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How can His Holiness the 14th Dalai Lama influence the 
work of museums? A group of more than two dozen pro-
fessionals met recently at a summit in Dharamsala, India, 
to consider this question, and are working to answer it. 
The Summit was co-chaired by Elif Gokcigdem, author and 
founder of Empathy-Building Through Museums Initia-
tive, Dr. Jon Kolkin of Kolkin Fine Art Photography, and the 
Office of Tibet in Washington, D.C.. The Tibet Museum was 
the local counterpart and the host of the Summit. It did 
not receive any outside funding or sponsorships. Local ex-
penses were supported by a small registration fee collect-
ed from each participant (who privately covered individual 
travel and accommodations). 

The group represents different aspects of museum work: 
from directors and leaders to educators, designers, plan-
ners, and strategists. Professionals from outside the muse-
um world also joined, and provided differing perspectives 
on the role of museums and those who engage the public 
in informal education. Their areas of expertise included 
behavioral science, ethics, and social transformation. (See 
attendee list accompanying this article.)

Representative Ngodup Tsering, from the Office of Tibet 
in Washington, D.C., explains the purpose of the meeting: 
“This Summit initiative is inspired by His Holiness the Dalai 
Lama’s call for a universal secular ethics and is in keeping 
with his vision and advice that the delegates have gathered 
to deliberate on how to foster universal ethics and basic 
human compassion through works of museum[s]” (Saldon, 
2018).

The premise was simple. A committed team would come 
together and meet the Dalai Lama. We’d ask a series of 
questions, hear from His Holiness, and then spend three 
days in discussions. No methodology, process, or expected 
outcome was determined in advance. However, a shared 
desire among the planners and participants was to use this 
experience as a starting point in the creation of a com-
munity dedicated to the goals of the summit—and to use 
this new community as a platform for future collaboration, 
innovation, and initiatives. Few of the participants had 
worked together previously, although many knew of each 
other. However, the one-degree-of-separation rule seemed 
to apply, and revealed connections between nearly all in 
attendance. The majority of the attendees were North 
Americans, with a few Germans added in; also present 

Summit with the Dalai Lama – Fostering Universal 
Ethics and Compassion through Museums
By Seth Frankel

were staff members of the Tibet Museum, who graciously 
organized and coordinated the conference’s logistics, and 
representatives from the Office of Tibet. They were stun-
ning hosts.

Our primary connective thread was Elif Gokcigdem, editor 
of the book Fostering Empathy Through Museums (2016) 
and the upcoming book Designing for Empathy (2019). Her 
work on museums as a platform for human understanding 
has connected her to a vast range of professionals whose 
work parallels her own. Gokcigdem has worked with Jon 
Kolkin, M.D., who has collaborated with the Dalai Lama 
on past efforts, as well as The Honorable Ngodup Tsering, 
Director of the Office of Tibet in Washington, D.C. 

An audience with the Dalai Lama was requested, and 
granted. This took place at his home location, the Cen-
tral Tibetan Administration (the government in exile) in       
Dharamsala, India, which has served as his headquarters 
since he fled from the Chinese in 1959. 

As many know, the Dalai Lama has traveled the world 
extensively to bring his secular and Buddhist teachings to 
audiences large and small. Perhaps no living world leader 
has connected with so many people in so many countries. 
His work today focuses on bringing together groups that 
have broad reach, in order to further disseminate his mes-
sage. Considered in that light, the Dalai Lama’s decision 
to collaborate with museums makes great sense. Formal 
classroom education is delivered by many, many teachers, 
which makes broadly influencing their teaching a chal-
lenge. Every teacher, school, and district engages students 
in a different way. While museums do not have nearly as 
prolonged contact with students, we have a broader audi-
ence, a greater range of subjects, and can serve as edu-
cators throughout our audience’s lives. Further, museums 
support and complement the work of formal educators. 
Finally, museums are decentralized and need not adhere 
to standardized curricula that curtail experimentation. For 
these reasons, engaging museum leaders and practitioners 
was a highly effective investment of the Dalai Lama’s re-
sources.

Meetings were set for late October 2018, and took the 
form of a series of facilitated and informal discussions, all 
led by participants. It is rare that so many professionals in 
any field have the luxury to pull themselves away from 



ILR November/December 2018 - 4

their commitments, travel halfway around the globe, and 
spend three days thinking and engaging with others to 
articulate goals and plan strategies. The shared once-in-a-
lifetime opportunity to speak with the Dalai Lama served 
as a central collective experience of the group. This memo-
rable experience became a consistent reference point and 
informed later discussions and planning.

MEETING THE DALAI LAMA 
A meeting in the monastery of the Dalai Lama is rich with 
process and formalities. Yet for all the security, meeting 
room decorum, protocol and staging, the Dalai Lama him-
self is relaxed, accessible and downright witty. He receives 
hundreds of audiences each year, from individuals to 
high-ranking elected leaders; the formal meeting structure 
provides a platform that plays to the strengths of the Dalai 
Lama’s style. 

After great anticipation, our group was immediately put 
at ease. We met with His Holiness for about an hour and 
fifteen minutes. He spoke on wide ranging topics for the 
first 20 minutes, focusing on the importance of secular 
education, both formal and informal, to the development 
of ethics and compassion. Before 200 or so years ago, he 
said, all education was delivered within institutions of 
faith; morality, ethics and compassion were embedded 
in education. Now secular education is the predominant 
mode of teaching. And while secular education is excellent 
at teaching facts and ideas, it has not focused on teaching 
ethics and compassion. 

Attendee Jim Wharton, director of conservation engage-
ment and learning at the Seattle Aquarium notes, “The 
[Dalai Lama] also lamented that ‘modern education’ had 
become too focused on the intellect, with the moral and 
ethical development of children left to families or reli-
gion” (Wharton, 2018). The implication being that for the 
western world, despite the positive effects of separation 
of church and state, in other words, there has been an 
obvious gap in “compassion education.” The Dalai Lama’s 
words forcefully implied that the secular world has not 
recognized the hole that’s left once religion is removed 
from education. This is a role that museums can—and 
should—fill. 

Even in the sciences of physics and psychology, the Dalai 
Lama argues, many ancient practices are more advanced 
and insightful than modern science, such as in the areas 
of behavioral sciences and certain aspects of quantum 
physics. Modern science, on the other hand, has excellent 
insights into brain function, earth science, physiology, and 
other disciplines. This comment served as his opening for 
the role of museums in teaching compassion and uni-
versal ethics: referring to the “mapping of the mind and 

emotion,” he stated that education can play a significant 
role in the practice of healthy mind and happiness. To the 
critical-minded Westerner, this may sound like a big hug-
fest; however, it is clear that the task elaborated by the 
Dalai Lama does not involve simple feel-good handhold-
ing. Rather, through formal processes and methodologies, 
some understood and some yet to mature, we can design 
and develop informal learning systems based on social and 
biological sciences that build compassion into the content 
we deliver to our audiences.

Figure 1 (ABOVE) - His Holiness The 14th Dalai Lama lead-
ing our group in both serious and light-hearted discussions 
of topics including secular ethics, museums, and education. 

The meeting took place in Dharamsala, India on October 
29, 2018. Photo by Ven Jamphei Tenzin/OHHDL.

Figure 2 (BELOW) - With the Dalai Lama after discussion 
the role of museums in universal ethics and compassion. 

Photo by Ven Jamphei Tenzin/OHHDL.
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During the question and discussion period, the Executive 
Director of the Portland Children’s Museum, Ruth Shelly, 
described a question asked by young visitors (ages 6-8) 
who were working on empathy and perspective-taking 
during their class visit to the museum. The group’s guide 
described a sequential process for creating compassion: 
notice, feel, pause, think, act. The children asked if the last 
step, action, can be a skipped action and still be compas-
sionate.

In response, the Dalai Lama noted that action, by its very 
definition, has a physiological component, and that this 
part of compassion is critical. Compassion cannot exist 
without action. This literal “call to action” led to an inter-
esting conversation afterwards, as participants discussed 
tensions museums face when working in the service of 
participatory change. Rather than define their role simply 
as presenters and interpreters of collections and expert 
knowledge, should museums begin to include behavior-
al change as a core measure of their success? If so, how 
should that be measured? And how long will it take to 
achieve this transformation?

REACTIONS TO THE DAILAI LAMA MEETING
Following the meeting, our group (not surprisingly) worked 
hard to process the experience and our reactions to both 
the Dalai Lama as a person and his message. A sampling of 
representative reactions:

“He showed us his vulnerability. That he doesn’t know and 
that fostering compassion is both a collaborative and indi-
vidual endeavor.”

“There’s clearly a place [accordingly to the Dalai Lama] 
for formalized teaching about ethics in the public realm. 
How to behave? How to be compassionate? What role can 
museums play in this?”

“Training ourselves as good citizens. Using groups like this 
to model it.”

“[The Dalai Lama] balances aspiration with pragmatism. 
That’s something we can all learn from.”

“He reminded me of the expression, ‘An intelligent person 
wants to change the world. A wise person wants to change 
himself.’ [The Dalai Lama] carries both of these.”

WORKSHOPS, DISCUSSIONS, AND OUTCOMES 
Over the remaining two and half days, a series of work-
shops, cultural tours, brief “rapid fire” presentations, and 
some unstructured time allowed for both focused and 
open-ended exploration. Most of the longer workshops 
focused on group social interaction design (either in muse-

ums or in broader social experimentation) and on activi-
ties that challenged the participants to think in new ways 
about collaboration.

Tom Rockwell of the Exploratorium talked about his in-
stitution’s work through its Social Inquiry Exhibits, which 
involve participatory activities that promote understanding 
and collaboration. Philip Himberg of the Sundance Institute 
ran a session in which two individuals who didn’t know 
each other collaboratively constructed a short play based 
on assigned words and then acted out the play for others 
who were working on the same task. This led to a discus-
sion about the best ways to break down barriers and build 
trust. Orna Cohen and Andreas Heinecke of Dialogue Social 
Enterprise (Dialogue in the Dark) led an activity in which 
small groups competed in silence to rapid-recognize hand 
signals; winners move on to a new group, in which the 
signals change. The change creates a complex experience 
of being in an in-group and then an out-group. 

After these activities, discussion covered a range of ap-
proaches to unpacking social dynamics and meaning. 
Kürşat Özenç, from SAP Labs and Stanford, led a workshop 
in which teams designed new “rituals” by following a for-
malized, nearly scientific process for solving social prob-
lems within workplace or group culture.

The many approaches shared by participants provided us 
all with new tools, and hinted at ways in which museum 
work can augment visitors’ (and even internal staff’s) com-
passion through collaboration, attitude-change, and mildly 
discomforting experiences. 

Figure 3 – Workshops and discussions at the Seat of Hap-
piness Temple, Norbulingka Institute ranged from pro-

grammed activities to open dialogue. Official photo, Tibet 
Museum and Central Tibetan Authority. 
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REFLECTING ON THE EXPERIENCE
Since returning to daily work, projects and exhibit dead-
lines, I’ve been asked dozens of times what it was like to 
meet the Dalai Lama and what I learned. These questions 
have proved difficult to answer in succinct, “cocktail par-
ty”-length responses. I consider that a good thing. It’s hard 
to corral the wise words of the Dalai Lama into a simple, 
actionable to-do list. At one point, the notion of a written 
“manifesto”-type document was discussed and rejected 
by the group, for the same reasons why our individual 
experiences will require continued revisiting and reflection 
before the messages evolve into concrete plans. 

Even so, a few specific ideas did develop toward the end of 
the conference—which is not surprising, considering the 
kind of outcomes-oriented professionals in attendance.

While all of the participants shared a sense of synergy, 
each of us also had his or her own thoughts on the sum-
mit, some of which are now being shared in various media 
outlets. Following are two that have been shared:

Zorana Ivcevic Pringle, Ph.D. (co-organizer of the Summit 
and museum scholar)
Elif Gokcigdem, Ph.D (research scientist at the Yale Center 
for Emotional Intelligence)
“The first lesson is that a wise leader bases thinking on 
the principle of ‘oneness.’ This principle acknowledges the 
interrelation of people and their environment, but includes 
the oneness of the mind, which does not divide the heart 
and the intellect. If we act from the perspective of one-
ness, ‘us versus them’ divisions are not salient. Hurting 
one hurts all and helping one helps all, whether that is a 
next-door neighbor or an asylum-seeker fleeing another 
county…Another guiding principle is one of ‘openness to 
being wrong’…As we get entrenched in deeply held opin-
ions, it becomes difficult to admit we were wrong, even in 
the face of evidence. However, openness to admitting one 
was wrong can open doors of communication and cooper-
ation…The Dalai Lama stressed the importance of inves-
tigation as a means of creating understanding. As Tibet’s 
religious leader, he strongly supports science and creates 
opportunities for monks to pursue scientific education” 
(Pringle, 2018).

Kürşat Özenç, Ph.D. (Ritual Design Lab initiative at Stanford 
d.school and designer at SAP Labs)
“The warmth of the mind was another intriguing con-
cept. Dalai Lama mentioned that there was not a direct 
concept of warm-heartedness in the Tibetan language. 
Warm-heartedness is about motivation. It’s the beginning 
point. The real challenge is about the warmth of the mind, 
which is about reframing and redirecting the emotions 
with a positive mind and attitude. He concluded that with 

the mind (human intelligence) and heart together, you can 
get to infinite compassion” (Özenç, 2018).

WHAT’S NEXT
Near the conclusion of the proceedings, the summit par-
ticipants addressed the future of this gathering. The group, 
while diverse in some ways, leaned towards mid-career 
and older participants; and while somewhat racially and 
ethnically diverse, it was not close enough to the diversity 
we have and seek in our audiences and staffing. We also 
recognized that additional voices from other areas within 
museums and outside were desired. This closely paralleled 
the idea of “oneness” put forth by the Dalai Lama: specif-
ically, that oneness is fundamentally not singularity, but 
rather plurality. 

Participants strongly supported the idea of formalizing this 
group, either as an institution or as an annual event, with 
the goals of i) continually expanding our perspective and ii) 
further broadcasting the Dalai Lama’s message to others. 
Clearly, there are practical limitations to meeting again in 
India; but I sensed that, although the Dalai Lama meeting 
served as the inspiring inception of this new initiative, the 
group as a whole felt that we have what we need to move 
forward on our own. 

Evidence of that can be seen in the work done by small 
sub-groups on the last day of the conference. These groups 
addressed the following questions:

• How do we share/pass on what we have learned here to 
our colleagues in the museum field? 
• How do we share/pass on what we have learned here to 
those who are outside the museum field (e.g. professionals 
in I.T., healthcare, etc.)?
• What sorts of tools/products can we design to promote 
the concept of compassion and empathy?
• What should be our strategy moving forward?                           
                                                                                                   
Each of the sub-groups arrived at some preliminary 
answers. Formalized commitments by each participant 
should yield clear methodologies. However, maintain-
ing momentum may prove the greatest challenge to the 
group’s collective efforts, even as our individual efforts 
provide direct or indirect impact.

In summary, when asked how this experience will impact 
my own work, I can give this answer: I’ve come to see 
the summit as part validation, part articulation, and part 
inspiration. Work in museums continually leads us to ask 
ourselves, “Why does this really matter?” The question 
itself begets a desire to see our efforts positively affect 
audiences—and ourselves. More than ever, I see a deep 
sense of purpose in the institutions I work with. The sum-
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mit provided strong reinforcement for pursuing individual 
and social change, along with new ideas for accomplish-
ing these goals. Museums see themselves as trusted and 
important providers of both education and social engage-

ment; our potential is vast, but still only partially fulfilled. 
The summit asked all of its participants to reflect on our 
work, asking what more we can do to build compassion 
and ethical behavior.
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Intelligence, New Haven, Connecticut. 

William T. Harris, President & CEO, Space Center Houston, Manned Space Flight Education Foundation and 
oversees the strategic direction of the nonprofit science and space exploration center, Space Center Houston. 
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