work with us, and the list goes on and on. That distortion of 
reality leads to a sense of entitlement that puts everybody down. You might be an 
amazing musician while your roadies are there just to ensure you shine on stage, but both 
are just roles that do not define any of you. Come to embrace the inherent and equal 
value that each one of us have, and let your generosity, kindness and humility tell 
everybody about your true greatness. 

- Reverence for “the Masters.” Much like in Eastern traditions, musicians tend to imitate their 
idols and try to walk in their “Master’s musical shoes.” This is all well and good, but just as 
in the East where, in spite of all the wisdom and kindness our Masters show us, we should 
always be reminded that it is the teaching and not the teacher that will have a lasting 
effect on our spiritual path. Likewise, we should not get stuck on identifying with our 
favorite artists, but rather feel inspired by their music and hard work, and most importantly, 
feel ourselves inspired by the emotions their music arouses in us.  

- Every time you walk onto a stage you must do it with all your body, speech and mind. This 
is a common Buddhist motto —the “Three Vajras,” with which we hold the full experience 
of emptiness. In the artistic context, likewise, every time you go live you should empty 
your mind from distracting thoughts, anxiety, and expectations, and just let yourself flow 
into the present moment where you empathetically connect with your audience and share 
the beauty of your craft. It is a very visceral approach where you relinquish your logical 
thinking in favor of emotion and connection. 

- The fear of loss. At various degrees, some musicians —me included, hold this latent fear of 
losing their beloved instrument. It is not uncommon to hear horrible stories of robberies 
after gigs, and taking into consideration the way most of us identify with their tone and 
looks, it can feel like losing “a part of yourself.” Besides the material value of your gear, we 
often hear that it is more the emotional value that weighs on our souls when we lose our 
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instrument, but I am afraid that, in context, it really means that we feel like having lost an 
important part of our self. If this ever happens to you, once you regain composure, look 
within and ponder the level of identification you have with your instrument, which surely 
goes beyond the objective value of your gear. Though it is easier said than done, try to let 
go of both types of attachment, the one you have to your instrument and the one you 
have to your false sense of self. With practice, you should be able to tackle this and other 
kinds of loss with more ease. 

- The art of creating value. Many artists believe that the goal of an artist is to create value, 
whether in the shape of a song, a painting, or a sculpture. Assuming we are not referring 
to its cultural value, its materialistic intention is, not surprisingly, more predominant in 
consumeristic societies. Typically, this is the goal of every “pop” project, which —more 
often than not, aims to make profit at the expense of musical integrity. Don’t get me 
wrong… artists have to eat and live with dignity like anyone else, but there are varying 
levels of contentment people would agree to. Regardless of your personal situation (think 
of families with children, mortgages, etc.) I am touching on a much more subtle aspect of 
your career. Ask yourself, why am I making music? What is my personal goal? Am I only 
interested in selling my image and voice, or do I rather have something to say to my fans? 
This is a very personal matter, and I think no one is in position to judge here. Just a 
reminder: don’t betray yourself for things that are ultimately irrelevant to your true 
happiness and the happiness of your loved ones. 

- Your personality reinforces itself through music. There's a principle in neuroscience that 
says: “nerve cells that fire together, wire together.” This means that if you keep on 
repeating the same thoughts over and over again, your brain will link those recurrent 
thoughts and will create a personality. Further, the redundancy of that cycle over time 
creates a state of being, which changes your biochemistry over time. Now, imagine 
yourself writing a song. Your personality impregnates your song, and through continuous 
listening, practicing, and performing, that song inexorably reinforces back the personality 
that created it. Now, what happens if you wrote it when you were depressed, or angry, or 
anxious? You guessed it, your personality keeps on reinforcing that feeling in your mind, 
with all the potential detrimental consequences that come with it. Be mindful of your 
thoughts, your music, and the effects they may have on you and your fans. 

248

Photo by Soundtrap on Unsplash.



- Virtuosity is not a necessary attribute of art, nor it is necessary to convey emotion. Surely 
you have witnessed how, seemingly “mediocre” artists, are capable to move their 
audiences with simplicity, sensitivity, and grace. Certainly, you need to have some skills, 
but it is absolutely not necessary to spend half of your life mastering the fretboard to 
resonate with your fans. As we discussed earlier in this book, there is a sense of 
inadequacy deep within ourselves —much of which is due to the insecurity created by our 
own unchecked ego, that we long to fulfill. This is the reason why many go great lengths 
to become “the best of the best” so they may never disappoint their fans. Don’t fall for it: 
you are not what your ego says you are, nor do you need anything else to be worthy of 
the love of others. Admiration and flattery are what your ego craves… not you. Look within, 
come to understand what your true nature is, and realise there is no separation between 
you and your audience. 

- Songwriting is a journey, not a destination. How come a beautiful art like songwriting, 
which evokes beauty, sensitivity, grace, and the mastery of music and harmony, ends the 
moment you finish writing a song? Many songwriters feel relieved once they put the 
finishing touches on their masterpieces as if, after a long and painful childbearing, they are 
relieved to finally hold and kiss their babies. Far from relegating these feelings to the 
songwriting process, you should vividly evoke them during practice, and especially, during 
live shows, in order to faithfully evoke those same feelings you once used to describe 
your longing and love. 

- We can all live forever. The best cure to your existential fear of death is to selflessly and 
unconditionally give yourself to others. When you teach a kid their first chords, or when 
you offer someone a random act of kindness, or when you do something for someone that 
cannot ever repay you, you are transcending mortal life and tapping into Eternity. If you 
come to understanding the deep nature of our existence —that we are all interactive 
participants in the workings of the Universe by creatively enriching and enhancing Life 
through compassion and love, tears will roll down your face and bliss will overcome you as 
you realise that, after life, you will live forever in the memory of those whose lives you 
touched and cherished. 

A SUCCESSFUL HUMAN BEING 
Throughout history, culture has conditioned humanity to behave in many different ways. In 
modern societies, where consumerism is rampant, social media hypnotizes, and our leaders’ 
actions speak of corruption and a lack of values, it is understandable to feel ourselves 
alienated, disenfranchised, angry, or apathetic. Sadly, these ubiquitous feelings of despair 
are becoming the norm, but we should not lose hope because there is still much we can do 
to change the course of our lives, and of history at large. 

Beyond commonsense advice like being responsible with your vote on election day, or 
taking part in climate change initiatives, denouncing human rights violations, or supporting 
social policies that bring benefit to the majority, Eastern philosophies prescribe other 
measures that attempt to tackle more pervasive and deeply rooted problems in our society. 

Besides understanding the preliminaries, their tenets, and their philosophies, there is a basic 
aspect that I find very useful to get started with. It is Renunciation. As explained earlier, 
renunciation is the determination to stop the problems caused by our possessions, however, 
at a larger scale, it means dispassion, detachment, non-reactiveness and distaste for the 
drama of this world —which is called “vairagya” in Hinduism. This teaching is about 
detoxifying your mind from all the nonsense we are exposed to every day. No wonder we 
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have so many internet warriors, so much righteous piety, so many left and right extremists, 
and other drama farmers that have lost their way in the midst of this cacophony of fake news, 
hateful narratives, swamps of negativity, and loss of hope. 

Far from becoming apathetic, heartless, or irresponsible with the matters of the world, 
Eastern philosophies assert that the original cause of our self-destructive attitude lies within, 
in the deeply rooted ignorance of our true nature, which is the problem we should all focus 
on. In order to address this problem, there are many meditative practices that promote 
mindful action, awareness, and elevated feelings like compassion, loving-kindness, and 
wisdom. But what happens when the pollution is overwhelming? It is very hard to relax with 
feelings of anxiety and mild depression after a long day of work. Do we really need to turn 
on the evening news and get a bit more of it? Do we really need to discuss politics after 
work with our colleagues? Do we really need to fill our heads with more noise? 

Since childhood, we have been trained to see duality wherever we go. Even when you finally 
decide to follow a spiritual path, in the beginning we keep on projecting this duality into our 
practice. It’s so hard to get rid of notions of separateness and division —us versus them, right 
versus wrong, man versus God, and thus, we fail to understand our intrinsic empty nature. 
This is why Eastern spirituality makes great emphasis on overcoming worldliness by quieting 
the mind with meditative techniques, and if you are resolute on making progress, you should 
consider turning off your tv set, podcast, social media, idle chat, and any other source of 
drama. 

Extensively have we highlighted the benefits of meditation —namely a focused attention, 
mindfulness, relief from stress, depression, and potentially, the opportunity to arouse feelings 
of love and compassion that bring us closer to understanding our essential nature. When we 
quiet the mind, things become clearer, calmer; problems become less serious, fleeting, and 
even imperceptible; mundane concerns become irrelevant, order comes out of chaos. With 
continuous meditative practice these feelings become second nature and accompany us 
throughout the day. Eventually, we become aware of many different conducive opportunities 
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for the practice of values like patience, tolerance, humility, and kindness, which will help us 
reinforce our spiritual training day after day. As we learn how to heal ourselves, we will learn 
how to heal others with compassion and love. This selfless attitude always resonates with 
others, and thus, the potential to benefit further, manifests. 

In this context, a successful human being is one who disentangles themselves from pollution, 
and thus becomes part of the solution. It is someone who learns to shift from their own petty 
problems to see the bigger picture, to see the much more ambitious challenge of benefiting 
others, and thus, the world at large. It is someone who learns to live effortlessly and 
spontaneously even in the midst of chaos and ignorance. It is someone who recognises the 
futility of their former attachments and grows above them. True success is at the reach of 
one’s hand… it just needs resolution and courage to change the world. 

Here are some personal tips I can offer to get you one step closer to your goal: 

- Learn to be “in” the world, but not “of” the world. As your meditative practice grows, you 
will become fond of silence and peace. You will eventually notice a natural feeling of 
distaste for worldly concerns. Far from encouraging a reclusive life, this “middle way” 
encourages us to progressively let go of the drama of this world, usually manifested in the 
shape of gossip, politics, news, social media, etc. The reason for this is that this mundane 
pollution follows us all the way down to our meditation cushion, and makes our meditation 
practice erratic, inefficient, and frustrating. If you follow this advice, soon you will realise 
how your meditation practice becomes full of deep realisations, joy, and bliss. Do yourself 
a favor… detox yourself. 

- Give up social norms, roles, moral standards, or anything that has been unnaturally 
imposed onto you. Question everything you think you are or how you think you should 
behave. You are not defined by your social role, nor the moral standards of your society… 
you are an expression of Love manifesting in Nature, free from the burden of any rigid 
social or religious construct. The moment you define something as “moral,” automatically 
you are defining another as “immoral.” Don’t fall into the trap of conceptualisation because 
there are always two sides to the same coin… if you pick a side, someone will inevitably 
become your perceived antagonist. 

- If you can’t avoid being selfish, at least you should be “wisely selfish.” This is one of my 
favorite quotes from the Dalai Lama. His Holiness strongly believes that cherishing others 
is a stepping stone to leading a happy and fulfilling life. As you dig deeper into our natural 
interconnectedness and interdependence, you come to realise that the best way to take 
care of yourself is by dedicating yourself to the welfare of others. Indeed, this is a bit of a 
selfish approach, but if we were to wait until we have a completely pure motivation, we 
wouldn’t do anything at all. Start with little. As you benefit others, you benefit yourself, and 
as you benefit yourself, you become more cheerful and motivated to do more. 

- There is no way to happiness… happiness is the way. Whatever you desire, or whatever 
you dream of, you must embody the quality that will take you there. If you want to be 
successful, you must “be” success. If you want to be happy, you must “be” happiness. You 
should not strive to find happiness with logical reasoning… you must experience 
happiness by being the embodiment of happiness along the way. This shift in perspective 
empowers your attitude and actions, and effortlessly brings you closer to that conceptual 
goal. 

- “It is what it is.” This is a very popular saying in the West, but it sounds like it comes from 
the lips of a seasoned Indian yogi. If you strip down any traces of disappointment, 
frustration or challenge —as when you intend to say “deal with it,” there is a very positive 
attitude you can distill from them. The kind of frustrating situation this saying points to, 
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offers the potential for practicing acceptance, patience, tolerance, and kindness. Through 
neuroplasticity, the more you experience these and other positive qualities, the more you 
change your biochemistry, your mood, and ultimately, your state of being. 

- “Fake it until you make it.” In my frustration at not being able to “empty my mind” during 
my early meditation sessions, once a good friend suggested to “fake it until you make it.” 
He meant to just sit and pretend I am an experienced meditator, and through practice, my 
body and mind will follow suit. He was right. Though this is not meant to replace proper 
instruction and sound meditative techniques, I reckon it was a good piece of advice that 
helped me overcome a road block I had back in the day. This technique is based on the 
power of visualisation, similar to what you would find in many tantric traditions. 

- Pain is inevitable but suffering is optional. In the midst of difficulties always remember that 
there is always a way out of suffering, and it lies within your own understanding of the 
intrinsic nature of things. Concepts like impermanence will help you realise that nothing 
lasts forever, and that all things shall pass. Similarly, this understanding will help you to 
realise that change is what enables life to evolve, tears to dry up, and a smile to brighten 
up your face. On the other hand, the realisation of interdependence will help you develop 
your compassion and loving-kindness for yourself and others. It will shed light on the true 
nature of reality that points out the empty nature of ourselves and all other phenomena. It 
will bring meaning to our lives as we will understand our creative role in the Universe, that 
which enables and nourishes Life in all its forms. All this wisdom will ultimately bring peace 
and the joyful experience of this human life. 

- Success is already there for you. The meaning of the word “success” is just a concept that 
has often been associated with fame, wealth, sex, or money. As with any other 
conceptualisation, that idea of “success” lives only in your mind, and by means of 
conventionalism, lives in the minds of other people within your society, too. Culture 
defines our understanding of concepts. If you live in a society that encourages 
individualism, narcissism, consumerism, and other “isms,” your idea of success is likely to 
be distorted, without you even noticing it. This collective definition of success is not real… 
it is just a conventional agreement of what fame, wealth, sex, or money represents to 
other people, or should I say, to what marketing gurus and big corporations want you to 
believe success is. 
As your level of awa-
reness grows, you 
will surely start to 
shift your idea of 
“success,” from the 
worldly concerns 
that have plagued 
your mind for years, 
to a more spiritual 
and fulfilling expe-
rience of success 
that is more attuned 
to your inner being. 
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Chapter # 3: 

TRUE AND EVERLASTING HAPPINESS 

P reviously it was noted that there is a blurry line between pleasure and happiness. There 
are overlapping aspects between both that may well be behind our general 
misunderstanding of its true meaning. Though both speak of feelings of satisfaction, 

ease, and bliss, happiness is characterized by the act of giving selflessly, and the sense of 
belonging to a group or community. These two particular aspects will be decisive in our 
quest towards true and everlasting happiness. 

We also discussed that this consumerist society —where our ego is targeted in every product 
marketing campaign, far from fulfilling its promises, deliberately deprives us of happiness 
through the promotion of a consumerist lifestyle. Deep inside we know nothing you can buy 
will ever really quench your thirst for love and affection, that deep feeling of insufficiency, 
and the sense of inadequacy that prevents you from fulfilling your deepest aspirations and 
dreams. 

Beyond just longing for a simple life with more free time at our disposal and less contrived 
daily routines, it is increasingly evident that what our hearts really yearn for is to become part 
of something bigger —be it a family, a community, or an altruistic project, and to give 
ourselves selflessly and unconditionally for the benefit of others. Calling this a “meaningful 
life” would surely fall short because this concept stems from a westernized, materialistic 
perspective. From an Eastern spiritual point of view, there is no meaning to chase in this life, 
nor sense of insufficiency to quench, nor separation between you and the cosmos —or as 
the saying goes… “As above, so below.”  257

Thus, limiting this human existence to the deluded quest of wealth acquisition and pleasure 
satisfaction is a disservice to yourself and to the world at large, for you would be missing an 
incredible opportunity (we could say a “once-in-an-eon” opportunity) to grow, to escape from 
your personal afflictions, and to become “One” with everything and everyone else.  Isn’t 258

this what your heart really needs? Would you favor more possessions over bliss, joy, and 
happiness? Have you spent a moment to explore your inner feelings and thus, understand 
what you really want? If not, it’s about time to do so. 

 “As above, so below” is a popular modern paraphrase of the second verse of the Emerald Tablet (a compact 257

and cryptic Hermetic text first attested in a late eight or early ninth century Arabic source). The verse often 
refers to the structural similarities between the macrocosm (from Greek makros kosmos, “the great world”; the 
universe as a whole, understood as a great living being) and the microcosm (from Greek mikros kosmos, “the 
small world”; the human being, understood as a miniature universe). — From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.

 To say “becoming One with” is technically incorrect from an Eastern perspective, for the conceptualisation 258

of  “One” implies there must be “Another.” I’m using this in a conventional, provisional sense in order to convey 
the idea of merging yourself with the Universe, the same way a wave is indistinguishable from the ocean.
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We —artists, have been blessed with a gift that enables us to touch the hearts and minds of 
the people. We bear an enormous responsibility for we bring art —and music specifically, to 
the world, and which, concealed within it, lies the potential of healing, soothing, and 
belonging. Please do not underestimate your power and the influence you unwittingly exert 
over your audience, nor waste your time in anything other than fulfilling what your heart 
really yearns for. Soon you will notice that, by healing others, you heal yourself, and by 
celebrating the beauty and potential of this world, you bring your audience closer and closer 
to this goal. 

Musicians, in particular, have been often portrayed as emerging from poverty and 
deprivation, an inspiring model of passion and hard work, passion and luck, as someone who 
can dream high, touch the sky and fly beyond. Though this is all well and good, it is all based 
on the great achievements of a misperceived independent self. Such inspiring thoughts 
sound like they come straight out of Nike’s “Just Do It” motto —another marketing trick to 
enslave the population by tapping into our deepest aspirations. Don’t fall for it. Be aware of 
the true intentions of corporations and media, and be mindful of your own thoughts and 
behavior. 

But what happens to the vast majority of artists who 
“don’t make it”? Don’t we deserve to be as successful 
as the rest? Isn’t our music as good, or even better? 
Haven’t we gone to great lengths to make it? What 
else are we supposed to do? Well, look within and 
start by asking who is feeling frustrated and 
dissatisfied in this moment. Take a moment… breathe 
slowly and deeply, and revert your attention to your 
feelings. Is it really “you” or “someone” else who is 
asking these questions? Who is the one feeling angry, 
sad, lonely, inadequate, or disappointed? What is “its” 
plans? Is “it” planning to struggle indefinitely? When 
will it be enough? Likewise, is a “successful” career all 
that can possibly quench your yearning? When you 
mean “successful” what is exactly that you are 
referring to? Is it the materialistic side of it or rather 
the experiential aspect of it? Is there room for 
something else? Can you shift your attention to other 
goals? Is it possible to find the beauty and joy we find 
in music, somewhere else? What are you feeling right 
now? Just breathe. 

Grandiose plans can only match a grandiose ego, and vice versa. More realistic plans can 
only come from a realistic person who is not so attached to the impossible standards that 
social media imposes. Humble plans, on the other hand, beyond being the plans of a humble 
person, can only be the plans of a liberated being. We have all experienced how our 
possessions weigh us down, how our expectations cause us trouble, and how our fear keeps 
us on constant alert. None of that would be necessary if we could dispel the ignorance that 
prevents us from understanding that there is no separation between humans, between 
humans and Nature, or between humans and the Universe. A liberated mind understands 
that a simple and uncomplicated life is already good enough, that there is no pre-historic 
hunter-gatherer to defend anymore, and that we constantly project our negative bias onto 
people and situations, hence making them avoidable, unpleasant, or even hostile to our 
eyes. 
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Bob Marley rightfully said: “Emancipate yourselves from mental slavery. None but ourselves 
can free our minds.”  This spot-on advice points at the same ultimate truth that Buddhist 259

literature speaks about: life is full of dissatisfaction, and we all have the power to release 
ourselves from our mental afflictions. Often, in our darkest hour —during the so-called “dark 
night of the soul,” is when we create the conditions for personal awakening. It is a very 
painful process but it carries the potential for liberation. We all have that potential, and you 
don’t need to go through that kind of suffering to see the light at the end of the tunnel. Start 
by disentangling yourself from drama and ignorance; nurture yourself with good food for 
your body and for your mind; explore within to get to know what’s deep inside of you; seek 
for guidance from a wise and compassionate Teacher, and practice diligently. The path lies in 
front of you… you just have to walk the path. 

Even in materialistic societies we have multiple references to the path, though not all of them 
are based on sound spiritual teachings. Although well intentioned self-help literature aims at 
helping others, many authors opt for techniques based on the reinforcement of the ego. This 
can be very harmful for, once internalized, it is a misperception that is very hard to remove. 
Be wary of what you feed from. Look for ancient spiritual traditions, put everything to a 
rigorous test based on your personal experience, rely on a spiritual community —a Sangha in 
Buddhism, and most importantly, take all the time necessary to find a spiritual Teacher that 
connects with you and who, compassionately and skillfully, relentlessly looks for different 
ways to explain the teachings. The karmic connection one makes with one’s Teacher is 
fundamental for your progress in the path.  260

Though many people may not find a spiritual path appealing, surely we can all benefit from 
calming the mind, especially in such an overwhelming environment as that which we live in 
today. If you have learned to adapt to this noise, you may well be needing a good detox. It is 
not our natural state to remain in constant alert, surrounded by a swamp of negativity, 
glorifying a hustle culture that leaves no time for relax and recover. We are not made to 
endure such kinds of pressure and hostility, and the proof is the epidemic of stress, anxiety, 
depression, and “strange” illnesses that plague mainly “First World” countries. If your ego 
has been hardened enough to prevent you from seeing this, then you need to take serious 
action by reevaluating your inner values and your true state of well-being. If you still believe 
there is nothing wrong with the way your life is going, then all is good… when the time is ripe 
you will ask yourself the right questions, and surely there will be someone to help you find 
your path to Enlightenment. 

We are coming to the end of this journey together, and all is left is to thank you for reading 
my book. I wish you a beautiful quest for self-discovery and many deep and transcendental 
realisations that guide you towards a path of true happiness and true success. I, myself, am 
walking this path just like you are, and though I see many advanced practitioners well ahead 
of me, I don’t feel discouraged… actually the opposite: they inspire my practice, they light the 
way through selfless support and guidance, and ultimately, I know they are all 
compassionately devoted to the welfare and well-being of the rest of us, just like big 

 Bob Marley. “Redemption Song.” Album: “Uprising.” 1980. At the time he wrote the song, circa 1979, Bob 259

Marley had been diagnosed with the cancer in his toe that took his life a couple years later. According to Rita 
Marley, “he was already secretly in a lot of pain and dealt with his own mortality, a feature that is clearly 
apparent in the album, particularly in this song.” — From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.

 “A certain teacher may be great and highly realized, but still not inspire you because of a lack of karmic 260

connection. But do examine this carefully. Do not confuse your own laziness and fear of leaving the comfort 
zone with a lack of karmic connection with a teacher.” —Venerable Jetsun Khandro Rinpoche. “About 
Connecting with a Teacher.” FPMT.
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brothers do. May Love guide your steps on this path, and a shower of blessings rain upon 
you, your loved ones, and all your endeavors. 

Om Shanti, Om Shanti, Om Shanti. 
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Despite a life of passion and non-stop grinding devoted 
to attaining conventional success, have you really 
managed to fulfill your innermost aspirations and dreams? 
“Success Redefined” will provide you with seemingly 
paradoxical —ancient but fresh, points of view that will 
help you: 

Understand what is behind your insatiable craving for 
mundane success; 
Listen to your inner voice and clearly pin down what 
your heart really yearns for; 
Revisit preconceived ideas that are the result of 
unchallenged habitual thinking; 
Enlighten yourself with centuries-old traditions from 
faraway lands, and learn how to benefit from their 
wisdom; 
Redefine and rediscover your own version of success, 
and take one step in the right direction towards true 
happiness and freedom from suffering.
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