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00:00:00 Caroline
My name is Dr Caroline Green. I'm the Director of Research at the Institute for Ethics in AI at the University of Oxford, and we are recording today the Accelerating AI Ethics podcast from McLeod Ganj, near Dharamsala in India. And I am really pleased to have a very special guest today, Geshe Lodoe Sangpo. Welcome. And before we get started talking about AI ethics, I'd love to learn more about you.
00:00:33 Geshe
I'm a Tibetan Buddhist monk, born in Tibet. I came to India in 1992. Since then, I have been studying Buddhism, philosophy, and spiritual practices in Ganden Jangtse Monastery, based in South India. And then, from 2006, I started learning a little science education, such as biology, neuroscience, and a little bit of physics. And these days, I do teach science to the monastics, and I also do lots of collaboration on different research projects.
00:01:15 Caroline
Can you tell me a little bit more about the research projects that you're working on?
00:01:20 Geshe
Currently, I am doing research on lucid dreaming and the Dream Yoga Project, investigating Dream Yoga practice. Scientists have done lots of research on lucid dreaming, and they have come up with a specific method, what they call two-way dialogue in real time. You can communicate with a participant who is in the dream state, with the researchers. There is a two-way communication. It has some kind of cueing. You send a cue and train before the participant goes to bed. So we are using that kind of method to investigate Dream Yoga practices.

And then another project that I'm actively involved in is the “Tukdam” research project. Tukdam itself means that when highly advanced practitioners are declared clinically dead, they are somehow able to maintain their body fresh, like a live being, without going through, some sort of decomposition process.
From the Buddhist perspective, we do have some kind of philosophical definition and reason behind it. The practitioners are really able to use the subtlest kind of consciousness which, for ordinary people, emerges only at the time of death. But these practitioners can really manifest that subtle consciousness while they are alive. And they can get familiar with that consciousness in their practice. And they can really use this subtle consciousness in meditative practice. So when death kicks in, they can seize the opportunity to utilise this subtlest consciousness in meditative practice. And because of that, they are in a tukdam state, because tukdam means a meditation state at very subtle levels of consciousness.

We have been doing lots of observations and using many different methods — EEG, thermography, forensics, and all this. And we were able to see some mysterious things from the scientific investigation. When we integrated forensic methods into this research, and presented the findings or observations through all kinds of investigation to the forensic experts, they said that this is quite unusual, or mysterious, for them. So we are at that stage now, and we found that there is some basis for further investigation.

Under the umbrella of this “Tukdam” research project, we also research many different types of meditation, particularly in search of finding what kind of meditation most likely leads to the tukdam state — tantric practice, because this practice involves a dissolution process. What I really mean is dissolving the grosser level of consciousness in that process, and activating more subtle energy, or subtle consciousness, and bringing that into a more meditative practice. So since tantric practice involves that process, I think our hypothesis is that this kind of tantric practitioner will lead to that kind of tukdam state. So we have so far recorded at least 300 practitioners, and we are still in the process.
00:06:10 Caroline
Fascinating research project you're involved in. I'd love to hear more also about your spiritual background. How does one become a Geshe?
00:06:23 Geshe
Okay, Geshe — you see, Geshe is a title. You go through an academic journey in one sense, and on the other hand, it's more of a spiritual journey. Starting from the elementary level, getting trained in logic and epistemology — and for that, in the monastery, it takes about three years. And then we move on to another subject we call Paramita, Prajnaparamita. It has huge volumes, and to complete that study it takes at least six or seven years. And then after completing this, we move on to a curriculum called Madhyamaka philosophy — the Middle Way philosophy. For that, at least three years. Then after that, we have a subject on Abhidharma. It's more like cosmology, and also talks a lot about different mental factors and different mental elements, their functions, and their relevance in our day-to-day practices. It has many volumes, for that, also two years. And then the last is more delving into the details of monastic discipline. We talk about the Vinaya rules, and that also has many volumes. For that, it takes about two to three years. After completing all these teachings, then you take some kind of board exam for six years. And after completing this board exam for six years, then you get a Geshe degree. So that's an academic journey of Buddhist study.

On the other hand, in the process, it involves lots of practice. It involves analytical investigation and critical thinking. And in Buddhism, it talks about three levels of study that are very important.
First, you have to be well informed. You should be exposed to lots of resources. And after having access to these different resources on different topics, then you become your own master. You use your own critical thinking and reflection, and ask lots of questions about whether a certain subject makes sense or not. And then through that investigative journey, you will find some sort of conviction — this has to be this way — interdependence, or the nature of reality, or impermanence, or the general cultivation of compassion and bodhicitta. There are many practices in that journey.
So you gain some kind of conviction that this has to be this way. And on top of that, in that practice, you will see the value. You will be able to experience the value, the benefit, and you will see the transformation taking place within your inner system. So that part is very important. Then the third is not just critical thinking or reflection, but once you gain the conviction, then internalising these things or concepts into your day-to-day practice, and really seriously contemplating these things, and trying to see progression with respect to inner growth, whether it's cognitive growth or emotional growth. So there is some kind of journey in this Geshe degree.

00:10:49 Caroline
So can you tell me what is at the core of Tibetan Buddhism? What are some of the core concepts?
00:11:01 Geshe
You see, the two truths are the foundation: conventional truth and ultimate truth. And we operate mostly on conventional truth. And conventional truth means everything is relative. Everything is contextual. Value, or whatever, is very contextual and dependent on certain contexts or certain situations. On that basis, things operate at that level.

But if we do a little bit further investigation, in our innate notion, our innate thought, we perceive everything as having its own objective reality, intrinsic absolute rigidity, from the object level. But if you do a little analysis, then on the ultimate level we will see that everything is interconnected. There is no rigidity, there is no absolute intrinsic existence. Everything is interwoven. And because everything is, in that sense, of an empty nature — not rigid, not absolute — the possibility, the emergence of possibility, is there, like space. Because of space, everything is possible to emerge or to occur.

So if you are really able to see that things do not have a rigid, intrinsic existence, then you will be able to look at everything through interdependent lenses. And that concept can be very useful in overcoming many unnecessary kinds of emotional distress that we go through in our day-to-day life.
Buddhism teaches about how to see things from different perspectives and to have a proper outlook, the perception that you bring into your outlook. That shapes the attitude that you bring up, the mindset that you bring up. So these views, or this outlook, this perspective, play a very important role in the emotions that we bring up within those lenses.

Interdependence is fundamental. And then the two truths, as I said before. Then the Four Noble Truths: the truth of suffering, the truth of the cause of suffering, understanding the cause of suffering, understanding the nature of suffering, and then the truth of cessation and the truth of the path. Once we understand the nature of suffering, and then trace its origin, what causes it, and then try to see if there is any remedy or method that can change or transform it. The path has more to do with understanding the mechanism of unsatisfactory miseries, and then taking them into a more transformative approach, and then achieving or accomplishing the cessation of suffering. These are the basic foundational concepts in Buddhism, in Buddhist teachings. These are the fundamentals. But we can talk more about advanced tantric and some other things, but these are the foundations.

00:15:43 Caroline
Am I getting this right? If I think of interdependence, what I also understand is that we all are dependent on each other. We only make sense because of other human beings. We only exist because of others. We can only sustain ourselves because of others, and also everything we do only makes sense because of others, right? I mean, what would a teacher be without the pupils? What would an AI system be without people? Is that the core?
00:16:22 Geshe
Exactly, exactly, yeah. On the very conventional level, that is the core — not only human to human, but also interdependence on larger scales, the ecosystem. Everything is dependent. We are very much dependent on outside external resources as well. Therefore, if you are really able to understand not only conceptually what dependence is, what interdependence is, but more on an experiential level, then it can really serve as a driving force for the attitude, the mindset, and the emotion that you bring up in your mentality.
00:17:25 Caroline
And that's when you talk about truth. There's an objective truth. But in the end, we as humans do have a choice, or we can train our minds to look at a situation in a certain way, and it helps us to understand that interconnectedness.
00:17:43 Geshe
Because we do practise generating a sense of gratitude every morning when we have a meal. Just think about every ingredient, or the plate, or the place where you're having it, where this comes from, how many different sources. If you trace these sources, it is countless — it goes through so many different sources. And through these chains of interconnection, we are really gaining access to these things.

Through this coexistence, no one can survive alone. And when we succeed in something, when we become successful in something — whether it's your project or an attempt to achieve something — when you achieve that, we feel, “Oh, I did something. I did something by myself”. But actually the credit should go to others. Individually, we cannot achieve much. It is always from coming together and receiving contribution from others. Individually, we cannot survive even.

That mindset is very important. And His Holiness the Dalai Lama always says: oneness of humanity. When you see another individual human being, see that individual as the same as us, having the same system, the same aspiration for happiness, not willing to have suffering. Fundamentally, on the mental level, the same. Physically, if you look from the biological perspective, 99% genetic material is the same. There is no space to make any kind of discrimination.
00:20:00 Caroline
And is that at the core of the concept of compassion?
00:20:04 Geshe
Yes, compassion is built on that foundation. That is the foundation — seeing everyone as equal, seeing everyone as having the capacity, or the potential, to attain spiritually higher realisation equally. Physically, some people may be a little differently able. But mentally, we share the same essence. In Buddhism, we talk about everyone — everybody has the nature of the Buddha. The seed is there, the same. It doesn’t matter what physical condition you are in. Therefore seeing everyone as equal is the foundation for generating, cultivating genuine compassion — unconditional compassion. So that part is very important.

00:21:09 Caroline
So if we think about it, we spent this week together. We saw and visited many different places, from nunneries to schools that have been built from the ground up because of people who saw the suffering of others and decided to do something to help, to computer labs in which very devoted people are using AI and technology in order to preserve their culture. And we spoke a lot about AI ethics. What strikes me, and what I've also seen, is the devotion of people like yourselves to your faith, to building this compassion. And we've been talking about AI. So how do you feel? Can AI work for humans who are practising what you've just told us about, because it takes a lot of practice?
00:22:07 Geshe
My knowledge of AI is very limited, right? AI can be a great asset; it depends on how we use it or how it is developed. And inner growth only has to come from quite rigorous practice. AI can maybe give you some resources, or give you information. What I always say is that information is not happiness. It is not compassion. Compassion is not a skill. Compassion is a way of being. If you gain some information, that information may stay on a very cognitive level. You can be very smart, but at the same time you can be a very non-compassionate, selfish person. You can gain so much information here and there.

These days, through AI, you can get lots of information in a very instant moment. Sometimes this can be very overwhelming, but inner growth comes from felt experience. If you really want to — there’s one Buddhist teacher who said that if you really want to experience the essence of the teaching, you will only be able to experience it when you put yourself into those shoes. Otherwise, there is no way. Therefore, these training and practice instructions in Buddhism are designed not to give you a good career, but are more oriented towards making people more whole, more able to embody compassion, caring, loving-kindness. All this comes from practice. Practice is not just staying in isolation and meditating — that is a one-way approach. Practice comes from exercise, mental exercise. You have to face certain challenges. Those challenges give us lessons. Those challenges strengthen our mental resilience.

This morning, Audrey and I were having a conversation. What he was saying was that, for example, if you want to go to a gym and strengthen your muscles, if you have an assistant, like a robot AI, and if you let the robot go there and do the exercise on your behalf, the robot can lift so many weights, and you can get more score on that, but does it really strengthen your muscles? No. It gives you the outcome that you want, a score or whatever, but the strengthening of muscles has to be done by yourself. Otherwise, muscle atrophy will occur. Similarly, mental exercise goes in that direction. I always think emotional growth and cognitive growth have to come from our own personal journey and exercise, and smoothing out everything can have a negative impact. Therefore, integrating AI into that kind of system or asset can be harmful. So we need to be careful.

Before having interaction with you guys, I had a negative impression about AI — less hopeful, more scared. Now you introduced me and Geshe Thabkhe to Civic AI. AI not just used for gain, loss, power, in a single unit, but more for constructive relation-building, healthy relation-building. And then the unhealthy part maybe AI can remove, and give more assets with respect to healthy relationship. So that part is crucial. And now AI moving in that direction is wonderful, very hopeful. Otherwise, AI can be very detrimental, catastrophic. So human growth has to come from inner exercise. That part should not be compromised. Otherwise, young generations may become overly dependent on AI and overuse it, and then compromise emotional growth and cognitive growth. So that part should not be forgotten in the process. I feel that is very important.

00:27:44 Caroline
Yes, you just mentioned Civic AI, and the way that we're proposing that AI — so-called smaller, very contextualised and specific AI systems — can help specific communities, groups of people. And here what's really at the core is still the humans, right? The way that they relate with each other, where AI is serving them to support them in whatever situation they are in, yes? So here the humans are at the centre of it, again, rather than the AI. So do you think that — because I've been hearing some people working in AI companies talking about concepts like compassion and care — what would you think about a compassionate AI system? Do you think something like that can exist?
00:28:37 Geshe
Yes, okay, that's a good question. Compassionate AI — I can think of it on different levels. AI can maybe act in a very compassionate way, because having all the information, all the conceptual elements of compassion practices, and based on that data, it can outwardly appear as very compassionate AI. But on the experiential level, on the feeling level, we human beings have one unique characteristic: we can really sense each and everyone’s expression.

If you become a very compassionate person, you can immediately perceive other people’s expression, and according to that we can share our thoughts, or we can be compassionate in a very contextual way. There is no universal compassionate approach. Everything has to be done in a very contextual way, through perspective-taking lenses, and therefore our response to other people’s need can change in a very compassionate way. Therefore, our ideology or wisdom can also change.
I don’t think AI can behave in that manner, because our experience, past experience, or the care or love that we receive from other people — all these factors leave some kind of imprint in our mental stream, and when we act, all these experiences also play important roles. It’s not just calculation. It’s not just a business game. Therefore, felt experience has to be the driving force, the underlying mechanism behind this behaviour, the action, the intention.

In Buddhism, intention is not just algorithmic calculation, but fundamental deep care for other people. That comes through cultivation, that comes through experiences. So fundamentally that becomes the underlying mechanism, and then one can really manifest genuine care, genuine love, unconditional compassion. Otherwise, we can outwardly do a very compassionate approach, but on a deeper level it is hard to understand sincerity, deep care, emotional experience. Very hard. All these emotional components, all these deep caring experiences, are fundamental elements in manifesting compassion. If these are not embodied, then genuine compassion is very hard, almost impossible. So therefore, the possibility of AI compassion — in that sense, I think it is very difficult.
00:32:45 Caroline
So I can imagine that — and I'm sure we're going to see this — you earlier also said compassion is a way of being, yes, and that there'll be people who say, well, we are training our AI’s as being compassionate, so it is a way of being for them. And they show a compassionate way of interacting with humans. And then maybe they may even be embodied in some sort of robo-body. And they can scan people’s faces, maybe even pinpoint their emotions. We already do have AI systems, algorithmic systems, that can perceive pain on people’s faces, for example, so that then trains itself to be even more compassionate towards those people.

But what I’m getting from what you just said is that that would be like an algorithmic care and algorithmic compassion, and what’s really at the core of it is not just how you respond to other people, it’s what it does to you as a human, and also what the intention is behind it, right? So for somebody who wants to be genuinely a compassionate human being, it’s about growing also in spirit, yes? And whereas one could say that maybe that’s the limitation of an AI system.
00:34:17 Geshe
Yeah, I think so. But another thing is that when we see someone going through something — some kind of trouble or tragedy, or a distressing event — the outward action that comes from a compassionate person can be pleasant or unpleasant. Outwardly, it may sound very uncompassionate, the action may look not compassionate, but by seeing the long-term benefit, sometimes the deep intention is very kind and very compassionate, but the action sometimes has to be a little bit aggressive or something.
00:35:09 Caroline
It's interesting. And, yeah, I think there's a thought of manifestation of compassion.
00:35:15 Geshe
Compassion comes in different forms, different expressions. So that is important. Maybe AI can always be very kind, compassionate — AI just smoothing out everything, not really understanding the long-term goal, long-term benefit, just resolving the current temporary distress, not able to give a more long-sighted vision, taking that into consideration in that context, through a genuine kind of care and feeling.

Sometimes the expression, the action, speaks louder than the word coming from the compassionate person. You see, multi-layered, multi-dimensional compassion. There’s no straightforward answer. So that part plays a very important role for us.
00:36:11 Caroline
That's very beautiful. Also, I just want to go back to the school that we visited yesterday, that your friend set up for the local children from very poor families, and I would say that is a very good example of how compassion manifested into something in the world, where somebody saw the suffering of these children on the street, of their parents, the need to help them, and then through a process which was really difficult, this person took in these children, but also found that, first of all, he didn’t always get the support from the local community. He also found that the local schools didn’t work for these kids because of their backgrounds and what they had experienced early in their lives.

He set up this beautiful school that has now grown into something that is supporting hundreds — 700 children — also with its own curriculum in which ethics plays a fundamental role. So I think this is such a beautiful example of how somebody didn’t just see something and was a compassionate person, but really, through resilience, over many years, responded to that. And that’s also something where, with the system, you might get a response that sounds empathetic towards you and your needs, but it can’t go and build a school, can it? Maybe it can in the future, but…

00:37:45 Geshe
Yeah, I mean, the monk initially witnessed this very horrible situation — these slum kids going through so much. His compassion really forced him, propelled him, to come up with something. And he went through so much. And the Dalai Lama Office, His Holiness the Dalai Lama Trust, provided lots of resources, financial support. And he said that when His Holiness the Dalai Lama spoke about the altruistic mindset in one of the teachings, he was moved. He was touched by that teaching so much. And because of that, he didn’t give up.

Then, as he progressed, dealing with so many challenges from the local community, from many different situations, the Dalai Lama Office really provided lots of support. And I think I saw a video clip interaction between His Holiness the Dalai Lama and that monk, and His Holiness publicly said, “Whatever I have is yours.” So when His Holiness said that, he meant not just providing financial support, but courage. You see, when he said that, he was very much inspired. He was very much encouraged.
00:39:22 Caroline
And His Holiness the Dalai Lama told us today, when we asked him a question during the audience we had with him, that AI will never be able to be like humans, something along those lines, because of human creativity — the ability to create new things. And I think that is one of the most beautiful examples, out of compassion.
00:39:31 Geshe
AI can be a great asset. Human beings and other species have to be at the centre. AI, we can use in a very constructive way, like in the Civic AI direction you guys are heading in — very important. Just boosting AI’s capacity to its maximum level, and consuming so much energy — if it becomes very destructive, then what is the purpose of having that kind of destructiveness? Human growth, human connection, human-to-human bond is very important.

Of course, value is relative. What I mean is that every culture, every tradition, every religion has its own belief, its own ideology. Something that they value so much may not be seen as valuable in another religion or another culture. Therefore, it is very relative. So having AI based on a particular tradition, a particular religious faith, and then introducing that AI into that inner community, using that AI to build more constructive networking or healthier relationships — then very good.

So far as a Buddhist, maybe Buddhism has so many resources, and compiling and putting them into AI data, and then maybe coming up with that kind of AI system only for Buddhists — it can be helpful. It can be useful. At the same time, to be able to see the webs of interconnection, respecting perspective-taking, to be able to see different people in their different mental dispositions or different interests, and appreciate that, not leading into competition — “your ideology is best, my ideology is best” — no, that’s important.
00:39:54 Caroline
Thank you very much. I think we have explored a lot. It was a very nice meeting you and thanks for your time.
00:39:56 Geshe
It's always my pleasure. Thank you for having me. I'm really glad to meet you, and Audrey, and Giselle, and Geshe Thabkhe, and we learned so much from you guys. Thank you for all this.

image1.png
UNIVERSITY OF

OXFORD





image2.jpeg
OXFORD

i @i
Accelerating
Al ETHICS

PODCAST




