BOOK SUMMAY | OLBOOKSUMMARY

Thich Nhat Hanh - The Art of Power

The book "The Art of Power" by Thich Nhat Hanh, a renowned Buddhist monk and
peace activist, explores the nature of power, arguing that traditional notions of
power, such as wealth and political influence, are ultimately insufficient to bring
true happiness. Instead, Thich Nhat Hanh presents a Buddhist perspective on power
that emphasizes the cultivation of five spiritual powers: faith, diligence,
mindfulness, concentration, and insight. These powers, when cultivated through
practices such as mindful breathing, walking, and eating, are said to lead to a deeper
understanding of the nature of reality, and ultimately, to greater peace and
happiness. The text also explores the role of love in achieving true power and
happiness, advocating for a compassionate and non-discriminatory approach to all
living beings.

Central Theme

1. Redefining Power

Thich Nhat Hanh challenges the conventional Western understanding of power that
equates it with control, dominance, and material wealth. He argues that true power
originates from within and is rooted in mindfulness, compassion, and
understanding. This internal power allows us to be free from suffering, make wise
decisions, and positively impact the world.

Thich Nhat Hanh proposes a radical departure from the traditional Western view of
power, focusing instead on the power of the mind and spirit to achieve happiness
and positive change. He argues that authentic power arises from mindfulness,
compassion, and understanding, rather than external factors like wealth, fame, or
political control.

2. Connections and Synthesis

Both Thich Nhat Hanh and Yvon Chouinard advocate for a shift in perspective
regarding power and success. They emphasize the importance of internal values and
conscious choices over external markers of achievement. Both highlight the
interconnectedness of individual well-being, social responsibility, and
environmental sustainability.

While Thich Nhat Hanh approaches this through spiritual teachings and practices,
Yvon Chouinard demonstrates how these principles can be applied within a business
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context. Both offer compelling examples of how aligning individual actions with a
larger purpose can lead to both personal fulfilment and positive change in the world.

Key Ideas and Facts

1. The Illusion of External Power:

Thich Nhat Hanh uses the example of political leaders, like President George W.
Bush, to illustrate the illusion of external power. Despite holding immense political
power, they often suffer deeply and feel powerless due to the complexities of their
situations.

"It is very clear that if political leaders do not have compassion and understanding as
their foundation, they will misuse their power and make their own country suffer,
and make other countries suffer."

He argues that pursuing wealth, fame, sex, fancy food, and excessive sleep, which
are traditionally seen as sources of power, are actually "cravings" that lead to
suffering.

2. The Five Spiritual Powers:

Thich Nhat Hanh presents five genuine sources of power that lead to lasting
happiness:

o Faith: Confidence and trust in our inner capacity for transformation and
healing.

» Diligence: Continuous practice of mindfulness and cultivating wholesome
mental formations.

o Mindfulness: Being fully present and aware of what is happening in the
present moment.

o Concentration: Focusing the mind and developing deep insights into the
nature of reality.

o Insight: Understanding the interconnectedness of all things (interbeing) and
the impermanence of all phenomena.

3. The Importance of Ethical Conduct:

Thich Nhat Hanh emphasizes the Five Mindfulness Trainings as guidelines for
ethical conduct, which cultivate responsibility, compassion, and awareness in our
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actions. These trainings encourage us to protect the well-being of individuals,
families, society, and the environment.

4. The Power of Volition (Bodhicitta):

Our deepest intention or volition determines the quality of our actions and the
happiness we experience. Thich Nhat Hanh describes bodhicitta, the "mind of love"
and "mind of understanding", as the most powerful energy that fuels our pursuit of
enlightenment and the well-being of all beings.

"Understanding is love and love is understanding. And if you have the desire to
attain this understanding, you have the beginner’s mind, the most powerful kind of
energy there is."

5. The Importance of Self-Understanding and Self-Love:

True happiness and power stem from understanding, accepting, and loving
ourselves. Only then can we authentically extend love and compassion to others.
Thich Nhat Hanh emphasizes the practice of mindfulness as a way to cultivate self-
awareness and compassion.

“Darling, I am really here for you™ is the most meaningful declaration of love. It is
not a mere statement; it is a practice.

6. The Practice of Non-Action and Aimlessness:

Thich Nhat Hanh encourages us to embrace the present moment and find joy in the
simple acts of living without striving for future goals. He emphasizes "aimlessness,"
releasing our attachment to specific outcomes, and simply being present in each
moment.

"Happiness is possible only when you stop running and cherish the present moment

and who you are. Who you are is already a wonder; you don’t need to be someone
else. You are a wonder of life."

Practical Applications

The book provides practical methods for cultivating mindfulness and compassion in
daily life, including:
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e Mindful Breathing: Focusing on the breath to calm the mind and become
present.

e Mindful Walking: Engaging all senses while walking and connecting with
the earth.

e Mindful Smiling: Relaxing facial muscles and cultivating a sense of peace
and joy.

e Telephone Meditation: Using the ringing phone as a reminder to pause and
breathe mindfully.

e Mindful Eating: Appreciating the food and being present with our
surroundings while eating.

e "Non-Business Days'': Creating space for reflection and mindful living by
taking a break from work and daily routines.

Key Themes:

Authentic Power vs. Craving: Thich Nhat Hanh distinguishes between true power,
which leads to happiness, and the pursuit of power fueled by cravings. He identifies
five cravings — wealth, fame, sex, fancy food, and sleep — that often masquerade as
power but ultimately lead to suffering.

“Usually people chase financial and political power...But if we look deeply, we see
that people who are running after power suffer greatly.”

The Five Spiritual Powers: He proposes five spiritual powers as the foundation for
authentic power and happiness:

o Faith: Confidence and trust in oneself and the capacity for transformation.
"You need to have confidence that you have the capacity to become a
Buddha, the capacity of transformation and healing.”

o Diligence: Continuous mindful practice to cultivate wholesome qualities and
calm negative emotions. "People with the energy of diligence are
extraordinarily powerful. They can transform themselves; they can help
transform the community, the environment, and the world."

e Mindfulness: Being fully present and aware of what is happening in the
present moment. “Mindfulness is the energy that allows us to come back to
ourselves, to be alive and truly happy.”

o Concentration: Focusing the mind and developing a deep and stable state of
attention.

o Insight: Seeing the true nature of things, including the interconnectedness of
all beings (interbeing) and the impermanence of all phenomena. "Without
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insight, we think of power as something we gain for ourselves and ourselves
alone. But another insight we can cultivate is the insight of nonself...A lot of
our suffering is born from the discrimination between self and others and our
notion of a separate self."

Right Action and The Five Mindfulness Trainings: Thich Nhat Hanh advocates
aligning actions with the principles of mindfulness and compassion, as outlined in
the Five Mindfulness Trainings. These trainings guide individuals to refrain from
harmful actions and cultivate ethical conduct in all aspects of life. “Right or wrong
action can be determined by using the single criterion of suffering or nonsuffering.”

Leadership through Letting Go: True leadership, according to Thich Nhat Hanh,
emerges from mastering oneself, letting go of afflictions like anger, craving, and
delusion.

“The first virtue you need to use your power skillfully is the virtue of cutting
off...You cut off your anger, your craving, and your ignorance...This is why cutting
off brings power. When you encounter someone who has the virtue of cutting off,
who is free from her afflictions, you have respect for her and you listen to her.”

The Power of Presence: Thich Nhat Hanh emphasizes the transformative power of
being fully present for oneself and others. He encourages practices like mindful
breathing, mindful walking, mindful eating, and even mindful telephone
conversations as ways to cultivate this presence.

“‘Darling, I am really here for you’ is the most meaningful declaration of love. It is
not a mere statement; it is a practice.”

Embracing Our True Nature: He reminds us that all beings possess a fundamental
goodness, beauty, and truth, encouraging us to stop seeking external validation and
instead cultivate self-acceptance and confidence.

"Everyone who lives in this world...they all have this basis of goodness, beauty, and
truth. Don’t go looking outside yourself anymore, because the thing you are looking
for is already there within you."

The Path of Aimlessness: True happiness, according to Thich Nhat Hanh, lies in
embracing the present moment and letting go of the constant pursuit of future goals.

"We don’t put a goal in front of ourselves and run after it constantly. If we do, we’ll
be running all our life and never be happy. Happiness is possible only when you stop
running and cherish the present moment and who you are."
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Important Facts

o Thich Nhat Hanh emphasizes the interconnectedness of individual well-
being and societal harmony. He believes that cultivating inner peace and
mindfulness contributes directly to a more peaceful and just world.

e He advocates for practical applications of mindfulness in everyday life,
offering specific exercises and techniques to integrate these principles into
personal and professional spheres.

e He highlights the importance of community and collective action in
promoting positive change, drawing on examples like "One Percent for the
Planet" and the practice of "no-car days" to illustrate this point.

Conclusion

Thich Nhat Hanh's perspective on power offers a profound challenge to
conventional notions of power and success. By prioritizing inner transformation and
mindful living, he presents a compelling path towards a more authentic and fulfilling
expression of power, both individually and collectively. He invites us to consider: >
“What kind of power do we really need to be truly happy?” His teachings provide
valuable insights and practical tools for cultivating this genuine power and
contributing to a more peaceful and compassionate world.

Glossary of Key Terms

Bodhicitta: The awakened heart or mind of love and compassion; the desire to
attain enlightenment for the benefit of all beings.

Diligence: One of the five spiritual powers, referring to the sustained effort and
mindful engagement in wholesome practices.

Five Cravings: The desires for wealth, fame, sex, fancy food, and lots of sleep,
considered to be false powers that lead to suffering.

Five Mindfulness Trainings: Ethical guidelines for mindful living, focusing on
cultivating compassion, responsibility, and awareness in various aspects of life.
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Five Spiritual Powers: Faith, diligence, mindfulness, concentration, and insight,
considered to be the true sources of power and happiness.

Interbeing: The interconnectedness of all things; the understanding that nothing
exists independently and that all phenomena arise from a web of relationships.

Mindful Consumption: Being aware of the impact of our choices on our physical
and mental well-being, as well as the well-being of others and the environment.

Mindfulness: The energy of being fully present in the current moment, aware of our
thoughts, feelings, and sensations without judgment.

Non-self: The insight that our sense of self as a separate, independent entity is an
illusion, and that we are fundamentally interconnected with all things.

Selective Watering: The practice of cultivating positive mental states by
consciously choosing environments and activities that nourish wholesome seeds in
the mind.



