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By coming to this conference each of you has made a commitment to move beyond a purely economic mentality for conducting business. For many of you this has happened through a better understanding of the interconnectedness of all people and the need for sustainable relationships with the environment.  These two factors are part of a new vision, one that cannot be quantified in terms of monetary profits and losses and one that does see the acquisition of wealth and status as the formula for happiness. This is a tremendous shift with wide-reaching implications and as this conference has shown, art and business can come together in this new worldview.  In this speech I will focus on several other ways that compassion and competition can be integrated.

His Holiness the Dalai Lama is an eloquent teacher for thinking about this topic.  Compassion and Competition is a book based on a forum discussion with His Holiness held in the Netherlands in October, 1999.  The forum included academics, business people, activists, and journalists.  I was so impressed with the extent and depth of the discussion that I am currently having it translated into Thai for distribution in Siam.  His Holiness’ understanding of the complexities of economics does not lead to a conversation filled with complex terminology, instead all participants are able to talk about common concerns with a common language, much like we are doing at this conference.

Compassion and competition are not mutually exclusive. His Holiness says, “Any human activity carried out with a sense of responsibility, a sense of commitment, a sense of discipline, and a wider vision of consequence and connections, whether it be involved with religion, politics, business, law, medicine, science or technology—is constructive”.   The emphasis is on the motivation for action.  Given that motivation is deeply connected to worldview, a change in worldview, such as an understanding of interdependence or the universality of suffering, will lead to a change in motivation.  As motivation shifts and the sense of responsibility and commitment is strengthened, broader changes can take place.  For example, when a motivation for profit shifts to a sense of concern for the well-being, economic and spiritual, of the employees of a corporation, a cooperative relationship can start to replace a formerly exploitative one. 


Similarly, competition is not a singularly negative force.  In moderation and with a sense of direction it can be used to push us to become more generous and more kind. His Holiness makes the distinction between two kinds of competition when he says that one kind of competition is only for individual glory and the other kind of competition includes an awareness that other people must also be fostered to succeed. Competition can be beneficial if it inspires us to be the best we can in order to serve others. Rituals and games are often built on competition but can serve also to strengthen the spirit.  This discussion of competition and achievement parallels the discussion among Buddhist scholars about the purpose of nibbana.  For some, spiritual enlightenment is a personal quest. For others, such as those in the Engaged Buddhist community, true enlightenment is built upon wisdom and compassion and is intrinsically connected with the well-being of all others. The Mahayana tradition is particularly emphatic that all beings must be liberated before the bodhisattva attains enlightenment.  These discussions about the nature of competition and nibbana highlight how a seemingly minor difference in focus can shift the focus from an ego-centered attitude to a community-centered philosophy.


The local currency movement is one manifestation of a new formula of competition and compassion.  The Bia Khud Chum is the local currency of a small village in Northeastern Siam. It is used for local transactions and  to provide interest-free microcredit to villagers.  The proposers of the Bia Khud Chum state that the local currency is not meant to isolate the village. Instead, it is meant to strengthen the economic foundations of the village by making residents aware of local production and increase community trust and social capital. It is not meant to replace the Baht; like most of the other 200 local currency communities worldwide, the Bia is used largely for services.  A system of local currency may not be appropriate for all small communities—all communities can still use this example of organization and commitment as a model for structural change. As business leaders you are in an important position to provide leadership and innovation for change at the local level.

As part of a panel discussion with His Holiness, a managing partner at PriceWaterhouse Coopers, the financial corporation, spoke of the triple bottom line: financial performance, environmental performance, and social performance. If this concept can take hold in more corporations, this will be a huge step forward. Basing decisions on the triple bottom line is an explicit pledge to take responsibility for the effects of economic decisions. The concept of the triple bottom line has historically been a very important part of Tibetan philosophy.  It is taken to a much stronger degree in the Tibetan rule that anyone who proposes a new invention had to guarantee that it was beneficial or at least harmless for seven generation of humans before the technological invention could be adopted.  


Earlier I spoke of a new worldview that encompasses far more than economic performance.  This new worldview requires a transformation of self-goals and  a new lens for understanding the problems of structural violence, environmental degradation, consumerism and possible solutions. This new lens requires us look beyond a traditional cost-benefit analysis and accept that everything as multiple causes and innumerable effects.  As His Holiness says, “one of the characteristics of the modern western approach to issues and problems is the tremendous emphasis on clarity and precision. But the problem that arises with an emphasis on precision is that our outlook narrows, because precision can only be found if the focus is narrow.  Looking at the same issue from a wider perspective means that one cannot demand the same level of clarity and precision”.  In my interpretation of this quote,  a lesser emphasis on clarity and precision does not mean that we must not approach possible solutions with a critical eye and high standards.  

We must have these things but we must also be accepting of different representations and ideas.  For example, a new World Bank report entitled “Voices of the Poor” includes many direct quotes from poor people and shows a willingness on the part of the Bank to let poor people articulate their needs for themselves and let their observations and comments be the basis for future policy measures.  Corporations are also realizing the need to have outside assessments of programs and performance.  The benefits of external evaluators are well-known and in corporations making the transition to a new “triple bottom line”, the comments of an outside party are even more valuable. Having external observers and evaluators from different parts of society can also help in the integration of compassion and competition. A new worldview means the formation of new alliances and cooperative partnerships in which all parties are pressed to think more deeply and more interconnectedly.

 The practice of making charitable donations or forming partnerships with non-profit organizations is not a new idea.  However, this is not enough. Merely making charitable contributions does change the focus or motivation of a business.  Only when companies listen deeply and respectfully to other organizations can there be true integration of competition and compassion.  The relationships with external organizations should be consistent and oriented towards the long term. 

Nurturing a thriving arts community is one possibility for cooperation between businesses and cultural organization.  An emphasis on material success and earning power has taken resources and attention away from creative and artistic communities.  During 8-10 December here in Chiang Mai, there will be a great celebration of sacred music.  The Festival started in Los Angeles a year ago and has traveled to four continents and has featured the work of hundreds of artists. I hope you will be inspired by the aesthetic and spiritual impact of these artists.  Creating and appreciating art is one of the ways we are able to nurture ourselves and cultivate balance in our own lives.  Many people involved in social change work at a frenzied pace in order to keep up with scores of activities and events. When we fail to attend to our own needs of inner calm, rest, and creativity we are useless to any movement. 

The Social Venture Network is at a unique point in history—the criticisms of the current model of corporate growth and globalization have been articulated--- it is now up to you to decide how to transform your commitment to social and environmental responsibility into practical change.  Self empowerment, community change, and a commitment to the arts are all a part of a holistic transformation.  An integrated model of competition and compassion is within our reach, let us work together to achieve it.

