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INITIAL MEDITATNE EXPERIENCES: 
PART I 

Roger Walsh 
tinirersir,~ of Calfornia Medical School-Irvine 
Orange. Calijornia 

This is an account of the subjective experiences of some w o  
years of Vipassana or Insight meditation. During the tint year 
this comprised 3n average of approximately one hour per day 
and during the second was increased ro about two hours. as 
well as some six weeks of intensive meditation retrears. usually 
o f  two weeks duration. These retrears comprised about 18 to 20 
hours daily oicontinuous waking and sitting meditation per- 
formed in total silence and without eye contact. readin? or 
writing. While this amount of practice may be vastly less than 
that of more experienced practitioners. i t  has certainly proved 
sufficient to elicit a range of experiences beyond the ken of day 
ro day non-meditative living. 

Vipassana, or insight, meditation aims at a simple nonjudg-, 
menral. noninterfering precise awareness and examination of 
whatever mental or physical phenomena enter awareness 
(mindfulnessj. Usually one object is observed at a time. the insighr 
object being selected by a process of "choiceless awarencss" in medirarion 
which the attention is allowed to settle eiiortlcssly on whatever 
percept is predominant. If judgments. attractions, aversions. 
thoughts. etc.. arise in response to the percept. then these reac- 
tions are themselves allowed 10 become the prima? object o i  
awarencss. This difers from the usual state in which there is no 
experiential recognition of the phenomenon of awareness per 
se. of the distinction between awareness and the object of 
awareness. and a greater number o i  reactions go u ~ o t i c e d .  
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In presenting this malerial I have several aims. The first is 
simply to snare these explorations with the hope that they may 
prove helpful ior other be$!innin$! medimtors. since there is 
surprisingly little in-depth writing on initial rncd~rari\,e experi- 
ences (Walsh. 197ib).  1 would also like ro examine them in the 
light o i  Western psychology. especially recent advances in 
learning theon.. state-dependent learning. altered stares of 
consciousness. behavioral seli-control. and traditional psy- 

' chodynamics. I also wish to d o  exactly rhc opposite: i.e.. where 
possible to examine Weslem psychology within [he l i ~ h l  o i  
these espericnccs. Wbilc there are a number o i  poignant. rich 
and courageous accounts of rndividuals' experiences and in- 
sights je.g.. Sbattocl;. 1972: Lerner. 1977). they lack the pre- 
cision and psycholoeical background essential for scientifically 
productive analysis. Thus rncre have recently been repeated 
requests by a varietl, of  Western psycholog~sts (e.g.. Shi- 
mano 8: Douglas. 19i5: T3n. 19753: Globus. 1976). ior indi- 

[raining viduals with exrensive training in the behavioral sciences to 
parricipanl undertake the exploration o i  consciousness as trained partici- 
obsen,ers pant obsen*en. % paper seems to present an  opponuniry for 

beeinning a p r e t i m i n a ~  resting of such a paradigm. 

While 3 number of thinss led me in the direcrion 01 medita- 
[ton. the major forerunner was clearly a ye3r and a half o i  
intensive individual psychother3py which has already been 
described in some detail rWalsh. 1976. 1977aj. Cenain features 
of  this therapy seemed especially conducive lo meditation. 
These included a markedly increased awareness oi. and per- 
ceptual scnsitivit); to. the iormerly u n r e c o p u c d  stream O F  
inner consciousness and 3 heightened ability to discriminate 
among altered states within rnis stream. There was also less 
fear of, and more uust  in. this formerly subliminal r e a h  of 
awareness and motivation. and hence a greater sense oitrust  in 
myseli. "myself' having now been expanded to include tb 
formerly unknown rea'm. In panicular some of the states 
which emerged towards the end oitherapy were chnraclerized 
by Feelings of peace. and a relative absence oithoughts. needs 
and "doing." These states readily became the objects oinonln- 
terfering awareness. and it felt inappropriate to %ark with 
them" in 3 traditional psychotherapeutic way. 

I began meditation with one-half hour each day and durine the 
6 n t  three to six months there were ieu, times during which I 
could honestly sav u,irh complete c e n a i n y  that I was aennitely 
experiencing benefits irom it. Except for the painiully obvious 
stirf back and sore knees. the ps~chological effects other than 
~ c a s i o n a l  relaxation ielt so subtle and cphcmeral tbat I could 
never be sure that they were more than a tiemeor o i  my wishes 
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and expectations. Ccnainly had it not been for these cxpecta- 
lions. prior psvchotherapeutic experiences. and the encour- 
agement of more experienced practitioners. I would never o s l a u ~  
have gotten bevond the first couple of  weeks. The nature of  process 
meditation seems to be. especially at first. a slow but cumula- 
tive process. a fact which may be useful for b e ~ i n n e r s  to knou.. 

Hourever. w ~ t h  continued perseverance. subtle effects just at 
the limit o i  mv perceptual threshold did be, win to become 
apparent. 1 had expected the eruption into awareness of 
powerful. concrete experiences. if not flashes of Lightning and 
pealing of  bells. then at l e s t  somethins oisuiiicient intensity 
to make it vcm clear that I had "gotten it." whatever "it" %,as. 
What "it" ~ C I U S U ~  turned out to be was nor the appearance of a ~ r o d r r a l  
formerly nonexistent m e n u 1  phenomena. but rather a gradual increase in 
incremental increase in pert,-ptual sensltivirl, to the iormerly sensirit.ic!. 
subliminal portions of my own inner stream of consciousness. 
a process which had begun in therapy. 

At first this was apparent as the occasional ephemeral ap- 
pearance of a sense of peace o r  some other subtle, hard to 
categorize aRect interspersed among innumerable pains. itch- 
es. doubu.  questions. fears and fantasies which occupied the 
majority of meditation sitting time. Usually one or  more of 
these "evenu" would be deemed imponant enough ro drven 
my attention from meditation. With increased practice the 
disruprivc nature of these breaks became more and more 3p- 
parent. and the stringency o f  the criteria for disrupring medi- 
tation became progressively higher. Interestingly coough the 
order in which h e  difierent lclnds of distractions were given up 
seemed to provide a n  index of the strengths o i m y  atiachments. rhe slrengrh 
For example. 1 a m  an  analytic. intellectually curious person 0,farrachrnenrs 
who loves to understand t h i n g .  This predeliction runs counter 
to the Vipassana process which emphasizes just watching and 
observing the arising a n d  passing away of all mental pheno- 
mena. thouphu. feelings, sensations. without analyzin: or  
chan-@ng them in any way. Therefore. when something unu- 
sualoccurred in meairation. l may have thought. "WOW. I could 
really learn something from that." This thought was usually 
suffincnt to jolt me our o f  a relaxed meditative -,arching and 
into an active analytic probing and changmg o i t h e  experience. 

"When one sirs down with eyes closed to silence the inind. one 
is a t  first submereed bv 3 torrent of  thouehts-they crop up 
evenwhere W e  ingntened. nay, ag_ressivc rats" (Satprcm. 



1968. p. 33). The more sensitive I became. the more I was 
iorced to recognize that what I had ionncrly believed to be my 
rational mind preoccupied with co'nition, planning, problem 
jolvbg. ctc.. actually comprised a frantic torrent of forceiul. 
demanding, loud. and often unrelated thou@ts and ianusies 
which tilled an unbelievable proponion oiconsciousness even 
during purposive behavior. The incredible proponion of 
conssiousncss which this fantasy world occupied. my power- 
lessness to remove it for more than a f ~ w  seconds. and my 
former swte o i  mindlessness or  ignorance of is existence. 
s tagered me (1 am here using mindlessness in an opposite 
sense to the Vipassana term mindful. which means aware o i  
the nature of the object to which the mind is attending!. Fore- 
most among [be implicit heheis of onhodox Watern psychol- 
09 is the assumption that man spends most of his rime rea- 
soning and problem solving. and that only neurotics and other 
abnormals spend much time. ouuide o i  leisure. in fantasy 
(Tart. 1975b). However. it is my unpression that prolonged 
self-observation wiU show that at most times we are living 
almost in a dream world in which we sUUuUy and automati- 
cally yet unknowingly blend inputs from reality and fantasy in 
accordance with our needs and defenses. Interestingly this 
"mindlessness" seemed much more intense and dd3icult to 
deal with than ID psychotherapy where the depth and sensitiv- 
ity of inner awareness seemed less. and where the therapist 
provided a perceptual focus and was available to pull me back 
if 1 started to get lost m fantasy. 

The presence of inner dialogue and fantasy seems to present a 
limiting factor for the sense ofcloseness and unity with another 
person. However. i i  1 am with another person. and free of 
dialogue and fanus?. and iceline an emotion. especially a 
positive one such s love. which I know the other person to 
be also experiencins. then it feels as thoueh there are no 
detectable ego boundaries; ure arc together in love. But if pan 
of my mind is preoccupied with dialogue and fantasies. then 
my awareness is split; I know that my experience is diEcrent 
from the other individual's. and feel corrcspondin@y dis- 
tanced 3nd separated. 

The subtley. complexip. inunite range and number. and en- 
rhe mbr1e1.v uapping power of the fantasies which the mind creates seems 
and complex it^ impossible to comprehend. to differentiate from reality while 
ojjanraries m them? and even more so to describe to one who has not ex- 

perienced them. Layer upon layer of image? and quastluglc 
open up in any point to a,hich attention is directed. lnaeed it 
graduaUy becomes apparent that i t  is impassible to question 

: and reason one's way out of this all-cncompuing fantasy since 
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h e  ver]i process o i  questioning. thinking, and seeking only 
creates iunhe: iantasy. 

Since the power and extent of this enrrapmenr is so difficult to 
convey to someone u,rthout pcrsonsl experience o i  I[. I'd 
strongy encourage any non-meditator to use the iollowing 
concentration exercise (Goidstein. 19763 beiore conrinuing. 

Set an alarm for a minimum of 10 minutes. Then rake a 
comfonable seat, close your eyes. and rum your attention to 
h e  sensations o i  breathing in your abdomen. Feel the abdo- 
minal wall rising and falling and focus your attention as 
carefully. precisely. and microscopically as possible on [he in- 
stanr to msranl sensations rhat occur in your abdomen. Don't 
let your attention wander for 3. moment. If thoughts and 
feelings arise. just let them be there and continue to iocus your 
awareness on the sensations. 

Now as you remain aware of the sensarions, stan counting 
each breath until you reach ten. and then sran a_eain at one. 
However, i iyou lose count. or if your mind wandcrs from the 
sensations in the abdomen. even for an instant. go back to one. 
If you get lost in iantasy or distracted by outside stimuli. just 
recogize what happened and gently bring your mlnd back to jo:::ssinp 
Lhc breath. C o n ~ u e  this process until the alarm tells you to arrecrion 
stop and then attempt ro estimate how much oi the rime you on 
were actually mindfully i ocwed .  As your perce~rion sharpens brearhing 
with more practice. you would probably recogrute that you 
have greatly overestimated. but this should be suficient to give 
a flavor of the extent of the problem. "Your mind has a mind of 
iu own. where do you fit in?" (Sujara. 1975). 

The impossibtliry o i  working or thinking one's way out o i  [his 
multilayered. multidimensional fantasy world into which one 
falls. rapidly becomes apparent. even though it is very temptins 
to try to do so. That leaves within h e  experiential meditative 
world only the primary sensations. c.g.. pain and breathing, on 
which to focus 3s perceprual anchors. By focuslihg atrenl~on 
back on the breathing it seems that the enerpv or arousal going 
into the fantasy by vinue o i  the artention being paid it is 
withdrawn. and it collapses under irs own wei$t leavine only 
the pnmary sensations until the next fantasy arises. TIUS is 
presumably an exampie of Tan's 11975a) statement that ccr- 
lain mental structures are dcpcndent on a minimum amount 0; 

attention for their creation ~ n d  maintenance. 



Fan1as.v and Illusion 

The power and pervasiveness of these inner dialogues and 
fantasies left me amazed that we could be so  unaware of them 
during our normal waking life and reminded me of the Eastern 
concept of nwvo o r  all-consuming illusion. The quesrion o i  
why we don't recognize them seems incredibly imponant. 
but to date 1 have seen no explanations other than the almost 
universal ones among the meditative-yogic traditions that 
normal man is an  automaton. more asleep than awak:. etc. 

rhr background Several mechanisms seem to be operating here. Firstly, the 
oj'dialogurs dialogue-fantasy creations are completely congruent with the 
and current ego state and with what Gendlin (1962) and Welwood 
jonraries (1976) would c3U the "ielt meaning," i.e.. that afectivc back- 

eround or context which urc assay when we ty to answer the 
question "how d o  you feel right now?' It is the contrast 
herween the dialogues-fantasies and the b a c ~ g r o u n d  affective 
state which makes the detection oitheir  pervasiveness e ~ i c r .  I t  
is therefore interesting that I have not infrequently iound that 
when I am what initially appears to be dialogue-iree. closer 
examination of my consciousness reveals dialogue with which 
1 had been completely and unconsciously identified such as 
"I'm really doing this weU. I'm in a really clear place. I don't 
have any dialogue p i n g .  I'm really getting to be 2 e m d  med- 
itator. etc." However, at such times a thought like. "I'm not 
getting anything our of this." stands out strongly and is readily 
identified for what it is. vet another thoueht. This firs with 
the general neurophysibloeic~l principle that the brain is es- 
sentially a diKerence detector u?hich picks up differences 
between stimuli or stimulus complexes rather than absolute 
levels of individual stimuli. Other factors possibly accounting 
for our  inability or  unwillingness to identify the exten1 of this 
dialogue-fantasy may be the extent to which we have habi- 
tuated to is presence. Funhennore.  it is only when we attempl 
to stop ir that we become aware of ils remarkable hold on us. a 
situstion strongly reminiscent oiaddictions. 

rhe brain 
as o 
diference 
derecfor 

.A funhcr masking factor may compnsc the process of  "time- 
~ h a ~ n g . "  Usually we arc ahle ro swiich rapidly between fo- 
cus ing  on real stimuli and fanus)- in a manner analoeous to 
the process by which a computer rapidly swirches between 
different terminals which may be fced' in~ in input simultan- 
eously. Thus for "normal" levels of external sensoy  awareness 
and penbrmance there may be relatively little iunctional im- 
pairment apparent. especially sincc the vast majority o i  the 
popularion is also functioning in this manner. It also rapidly 
becomes apparent that these dialogue-fantasies may serve a 
major (perhaps the major? defensive function. If so rhea ob- 
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viously there would be major dynamics operating to prevent 
awareness of them (perceptual deiensej. 

I t  is clear that ianusy plays a ma'or role in psycholo~ical 
health and pathology. Obviously a iuU exploration of these 
relationships is beyond the scope of this article. but it is clear 
that meditation oflers insights into the phenomena which may 
extend far beyond current Western psychological undcr- 
standing. 

Traditionally fantasy has been seen as ranging from being a 
source of crcativiry and pleasurc in well-adapted individuals 
(,e.e.. Offer. 1973: Offer & Offer. 1974) to a central hallmark 
of -ps~chopatholo3 when excessive ( L ~ M .  1975). When the /on/? 
individual believes his fantasies ro be real. and they are dis- or vrewed 
cordant with those o i  the majority oisociery. the ianusies are  iruii[ronn/!r, 
called hallucinations and he  is labelled psychotic. .Also. when 
the fantasies are cspccjally painful and cgodystonic. the indi- 
vidual may experience himself. and be diagnosed. 3s mentally 
ill. even though he knou's them to be fantasies. T h u  in Western 
psychology. fantasies are  seen as normal or  even bcnebcial. 
unless rhcy prove especially painful or  ovenr7helming. 

However, a remarkably wide r m g c  o f  mcdiration aod yogic 
disciplines from a variety of cultures hold a v e y  different 
~ i c w .  They assen that whether we h o w  i r  o r  nor. untrained 
individuals are prisoncrj of their ou,n minds. torally and un- 
wittingly trapped by a continuous inner fantasy-dialogue janrasr 
which creates an  all-consuming illusion or  ma,va. YI iflusion 

We arc what wc think. 
All that we are arises with our thoughts. 
With our thoughts wc create ihc world. 

The Buddha (Bymom. 1976) 

"Normal" man is thus secn as asleep or  dreaming. When the 
dream is especially painful or disruptive it becomcs a nieht- 
marc and is recoenized as psychopathology, but since the vast 
majority of the population dreams. the true s u r e  o iaf fa in  goes 
unreco_enized. When thc individual permanently disidcntifxs 
from or  eradicates this dream be is said to have awakencd and 
a n  now recognize thc true nature of his iormer stare and that 
of  the population. This awakening or  cnliubtcnrnent is the aim 
of the meditative-yogic dsciplincs (e.:.. C)uspensky. 1949: De 
Ropp. 1968; N;danapomka Thera. 1972: Ram Dass. 1974. 
1976. 1977: Goldstein. 1976; Goleman. 1977: Wilber. 1977). 
However. accordin: to T a n  f1975a). there is as yet coxidera-  
ble resiswnce ;o this idea in Wcstern psychol0,qv and psy- 
ch ia tn :  



quicring 
the 
inlernal 
dialogue 

We nave s:udled some ~specrs oisJmsara fillusion. ma!.a) tn iar 
rnorc derail than thc Earcrn traditions rhat originared the conccpt 
oisamsara. Yet almost no psycholo~isu apply this idea lo rhcm- 
sclves. Thcy assumc . . . [hat thcir own stares oiconsciousncrs lre 
basically logical and clcar. Wcsrcrn psycholop now h.s a chal- 
lenge to rccoentze this dcuilcd cvidcncc that our "normal" state 
is 3 sutc  oisamsara and lo apply rhe immcnrc power of scicncc 
and our orhcr spinrual traditions. East and Wcst. lo rhc search for 
a way out (p.2861. 

Perceiving and Labeling Fanrarr. 

With continued practice [he speed, powcr. loudness. and con- 
tinuity of these rhoughts and fantasies began to slowly dimin- 
ish. leaving subrle sensations of greater peace and quiet. After 
a period o i a b o u t  four o r  five months there occurred episodes 
in which I would open my eyes at the end of meditation and 
look a t  the outside world without the presence oiconcomitant 
internal dialogue. This state would be rapidlv terminated 
by a rising sense o i  anue ty , and  anomie accompanicd by the 
thought  "I don't know what anything mcans."Thus. I could be 
looking at m m c t h ~ n g  completely familiar, such as a tree. a 
buildin:. o r  the sky. and yet without an accompanying internal 
dialogue to label and categorize it. i t  felt torally srrangc and 
devoid of meaning. I r  seems that what made something iamil- 
iar and hence secure n . 3  not simply its rccognirion. but the 
actual cop i t ive  process of matching, categorizin: and labeling 
it .  and rhat once [his was done. then more attention and reactiv- 
ity was focussed on the label and labeling process rather than 
on rhe stimulus itsell. Thus the initial fantasy and thought-frce 
pcriods ma:, feel both strange and distinctly unpleasant so that 
we are a t  6rst punished by their uniamilianry. W e  havc created 
an  unseen prison for ourselves whose bars are comprised o l  
thoughts and fantasies of which u.e remain largcly unaware 
unless we undenake intensive perceptual training. Moreover. 
if thev are removed we may be frightened by the unfamiliarity 
o i  the experience and rapidly reinstate them. This is remini- 
scent of the lines o i a  poem by Ycvtuschenko, who on visiting a 
Canadian mink farm found h e  minks bred in open cages from 
which thev never tried to escapc despite the fact that their 
peers were slaughtered in the adjoining room. 

Hc who b born in a cagc 
shall weep ior a cage. 

Presumably this labelin: p r o c a  must modify our  perception 
in many u,ays. including reducing our ability ro experience 
each srimulus iuuy. richly. and newly, by reducing its multidi- 
mensional naturc inlo a lcsscr dimensional cognitivc l a b e h g  
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iramcu.ork. Thk  must necessarily derive from the past. be less 
tolerant of ambiguity, less here now. and perpcfuative of a 
sense o i  sameness and continuity to the world. This process 
may represenf the phenomenological and cognitive media- 
tional basis of Deikman's (1966) concept of automatization 
and Don Juan's "maintaining the u.orld 3s we know it" ( C a -  
taneda. 1971. 1977). It is a far cn, from the perceptual end state 
devoid of all this labeling described by the Buddha as "In 
what is seen there should be only the seen: in what is heard 
only the hcard: in what is sensed [as smell. taste or touch]. only 
the sensed, in what is thought only the thought" (Kyanaponika 
Thera. 1961. p. 33). 

I t  also provides an explanation of [he electrophysiolo~ical 
finding that experienced Zen practitioners may exhibit repeti- 
live, non-habituating onenlaring responses to repeated stimuli derelopmg 
during meditation (K3samasu & Hirai. 1966; for a review see non-habiruarive 
Davidson. 1'376). Th/s is as would be predicted i f  they are in responses 
fact responding to the stimuli [hemselves rather than to the 
cognitive labeling proccss a described above. This also 
provides an explanation for the "de3utomatization" which may 
occur with meditation (Dcikman. 1966). One might also 
wonder whether these Zen meditators and also self-actualizcrs 
-who have been characterized among other things for their 
ability to repetitively experience things freshly and uniquely 
(Maslow. 1971)-display similar non-habituative patterns in 
daily living 

This perceptual process m~gh t  also provide suppon for. 2nd a 
substrate and an explanation of. constructional realism. This is 
Lhe philosophy which sueecsu that we do no[ simply learn to 
recognize reality, but rather learn to consrrucr reality. This consrrucring 
philosophv has recently been rediscovered by researchers uurrealiy 
in a divine number of fields such 3s neuropsychology. 
developrncntal pycho lop .  philosophy. and consciousness 
(Piager 1960: Pribram. 1976: Wilber. 1977). Although no[ yet 
widely recognized. i t  msy be that [his philosophy should be 
expanded to include the idea that we may construct a reality. 
rather than rhe realiv. In anv evenr the above phenomena 
may provide an initial suggestion of the cognitive-perceptual 
processes by which this is achieved. 

The first meditation retreat. begun about one year aitcr com- 
mencing sittins. u,as a verl, painful and diMcult two-week 
aiTair. I had n e c r  meditated for more than an hour at a time 
and so continuous u,allcine and sitting brought me to a 
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screaming halt. Within three hours I titerally felt as though I 
had ingested a stimulant. and by six hours there were signiii- 
cant psvchcdetic eEec~s.  .4 marked hypencnsitivir), to all slim- 
uli both internal and external rapidly developed. resulting in 

a marked intense arousal. agitation. discomion. and multiple chronic 
hr.persenririsir~ muscle conuactions. especially around [he shoulders. This 
ro ON a;iration was associated with an increzsed sensitivity to pain 
srimuli which seemed Wte p a n  of a more genen l  hypersensitivity. This 

u,as panicularly apparent durin_r the k t  three o r  four days 
and any exercise such as runtun! would result in extreme 
tenderness in the correspondine muscles. 

One o i  the most amazing rediscoveries during this first retreat 
was the incredible proponion o i  time. well over 90 percent. 
which 1 spent losr in iantasy. %lost of these were o f  the ego 
self-aggrandizing wpe. so  that when eventually I realized 1 was 
in them. it proved quite a struegle to decide to give them up and 
return ro the breach. but u*irh practice t h ~ s  decision b e c ~ m e  
slightly easier. faster. and more automatic. This by no means 
happened quickly since over [he first four or  five days [he 
proportion of rime spent in f a n m y  actu3lly mcrcascd 2s [he 
meditation deepened. and o n  days three throush nvc of the 
retreat literally reached psychotic proponions. During this 
period each rime I sat  and closed my eyes I would be imme- 

vivid diately swept away by vivid hallucinations. losing all contac: 

hallucinarions u,ith where 1 was or  what I was doing undl after an  unknown 
psriod of time 3 thought would creep in such as. ".Am I really 
swunming. lying o n  the beach?' etc.. and then I would either 
get lost back into the f a n m y  or another thou@ht u.ould 
come: "Wail a moment. 1 rhought I was meditating." If the 
latter, then I would be left with the difficult problem of  trying 
to ground myself. i.e.. o i  di8erentiating between stimulus 
produced pcrcepls ("reality") and entirely endogenous ones 
("haUucina[ions"). The only way this seemed possible was to 
t? finding the breath. and so I would begin frantically search- 
inp around in his hypnanogic universe for the sensations o i the  
breath. Such was the pou,er of the hallucinations that sorne- 
times I would be literally unable to find it and would fall back 
into the iantasy. If  successful. I would r e c o e e  i t  and be 
r e s u r e d  that I was in fact meditatin!. Then in the next mo- 
ment I would be lost again in yet another f a n m y .  The clan[).. 
power. persuasiveness and continuity of these halluclna[ions is 
dificulr to adequarelv express. Hou,ever. the eKecr o i  living 
through three days during whrch time ro close my eyes meant 
losing cont3c; almost immediately with o r d i n a y  reality was 
extraordinarily draining to say the least. 1n:e:eslingly enough 
while this experience was uncomfor t~ble  and quire beyond my 
controi. i t  was not particularly irigh[eoln_r. ii anythins the 



opposire. For many years 1 had feared losing control if 1 
ler down defenses and voyaged too far along the road o i  
self-investigation and discovery. This appears to be a com- 
mon fear in most growth traditions and seems lo s e r e  3 major rhejear 
deiensive function. Having experienced [his once ieared out- of losing 
come. it now no longer seems so  terrifying. Of course. the conrrol 
paradox is that what we usuaU! c3U control is actuaUy exactly 
the opposite. a lack ofabdi ty  to ier go of defenses. 

During momenrs o i  clariry 3 process occurrcd u*hich seems 
supportive o i  Coleman's (19i6) h:rpothesis of  global dcsensi- 
tizarion as one of the mediating mechanisms of  meditative 
cfiecs.  During this h s t  reueat 3 lot of old. almost for, oottcn. 
highly charged memories would arisc into consciousness. re- 
main for a moment. then slowly sink back out of awareness. 
Not inirequcntly as thcy did so L would bc awarc that the 
affective charge. e.g.. anger. sadness. etc.. which was originally 
associated with them would tend to diminish while they were 
held in awareness. and that they had no[ infrequently attained 
a ncuual status by thc t m c  thcy disappeared back into the 
unconscious. Lt wxs also interesting that some o i  thesc mem- rhr arousal 
orics ranged aU the way back to age threc or iour. and ro thc qiecr!v 
best ot' my rccollec~ion I had ncvcr rccaued them prcviously memories 
since their original occurrence. This phenomenology seems 
highly consisrent with Colcman's proposed desensirization 
mechanism. 

While a good 90 percent or  marc o i  this first retrcar was taken 
up with mindlcss fantasy and agitation. there did occurduring 
the second week occasional short-lived periods of intense 
pcacc and tranquiltin.. These were so satisfying that. while I 
would not be willing to stgn up for a Life-time in a monastery I 
w u l d  begin to comprehend the possibility of the truth of  the 
Buddhist saying that "peacc is the highest form of happiness." 
Afextive lability was also cxtrcme. Whilc marc ~ h a n  80 per- 
cent of the tune of the first retreat was sheer pain. therc were 
nor infrequently sudden apparently unprecipitatcd wide mood 
w i n ?  to completely polar emotions. Shorn o i  all my props 
and distractions there was just no way to pretcnd that I had 
more than the iaintcst inklin; of sell-control over either 
though& or feelings. 

With continued practice and greater sensitivity I began to gain 
an experiential sense for the meaning o i a  word which is widely 
and looscly used u,lthin mcdi~arion-yoga circles. namely the 
type of"vibrations" that I u s  eexpcncncmg. I t  appeared that in 

Y Ocncrat- any sensor)- rnodaliv ai  dU. there is an  cndogenousl. = 
ed cont inuou flux of perceptual-neural noise. Both figure and 
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ground. or signal and noisc, are a t  least panially generated 
by this process. What gcrs interpreted as  signal or  figure arc 
somet ima simply the larger 0ucruations in ncural activtt). of 
sufficient magnitude to stand out efectivcly against the re- 
mainins background. During periods of  agitation rhcse "vi- 
bratiom" appear stronger, largcr, more frequent. and more 
variable. whereas thc reversc is truc during periods of  calm. 
Presumably this simply rcprcsenrs a subjcctivc correlate of [he 
neurophysiological activity and disturbance of  the nervous 
system. Since one o i  the aims of meditation is calm. this sug- 
gcsrs a basis for the advice given by ser,eral meditation reachers 
to d o  that urhich "fines down the vibration" and avoid those 
things which lead to "heavy coarse vibrations" (Ram Dass. 
19i6). Thus these subjective sensations can be used as a sensi- 
tive self-guiding ncurocybernctic signal lo move one in the 
direction of increasing calm and peace. 

This also suggesrs a further basis for thc heightened sensitivity 
of  meditators. namely, the reduction in the magnitude o i  
background fluctuations or  nose .  This would result in a 
greater signal:nokc ratio. It also raises the inlcrcsting question 
of  whether what is noisc a t  onc level of perceptual sensitivity 
may not be signal a t  another more subtle lcvel. Indeed this 
leads to thc ultimate qucstion of u,hethcr therc is in fact any 
neural "noise" within the brain 31 all. or merely urtrccosnued 
s i ~ a l s ?  

I (  soon became apparent that [he Vpe o i  material which 
forceably eruptcd into awareness and disruptcd conccnrrarion 
was most oftcn matcrial-ideas. fantasics. thoughrs. ctc.-to 
which I was attached !addicted) and around u,hich thcre was 
considerable afTcctivc charge. Indced. it seemed that the strong- 
er the attachment or  charge, the more often rhc matcrial 
would arise. a iact which suggcsled that we may all be subject 
to an  at least panially conditioned hierarchy of attachmenrs 
as well as a more bioloeically based hierarch!, of  needs a la 
Maslow. There was a d e b i r e  sense that attachmenrs reduced 
the flexibility and power o i  the mind. since whenevcr 1 was 
preoccupied with ast imulus to which I was attached, then I had 
dificulrv in withdrawing my attention from it to observe other 
stimuli which passed through awarcnesj. This is reminiscent 
in 3 more subrlc form of a phcnomcnon caUed "st~mulus 
boundness" which is found in brain damaged individuals who. 
once their attention is furatcd on a panicular slimulus. cxper- 
iencc great dilficuly m transierring i t  to another object. Intcr- 
cstingly enough. thc attachment or  nced to understand. irscli 
proved a pe;cep[ual and information Limiting iactor. As long 
as 1 needed to undersran~i something i t  was necessary to kee? 
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that something around in awareness until i t  was understood 
rather than allowing i t  to pass away of irs own accord to be 
replaced by the next object. i.e.. "to understand" my exper- 
ience I had ro relain and analyze it and [hereby stop the 
free-flow of awareness. 

Paradoxically i t  seems that a need or  attachment to be rid of 3 

cenain experience or state may lead to is perpetuation. The 
clearest example o i th i s  has been with anuety.  urhich I worked anrirr.; .  

quite hard to reduce in my psychotherapy wtth considerable 
success. However. some six months a:o I suddenly besan to 
experience mild anxiet). attacks of unknown origin urhich 
curiously enough seemed to occur most oiten when I was 
feeling really good and in the presence of a particular person 
who I loved. .At such times I u.ould try all my various psycho- 
logical gymnastics to eradicate i r  since it was clearly not OK 
with me to ieel anxious. However. these episodes continued for 
some five months in spite oi. or as i t  actually turned out 
because of, my resistance to them. Durine this time my prac- 
tice deepened and I was able to examine more and more of the 
process during meditation. What I found was that I had con- 
siderable fear of fear a n d  m y  mind therefore surveyed in 3 

radar-We fashion sU endogenous and exogenous stimuli for 
their fear evoking potential and all reactions ior any fear 
component. Thus there was a continuous mental r ada r -Ue  
scanning process preset in an exquisitely sensitive fashion for 
the detection of anythins resembling fear. Consequently therc rhe 

were a considerable number o i  false positives. 1.c.. non-ieariul perperucrion 

stimuli and reactions which were interpreted as being ieariul 01' 
or  potentially fear provoking. Sinc: the reactions to the false j r c r  

positives themselves comprised iear and fear componenls. 
therc was of course an  immediate chain reaction set up with 
one fear response actins as the stimulus for the next. I t  thus 
became very clear that my iear o i  and reslsrance to the icar was 
exactly what was perpetuating it. 

This insight and the iunher  application of new meditative 
awareness to the process ccnainly rcduccd but did not eradi- 
cate these eplsodes entirely. Paradoxically they still tended to 
recur when I felt ver?; calm and peaceful. It was not until the 
middle o i  the next meditation retreat that the reasons for this 
became clear. After the first few days of pain and agitation 1 
began to feel more and more peaceiul and there came a sittin: 
in which I could ieel my meditation deepen perceptibly and 
the restless mental scanning slou, more and more. Then as the 
process continued to deepen and slow I was literally !oiled by a 
flash of agitarion and anxiety accompanying a thought-"But 
what d o  I d o  now if there's no more anue ty  to look for?" I t  =,as 
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apparent that if I continued to quieten. there would be neither 
anxiety to scan for nor a scanning process itself. and my need to 
get rid of anxiety demanded that I have a continuous scanning 
mechanism, and the presence of the mechanism in turn created 
the presence of  anxiety. ,My "but what d o  I d o  now?" fear had 
v e y  efTecuvely removed the possibility of the dissipation of 
both. and i u  occurrence at a time when I was feeling most 
peaceful. relaxed a n d  safe. oicourse explained why I had been 
subject to these auue ty  episodes at the apparently parado.xical 
times when I felt best. Paradoxically then i r  appears that within 
the mind, if you need to be rid of something, then not only are 
you likely to experience a number of false positives but you 
may also need to have them around continuously so  you can 
keep getting rid of them. Thus withm the province of the mind. 
what you resist is what you get. 

Since the things which lend to preoccupy consciousness and 
disrupt meditation tend to be those t h i n ~ s  wirh strong atrach- 
mrnr, i t  becomes apparent why the par+? away o i  attach- 
ments is one of the three aims of the triune path of  puri- 
fication (Pal,: si/,va). discriminatin_e wisdom (panno). 2nd con- 
centration (sammhadi). These three arc said to interact in such 
a way-that [he dcepening.and increasing of  one deepens the 
other two and hence the whole meditative process. I t  took no 
more than 3 iew days of the first retrcar to make this painfully 
obvious. Any time I did something which broke the rules or  
mnsc iou ly  disturbed other people's practice o r  well-being. 1 
found myself agta ted  and disturbed in a way which a8ected 
my own meditation 35 well as other apparendy unrelated as- 

paring awa! pects o i  mv behavior. For example. one of the rules was that 
ar!achmenrs we could shower only during two o r  three set times during the 

day so as to minimize the possibility of  disturbin: other peo- 
ple's meditation. However. I soon found that showers were an 
excellent. if only partial antidote to the intense 3eimtion and 
dysphoria that I was experiencing. Thus I was certainly not 
about to let a minor matter like the disruption of someone 
eke's meditation stand beween me and mvcomfon. and so for 
the first five or  six days I averaged perhaps six showers a day. 
However, by about the hfth day my meditation had deepened 
to a p i n t  where I was more aware of the emotional reactions I 
underwent during this transression. What 1 eventually no- 
ticed that I was doing was minimizing the eiiecu on me oftheir  
imagined discomfort by creating a psychological distance 
between us. T o  d o  this I found myself creating feclings of 
anger, separation. and superiority toueard them so that the 
discomioms which I ima-@ned them to be experiencing. I could 
now justify.. defend against. and even feel rt@teous atsu!. By 
the seventh day this procs had become roo painful and ugly 
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to watch and I was iorccd to at  least paflially give up my 
attachment to showers and to resign myself to shourerless agi- 
tarion. This devaluation of people who are wron_ecd is consis- 
tent wirh cognitive dissonance theory. which is concerned with 
the eflectr of  incon-pity between expectation and actuali? 
(Festineer. 1957; Malmo, 1975). If this process isgeneratiz2ble. 
then it obviously holds widespread implications for under- 
sranding the dehimanization which occurs with crime and 
warfare. 

Usins the example above, and 1 could if necessary present 
several others also. it bas become apparent tbar greater inner . 
sensitivity reveals more clearly the multiple yet often subtle 
ways in which we harm both ourselves and others by behavior 
u,hich is not marked by authenricity and integrity. Funher- l iving 
more. the reason we act without integrity is lo avoid coniront- wrrh 
in! and having to possibly give up our attachments. O n  the i n r e g n r ~  
other hand. i i  we wish to speed up the meditative process of 
increasing concentration. insight. and reducing attachmcnu. 
then livine wirh as much integrity as possible will bring us up 
a ~ a i n s t  the greatest number of attachments in the shonest 
possible time. Although this will. of course. he uncomfonable. 
it will a fo rd .  i i  we wish, the opponuniry o i  most speedily 
recognizing and letting go attachments and hence proeressing 
most rapidly. This provides a rationale for many of  the ethical 
precepts of most of the meditation-yogic traditions and seems 
analogous to Don Juan's concept oiimpeccabllity (Cas~aneda.  
1971). 11 also !its with Lbe hyporhesis that the more mentally 
healthy person will tend to be motivated by approach rather 
than escape and avoidance (Walsh & Shapiro. 1978). Certainly 
it is apparent that perceptual sensitivity and integrity are both 
mutually interacrive rate-limiting factors for this process. 

BELLEFS 

.4s with psychotherapy (Walsh. 1976). the limitations and 
self-fulfilling prophetic nature of belieis and models again 
became apparcnt. Once again John Lilly's (1972) statement 
proved awesome in i s  power. "Within the province o i  the 
mind what I believe to be true is true or becomes true within 
experimental and experiential limitr. These his are funher 
beliefs to be transcended. Within the mind there are no limirs." 
Usually it has seemed that my beliefs and models of who and 
what I a m  seem to lag behind the changing realin. and to be 
closer to what I was than what I a m  now. In areas wbere there 
is growth ttus can be espetiaUy limiting because I then 6nd 
myseli fighting and dealing with an outdared ch imen  rather 



than acknowledging h e  realit). that is. Although at the presenl 
time it is vety subtle and often at the timirs of my perception. at 
times when I become aware that I have been operating out 0 i3  

model rather than out of !be currcnr realin.. then I am able to 
detect the iouowing: Firstly that my awareness is split with a 
major portion fixed on the mental model. some sense of re- 
pressing the awareness o i  the. here 3nd now. and 3 sense of 
lessening being and Bowing and hei$tened active "doin:" to 
match the expecmncies of the model. 

Another Limiting beliei. derived in p a n  irom my Wcsrern 
psychological and psychiatric training. is that 1 cannot change 
my mental state-e.g, afect .  state of  consciousness-~.irhour 
adequately working throush 3U the intervening determining 
psycholo_eicril material: e.g.. if 1 feel guilty. then 11 is n e c e s s 3 ~  
to work . - 
feel good seam. .A mere mameit's considcrarion %ill show the 
in3ccuracy of [his assumption.'but it's amazin: how often II has 
caught me and others. 

BEWG AND W l S G  

The theme of auowing and "being" versus "doing" has been 
a centr3l and recurrent one ior each and ever]; rerrest. It 
gaduaUy became apparent thar the sense o i  doing aclually 
represens a form of paranoia. a readiness to correct the on- 
eoine automatic prwess of being, for fear thar it will be made- 
quate or suboptimal. This fear leads lo hypervigilanr surveil- 
lance of both the present and anticipated situations and bc- 
haiior. coupled u i tb  an  emergen? readiness to deal with any 
shortcoming of being. We are thus continuously and need- 
lessly on emergency alen. derived from a basic pervasive ie3r 
that we %,ill not be sufficienl in any moment. 

The process of  doing became most forcefully apparent during 
the second retreat, by which time I was anernptins to passively 
obscrvc as much as possible. However. if any stimulus. of 
seeminely greater s i p i i i a n c e  than others came into aware. 

directing ness. then I would immediately c e u e  passive observarion and 
arrenrion po through 3 senes of stages o i  firs1 activcly directing my ar- 
lo rhe srinluius tention towards the stimulus. secondly focussiog o n  it intense- 

ly, thirdly attempting to identify it. and founbly sometimes 
ro uansmutc it in some way, e.g.. irom fear to excitement. 
However. by the end of the fin1 week when my mind had 
become more sensitive tberc was an  almost continuous srream 
of  surfacing of "significant" 3warcnesses. So much so that 1 
was fatisued and unattracted ro working with them and no 
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longer attempted lo transmure them. Then wirh more rime I 
did not even bother to identify them. next could nor even be 
bothered focussing on them. 2nd finally could barely raise the 
interest to turn my attention towards them. This sequence thus 
evaporated in accordance with the sequential loss o i t h e  l i n k  
of a non-reinforced behavior chain. This fatigue led ro an  
increased willingness to just be. to just watch. to surrender and 
ro recognize that I really did not have to do anvrhing with the 
con tens  o i  awareness. At tirst this type of trusting was re? 
difficult. but was necessar). out of sheer fatigue. a situation 
reminiscent of the spontaneous recover), of some neurotics 
who literally wear out their own deienses and themselves. With 
rime, however. there was an  increasing sense of lettin: go. 
surrender. less need to react and lo work tochange experiences. 
and 3 grevrcr sense o i jusr  allowing them to be whatever they 
were. c.g.. i r  was OR to be scared rather than havins to ty to 
change it. 

One question of both theoretical and practical importance 
u,hich corces u p  repeatedl:! nor only in medilation but in all the 
g r o w h  disciplines. is whether thought and behavior patterns. 
habirs. conditioned responses. ctc.. are ever fully extinguished. difierenr 
L a m i n s  and behavior theor)- sugpess that they ioUou, de- levels of' 
clining asymptotic curves. My own experience sug:esu [ha[ behavior 
[he same thing happens in meditation. As a behavior pattern is parrerns 
eradicated vr one  lel'el [his in rum increases perceptual sensi- 
rivity so that one  is now more likely to become aware of  i: 
operating at an  as yet uneradica~ed and more subtle level. This 
process can recur many times. each in a more subtle. sensitive. 
exqukite. and more difficult to detect manner than the time 
before. 

At my next retreat. some five months after the previous one. 
it should have been no surprise to me. although it =,a. to h d  
myself amazed and astounded at the amount of "doing" that I 
was doing. Whether in fact I u.as actually "doing" more or  
whether I was simpiy more sensirive to it. I cannot be cenain. 
though subjecrively i t  felt more like the latter. In any event by 
the second o r  third d a y  o f  [he rerreaf it was apparenr [hat a 
large pmponion of my mental rime and effon went into an 
active. anxious doin: attempt to chanse the mental contents to 
ht a vanctv of predetermined models. Subjecuvely it seemed 
that a percept. thought. feeling. ctc.. would arise and would 
h e n  be immediately auuouslv  scanned ior i s  threat value and 
10 determine how well it matched whatever the relevant model 
was of the u.ay i r  and I should be. The  most frequent model 
was one of  an  idealized end state. c.g.. happy. clear. penpica- 
cious. insightful. aware. deeply meditative, etc. Whenever [he 
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menu1 object of attention was iound lo be lacking in any ~.a!. 
as  surprisingy enough it not infrequently was. then immedi- 
atcly a whole series o f  corrective measures would be taken to 
try to align it with the model. These corrective measures would 
include all the psychological. mental. and meditative man- 

moniloring euvers that I had learnt over the previous three years. e.g.. 
an  objecr relaxing, letting go. taliin: the energy up. attentional focussing. 
of arren~ion etc.. ad iniinilurn. ad nauseam. all within the space of seconds 

or  less. l i  the correc~ive actions were succesful. [hen they 
would tend to diminish. but i i no t  then they would increase in 
intensity and there would be 3 detectable mounting anriety. 
To complicate matters s t ~ l l  further these corrective actions 
would themselves in turn be contrasted w ~ t h  speciiic models of 
the way they ought to be. judged. and modified in rum so that 
there could literally be chain reacuons cascading out in all 
menral directions until something else became the iocus of 
anention. 

It felt as though the prmess I uras now witnessing was a iastcr 
and more subtle version of the one  I had seen in the previous 
retreat where I had initially semiconsciously turned my atten- 
tion towards and then tried to modify prominent percepls. 
Now I was observing the same process a i  work on larger 
numbers of more subtle mental evens .  

In  the midst of this dilemma i t  ielt as though any doing. an:: 
volitional activiry. involved an acuve modification or correc- 
tion o i  what was, and only trapped me more in my own reac- 
tivity. This raises the interesting question of whether doing. 3s 
opposed to just being. is always reactive and thereiore alu,ays 
follows some stimulus. and therefore always adds more con- 
ditioning and perhaps what mieht be viewed as karma. This 
uras certainly the subjective experience and i iso would explain 
the Buddhist and many other meditative teachings that it is 
literally impossible to "do" anything to set  oneself out oione's  
mental trap. 

"doing 
{he 
righr 
[hing" 

Similarly my attachment to ~crtin: ahead with and speeding 
up this process became patently counterproductive. I t  became 
apparent that periods of intense well-being I s t i n e  even only a 
matter ni several seconds. tended to elicit rhoughls and con- 
comitant anxiety along the h e s  of "but what if I'm not doing 
the right thing?" T h e  righl thing u,as of course that maneuver 
urhich would propel me forwards at the fastest possible rate 
and whicn had to be constantly searched and selecrcd for. a 
p r s c c s w h i c h  could not continue if I was just sinins iceling 
ulm. peaceful. and happy. 

168 The Journal 0jTronspersoncl Psvcnologv. 1 9 i i .  V o l  9. rvo 2 



Interestingly enough this achievement need 3150 trapped me 
lo an  endless treadmill. It turned out that one of  the little 
games 1 u,as playing with myself to supposedly speed up my 
g r o w ~ h  was to retrospectively negalivcly disron my self-image. 
Thus che memories of myself and my behavior that I retained 
across the years. snd  even across the duration of 3 meditation 
sitting. were negatively tinged and biased. One o i  the belieis 
ou t  of which this process sprang was that these negative rnem- 
ories would pmveaversive enough to proride the motivation 
to keep me working o n  myself as intensively as possible. The 
only problem with this was thatoicourse I spent years crying to 
chase and correct chimeras. and chimeras rum out to be hard 
t h i n g  to improve. especially when 3 U  YOU have to go on are 
negative memories o i  how poorly you dealt with them lasr 
rime. In rereading it. this description of the memory distortion 
feels rather gross since the process itself was very subtle. 
though not without pervasive effects. so subtle in iact that i t  
was only in the depths of a retreat that I becamc aware of the 
operation of the mechanism at  3 U .  11 does seem imponmt.  
however, since once having recognized the mechanism. 1 was 
able to see how much of my current behavior is motivated by 
beliefs about who I have been and hence am. The  awareness 
that those beliefs were subject to speciiic detecuble distonions 
was a powerfully rcheving one. 

.Associated with doing and "doing [he right thing" was. of 
course. an  incredible amount o i  judgmg. This thought was judg:ng 
good, that was bad, this feeling was OK. that was not. this 
experience really shouldn't be allowed into au?.rcness. etc.. in 
an  initially continuous and never ending process 14 which 
things, e.g.  thoushts. i e e h g s .  etc.. ucluai!v fiil sood, bad. 
righr, wrong, etc. with incres ing rccoenition oii t .  this process 
became quite distressing, slnce ir became apparent that I could 
do. think. or  feel, almost notlung without being subjected to a 
barrage o f judgmenu l  reactions. and even judgments of judg- 
ments. These so clouded my perception as to significantly and 
conrinuously diston it. S o w  I could u n d e n u n d  the words o i  
Sengsran. the Third Zen Patriarch (Clarke. 1975): 

Whcn thou$ht is in bondasc. the truth is hidden. 
for evcp~hinp k murky and unclcar. 
And thc burdensome pracucc oijudging 
bring annoyance and w c a ~ c s s .  . . . 
lndccd it % due lo our choosing to accept or reject 
that u,c do not scc thc tmc narurc of things. 

With incre&tng mindfulness. however. an interesting change 
began to develop in which 1 becamc aware of  the temporal and 
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mental gap between the percept and the judgment. Thus a 
lhoueht which originaUy would have "felt bad" and possibly 
ugly and painiul was now experienced as "jusr a rhought" 
withour any particular affect attached to ir. Then a small but 
detectable time after. rhere would be a wave of affect corre- 
spondine to the nature of the j u d g m e n ~  e.;.. distasteful affect 
Tor a negative judgment. but this a k c t  was now no longer 
identified with the ori$na1 percepr. The original percept. e.!.. 
thoueht. sight. etc.. was just whatever it was. and in another 
time and space there H.S an  affect which represented a judg- 
mcnr. Wilh sriU greater mindfulness and the passage of time. 
the strength of rhesc judgments began 10 diminish and there 
was a slight bur detecmble sense of things jusr being a little 
more "what they are." rather than bein; good, bad. erc. 
The range 2nd pervasiveness o i rh is  judging process is difficult 
to convey, but there were times when I felt almost menrally 
crippled by the constant checking, limiting, deleting. and pro- 
scribing of whole ranges of rhoughrs and feelings. a process 

- -  which formerly had been below the threshold oi3warencss. 

There are several orhcr counrerproducr~ve iacrors involved in 
effoning and achievement in meditation. Firstly these motives 
seemed to produce agitation and anger, both of which ap- 

eforr p a r e d  disruptive and reduced sensitivity 2nd insight. In ad- 
and dirion the attempt seemed somchou, inuapsychicaUy splitting 
achievernenr since it had the feeling that " p a n  o i  mc is trying to push 

another p a n  which the f m t  p a n  doesn't trust."The result was a 
subtle but signihcanr senseofdissociarion in which I felt aware 
of the e n e r g .  agitation. and sometimes strength and power. 
but also somehow felt verl; supemcial as though 1 u.% our 
o i  touch with my deeper aurareness. a situation which would 
follow. 1 suppose. naturaUy from the proccss oiscparallng my- 
self from i t  in order ro manipul3rc ir. This seems analoeous to 
the process of objectification which Bugenwl(1965: 1976) has 
noted to be a common pervasive feature o f e ~ s t e n t i a l  numb- 
ing. 

If you dcrermroc your course 
with forcc or specd. 
You miss h e  way of thc law. 

Thc Buddha (Byron. 19i6)  

PERCEPTUAL RECOG.\;ITION PROCESS 

The pcrccprual process of recopnilion, cnrrgo&ticn. and 
namin: or labeling 3 stimulus seems to be imponanr and 
central to a number of psychological processes. The process 
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seems to be similar for both internal and external stimuli and 
to be multiphasic. To date I have managed to identiiy the 
following components. At the first awareness of [he stimulus 
there is an arousal and an  orientation of attention towards it lobeiing 
coupled with an active attempt to recognize it. When the stim- srimuli 
ulus is identified,. there may somelimes be a sense o i  rclaxa- 
tion or  alternat~vely there may be a iraction o i a  second ofwhat  
feels l i e  searchin; past memories in order to decide how to 
respond to it. At this stage more attention is focussed on the 
category or  label and less on the srimulus iself. This whole 
process. hou,ever. is markedly susccpiible to modification by 
meditation and this modi6cation is discussed below. The in- 
!ercsring point is that once the stimulus has been identified and 
labeled. then habitually most of the responses to the stimu- 
lus-label complex are actually determined by the label wther 
than the stimulus per se. Thus. for example. if 1 experience a 
feeling which I label either correctly or  incorrectly as fear. then 
I will tend to respond to "fear" w t h  all its connorations and 
associations rather rhan to the percept irself. which may be so 
mild as to warrant very little reaction or may actually have 
been misidentified and not be fear at all. However. if it  has 
been misidentified. I w d  continue ro react to it as though i t  
u,ere fear unless I choose to go back and reexperience the 
feeling directly. 

Intcrestin$y the extent of  reaction to rhe stimulus itself as 
opposed to the label seems to be a direct function of the degree 
of mindfulness or meditative auSareness. If I am mindful. then becoming 
' tend to be focussed on the primary'sensations themselves. to more 
label less. and to react to rhese labels less. For example. there mind,hl 
was a period of about six weeks during which I felt mildly ofprimarr, 
depressed. I was not incapacitated. bur was uncomfonable. srnsarions 
dysphonc and confused about what was happening to me 
throughout most of the waking day. However. during daily 
meditation this experience and its atfective quality changed 
markedly. The experience then felt somewhat Wie being on 
sensor). overload. with manv vague ill-denncd somatic sen- 
sations and a large number br rapidly appearing and disap- 
pearing unclear visual images. However. to my surprise. no- 
where could 1 find stimuli which were actually painful. Rather 
there was just a large input o f  vague stimuli of uncenain 
si@cancc and meaning. I would therefore emerge from each 
sitting with the reco-enition that I was actually nor experiencing 
any pain and feeling considerably better. This is analogous to 
Tanhang Tuku ' s  (1974) statement that "The more you go into 
the disturbance-when you really get in there-the emotional 
characterist~u no longer exist." It is also remmisccnt of  the 
state of afaus  in quantum physics. "Our conception 0 i  sub- 



stance is only vivid as long 3s we d o  not face it. I t  b e ~ i n s  to fade 
when we analyze i t .  . . the solid subsranc: of  things is another 
illusion" (Commins 8i Linscotr. 1969). Therefore. it may be 
that appearances o f  solidity and stasis in both the inner and 
outer universe are  merely illusions reflecting the limitations o f  
our  perception. 

However. within a v e y  shon  rime I would lapse once more 
into my habitual non-mindful srate and when I next became 
mindful once again I would tind [hat a powerful regression had 
occurred. Thar is. I would Bnd that I had been automaricaUv 
labeline the stimulus complex as depression and then reacting 
to this label with thoughu and feelingssuch as "I'm depressed. 
1 feel awful. what have I done to deserve this?." etc. .A couple 
of momenrs o i  relaxed mindfulncss would be sufficient to 
switch the iocus back to [he prima? sensations and thc re- 
cognition once again th31 1 was actuallv not experiencinp dis- 
comion. This process repeated irseli endlessly during each 
day. This eEect o i  mindfulness or  phenomenology and reactiv- 
ity should lend itseli to expcrimenral neurophysiolo~cal in- 
vcstigation. 

The  subjective experience above of the pcrccprual recognirion 
process with irs initial arousal prior to identification. i d e n i i -  
catlon and somerimcs concomitant rcliei and relaxation. may 
rcprcscnt the subjective analogue o i  the p~ychophysiological 
phenomenon called [he onenu t ion  reaction ifor reviews. see 
Lynn. 1966; Raskin. 1973: Pnbram. 1975: Waters. er a/..  1977). 

This rcaction b important at both behavioral and physiological 
levels and has been postulated to be a mechanism media- 
ting environmental cfecrs on brain anatomy and chemisrry 

[he (Walsh&:Cummins. 1975.1976a.b).Asdescribedobjecrivclythc 
orienrarion orientation reaction conslsu of a complex of behavioral and 
reocrion physiological responses which orienr the subject to a stimulus 

and i n c r e m  pcrccprual sensiriviry. The reaction is most read- 
ily elicited by stimuli u*bich are either novel o r  of historical 
sipii icance to the subiecr. Sokolov (1960) has proposed a 
neural matctung model to explain this in which rhe srimulus 
inirintes a response in the cones  and this response is thcn 
compared wirh conical neural models of previously exper- 
ienced stimuli. If h e  s tmulus  maicbes any exisring neural 
model. then rhe orienrarion reaction is blockcd. but if no match 
exisu. i.e.. if the stimulus is a novel one. then the reaction 
occurs. With repeated prescnution of  the initially novcl stim- 
ulus. habituarion of  the reaction takes placc. This would seem 
to fit with the subjective experience above inasmuch as the 
initial sub!ectivc arousal ceased upon recognition. 
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If the arousal prior to recognition is aversive. as indeed it is 
sometimes ielt. then an  interesting situation arises u-hich may 
provide the basis for explanations of psychopathologies such 
as paranoia and intolerance of ambiguity. It should be noted. 
however. that Sokolov's model doesnot  explain [he activation 
o i  the orientation reaction bv familiar but signhcant stimuli 
I Lynn. 1966). Thus the 6ndine as described above. that a major 
portionofreactivity is in response tocognitive labels rathcr than 
the perceprs which elicit them. is especially intercsting since it 

would providc an explanation o f  this phenomenon. 

In m o m e n s  oispecial clarity it has seemed that the r e c o g ~ t i o n  
ilabeling) of  a stimulus is iouowed by an extremely rapid [he 
process. of recalling how I responded to it in the past. and s~imulus- 
choosing a current reswnsc.  I t  may be that the existence of this response 
m t a n t  of  choice rcprcsenrs a crucial dcmarcation betuxen chain 
diAerent psychological models of man. S h n e r i a n  behavior 
modification at one extreme sees responses as merely choice- 
less conditioned automa!ic i~ .  On the other hand. psychologies 
which emphasize the importance of cognitive mediating pro- 
cesses in determining responses-from several branches o f  
behavior modification (:Mahoney. 1974: Thoresen 8r htaho- 
ney. 1974: Bandura. 1377a.b). all [he way through to trans- 
personal psycholog-recognize and cmphasue the existence 
of this choice process even though it may normally reside 
below perceptual awareness. However. i t  must be noted that 
recognition of  this choice process tells us nothing about 
whether it irself is merely a conditioned choiceless stimulus- 
response chain. but rather merely brings the level of  0bsen.a- 
tion and analysis to a much tiner level. 

Subjectively it is clear that habitual interpretation of stimuli 
according to expectations, mental set. etc.. may lead ro misi- 
dent3cation.  For example. during the a n x i c ~  episodes men- 
tioned elsewhere which occurred most commonly while with 
someone that I felt verl, close to. I initially labeled these as due  
to a fear of  intuna?. Having done this rhe process generalized 
(stimulus gcncraliration) to situations with orher people which 
I also began to label as fear of intimacy. whcre in point of  iact 
as derailed ekewhere, rhse episudcs acruaL'y rurned our 20 be 
determined by a number of processes, none of them in iact 
related to intima?. The expericnces described above all sug- 
gest that unconscious labeling and conceptualization is a 
highly significant process with far-reaching and pemc,ive 
effecu which when performed without mindfulness may cause 
a shoncircuiting and misinterpretation 01. and loss of  contact 
with. expcriencc resulting in a limiting automaticiy and ster- 
eotypy: On the other hand, increasing mindfulness may per- 
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manently weaken and disrupt misinterpretxion. automaticity 
and conditioning. ".Any label is entrapping, because labels arc 
limiting, thev are  linite. they have suiferin: connected with 
them"  am- ass. 1977. p. 114). 

FEAR 

Fear. in one form or  another. was a not inirequent experience 
especially durin: the earlier phases. However. during the sec- 
ond retreat, the nature o i  this cxpcriencc began to change 
rather dramatically. and it becam: apparent that I had been 

over. overinterpreting (misattributing) 2 

in~erpre r in~  periences as iear. For  example. after the l int  few days of the 
and rerrezr as my mind became a little more sensitive. it became 
mis- apparent that there was a whole range o i  emotional and so- 
labeiing matic responses which were automatically mislabeled as fear. 

For example, the sudden slamming o i a  door would elicit a 
strong sensation in h e  abdomen and chest which 1 initially 
assumed to be iear, ,whereas a closer examination of the scn- 
sation revealed it to be  an  affectively quite neutral arousal 
response. 

Similarly i t  became apparent that many o i  my reactions. c.;.. 
fear. sexual. came not out o i  an accurate identification o i  the 
prima? response but rather out o i o l d  expectations about the 
way I would react. Thus. ior example. a stimulus would elicit 
the thought-feeling "I should be scared o i  that." followed by 
an  emouonal reaction which was initially labeled as iear but 
which on closer examination had a different flavor to i t  and did 
not actually seem to be iear. This seems to represent a specific 
example o i  the post-stimulus recognition choice point which 
was discussed above. It also raises. together with the previous 
discussion o n  depression, the question of whether the actual 
sensations underlying any emotion are sctually inherently 
aversive or whether their aversive quality comes purely out of 
the labeling and expectations that we ascribe to them. 

rhe 
fear 
of 
dea~h  

O n e  of h e  major recurrent fears has been of what u,iU 
happen to me if 1 continue on this path. T h ~ s  hai maniiestcd 
in a variety or' ways and provides an inreresting lesson in 
ps).chodynamics. Fear of death has been especially prevalent. 
especially the fear of death of a particular sub-personality or 
personality complex. and this is described in more delail 
in P a n  11. It seemed that this basic iear activated a vane? 
of more supenicial ones in .  ways which interfered wirh my 
meditation. Thus. ior example, there was a period o i  sever31 
days in wnich I had intense visual and somatic imagery o i  
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having my toenails ripped off. a fear which had lain dormant 
since an adolescent reading of Nazi tortures. For several days I 
was unable to get past this fear until eventually I went into i t  
deeply and found myself suddenly experiencing terror that if I 
continued with the meditation and did not heed the fear I 
would die. .-2 s i d a r  process occurred with a number oiother 
iears. and I gained the impression that a pan of my personality. 
or what would be called ego in Estern terminology. u,as liter- 
ally fiehung lor is survival. Ln domg s o ~ t  seemed to be acti- 
vatlng other latent iears in a way u,hich would interfere with 
the meditative process and therefore presumably abet its sur- 
vival. This has also emerged in morc subtle ways such as 
procrastination. ior~et t ing etc.. suggestive o i  Freud's 1.1911) 
"psychoparholoy of everyday life." For example at one stage 
it becane very apparent that to be optimally effective the 
meditation procedure or  mindfulness was going to hare to be 
continuous throughout the day. I therefore decided to draw up 
a plan o ihow I could best atrempt to work towards this. Some 
two months later. after almost daily decisions to get it done that 
day. I began ro suspect that perhaps I might be e,xhibi~ing 3 

little resistance and so decided to do it that hour. Two days 
later I felt p r e p  confident that I had been right about my 
resistance since there was still no plan in existence. Having 
decided to do if there and then. within minutes I was in the 
middle of a full-blown panic attack and watched myself tying 
"No. no, please don't make me do  it. I 'U  die. don't make me do 
it. please. please." At times Like this the strength of the resis- 
tance 3nd defenses against awareness seem remarkably 
powerful. 

As morc and more anxieties were confronted and the feared 
calastrophies failed to materialize, there gadually began to 
develop a deepening trust in the process. It gradually became a deepening 
more apparent that fear was cenainly not necessarily a reason rmsr 
to avoid something. Indeed often it served as a useful signal in rhe 
h a t  here was something which needed looking at and exper- p r o c e s  
iencing. In addition it became apparent that there was a certain 
pattern to at least some of my iears of meditation. Panicularly 
clear patterns included the fear of becoming amotivational 
without a desire to produce. achieve, or contribute to others. 
nis would come up especially whenever my striving. con- 
trolling, and obsessional defenses were under examination. 
Another factor which assisted this increasing trust was the 
recognition that any cxperjeoce could be used as -mst ior the 
,wowthrnd. Certain experiences were not necessarily any more 
p o w h  evoking than others. but rather what was important was 
[he way they were used. This was a recognition of ooe ot' the 
major Vipassana precepts that it is the process of mindfulness 
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which is important rather than theobjcct. or  cxperiencc. which 
is being observed. This is reminiscent of Rajneesh's (1975al 
statement that "the only sin is unconsciousness." 

With lessening fear and increasins trus; came a greater 
uzillingness to aUow tninss to be the way they are. This 
transition represcnc; 3n interesting example oi interaction 
between meditation and other inpub. Thus my third rerrcx 
was marked by si;niticantly greater"allowingthin;sto be"rhan 
previous ones. and this W ~ S  aimost cenainly due to a conver- 
sation the day prior to the retrcal in which a close iricnd had 
pointed out hour much difficulty I had in "dlowing things to be 

o l l o w r n ~  3s they were" without w o q i n g .  thinkin!. and plannins how lo 
rhings chanze them. This retreat was marked by a number of ncw 
" l o  be" experienceswhich felt secondav to this thematicswitch. There 

was a considerable increase in feelines o i  peace and a height- 
ened awareness of  the incredible number o i  models I have ol' 
how things should be. and the  mount o i j u d p e n t  that goes 
along with this. 

Finally towards the end of the retreat there was a powerful 
experiential recognition that I d o  not have to try tochanse  any 
p a n  of my experiential process. hll I need to d o  is to watch it. 
The next thought to follow this was the recognition that to 
some extent I had misused what I had learned over the previous 
three yean  of thcmpv and meditation. I had taken the skills 
and t w i s  and used them to try to more adroitly c h a n ~ e  and 
manipulate my experience. In terms of the approach-avoid- 
ance model of health (Walsh k Shapiro. 197s). I had used the 
information in order to.more skilliully approach and avoid 
ralher than to transcend this dichotomy. 

Paradoxically. allowing an  experience to be rather than ar- 
temptine to change it, seemed to m d i f y  i t  in a beneficial 
duection. Thus when a percept which I would formerly have 
changed now arose and I allowed it to be as it was. e.!.. anxiety. 
1 would not inirequently have a thought such as "this i e e h g  
can't be too bad if 1 don't have to chanse iL" and as I did. 
some o i t h c  aveniveness of the percept would be reduced and I 
would feel less need to change it. 

Several reactions to this increased allowing became apparent 
over thc weeks succeeding the retreat. There were occas~onal 
eruptions of self-punitive anger and hatred (see the section on 
subpenonalities m P a n  I n  assmaled with the idea that I had 
5 v e n  up striving and was thus weak and cowardly. 

The:e was also an  episode involving the eruption o f a  number 
o f  what felt U e  iormerly repressed fears. While sitting quietly 
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using 
each 
experfence 
for 
growrh 

Thus although I need to make i t  very clear that this surrender is 
far irom complete for me. it has  come a long way since first 
beginning. The expericnces which seem to have contributed to 
thts are as follows. First o f  all. to the best of  my knowledge the 
ieared camtroptues  have not eventuated. Thus. for example. 
my intellectual and scientihc skills seem to have rcmained 
intact although there has been a shift in the major areas o f  
interest. In addition, meditation scems to have provided a 
range of expericnces, insights and developmenls iormerly to- 
taUy unknown to me. Thus. to expect. demand. and limit thar 
which is novel to extensions ofthat  which is already known can 
prove a major limitation. This is simdar to the statement by 
both Bugental (1965) and Rajneesh i19iSai rh3t r o w t h  is 
always a voyage into the unknown. "Freedom has now become 
Spinozistic, i.e.. the freedom to embrace and love one's own 
destiny . . . by the discovery o f  u,har and who one is. of one's 
Real Self ia la Homey). and o i  being eager to surrender to it.  

This is to let if conuol: to choosc irecly to be determined by it: 
this is to transcend the dichotomies 'freedom versus deter- 
minism' or 'ireedom versus control' " (Maslow. 1966. p, 43;. 
Thus the iear o f t h c  unknown has diminished somewhat. 

Furthermore it now seems clear that allowins experiences to 
be as they arc. and experiencing them without iorcibly trying to 
change rhcm, is effective. This is especially true when viewed 
with the recognition that any experience can be used ior 
growth even to the point of  perceiving the experience as ne- 
ccssa? and perfect i o r  the process. Indeed, recognizing ine 
perfection and funcrionalityof each experience appears to be a 
highly productive penpcctlve ior several reasons. Firstly. it 
rcduccs thc deleterious agitation. resistance, and eruption of 
defenses and manipulations which occur scconday  10 judg- 
mcnt and negative perspecuvcs. Secondly, contra? to my 
previous beliefs. acceptance and a nonjudgmental attitude 
towards an cxpcricnce o r  situation does not necessarily remove 
etther thc mouvation or  capaciry to deal with it in thc most 
effective manner. Thus my prior belieis wcrc that I needed my 
judgmenu. arersiom, and negative reactions in order to power 
my motivation to modify the situations and s~imul i  eliciting 
them. It should be noted here that the experiencc oipericction 
is just t ha r  an  experience. which may say more about the 
psychological state o i  the individual perceiving it than about 
the s W u l u s  per se, and may not neccssarily in any way vitiate 
the perceiver's perception of  the need to modify it. FioaUy. 
there has been recognition that the y e a t  meditation tcachen 
really knew what thcy werc t a h n g  about. Time and time again 
I have read desniptions. explanations. and predictions a b u a  
meditation, the normal psychological state. the states that arise 
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with more and more meditation. latent capacities. etc.. etc.. 
and have scoEed and argued against them feeling thai they 
were just so removed from my prior experiences and beliefs 
that they could not possiblv be true. However. by now I havc 
had a varier?. of e ,~~c r i enccs  which I formerly %,auld havc 
believed to be impossible and have gained the experiential 
background with which to understand more of what is being e.rper~ennicl 
Iaught. Thus I now have to acknowledge that these people k n o ~ i e d ~ e  
know vastly more than I d o  and that i t  is ccnsinly worth my csc 
while to pay careful attention to their suggestions. Thus es- major 
periential knowledge may be a major limiring factor for intel- jucrur 
Icctual understanding of psychologicai processes and con- 
sciousness. and even highly intellectually sophisticated non- 
practitioners may show a grossly deficient comprehension and 
interpreration ofsuch experiences (Delkman. 1977). 

I t  is ~nteresting to note the changes in the nature o i  [he pre- 
dominant motivation at diiferent staees of this journey. While 
there has obviously always been considerable seeking and 
exploring (approach), thisieems to have increased with itme. 
-,hilt on the other hand the initial levels of avoidance of 
various experiences seem td have decre3sed. hlost recently 
there seems to have been some transcendence of this dichot- 
omy as I have begun to allow experiences simply to be and not 
to do  anything to myself or them in response. This is consistent 
with the recently proposed hypothesis that the approach: 
avoidance ratio provides a measure of psychological health 
until it is transcended. At this point the ratio of reactivity to 
nonreactivity provides a supplementary measure (Walsh 8: 
Shapiro. 1978). 

IDENTIFICATION 

Another change which has occurred especially in the second 
year has been a sense of less idcntiiication with and suscepti- 
bility to, inner processes and experiences. e.g.. affect. pain. 
Thu. for example, the experience of physiwl pain during 
mcdiration now tends to feel more physically distant. less in- 
fluent~al. and less pan of, me. Thus I experience a reduced disidm[~ficarion 
susccptibihty to the motivational forces of these stimuli and /?om 
feel less identified with them. This phenomenon 6 n t  became paln 
apparent shortly after the initial experiences oiallowing things 
lo be. This description of disidentuicat~on from. and dimin- 
ished influence of. pain is reminiscent o i  the phenomenology 
of pain reduction ioUovring narcotics where the pain is de- 
scribed as suU there but not so worrisome. 



A funher level o i  disidcnri6c3rion occurred a 3 resulr of 
adopting the procedure of naming percepts and processes. e.;.. 
"thought rhought. feeling i c e h g ,  pain pain. etc." The result 
was a marked increae in disidenrification from the internal 
process and this was particularly noticeable with regard to 
thou.$ts. For the k t  time [ now had the experience o i  mv 
mind being extraordinarily vast and srretching in a11 dimen- 
sions, and o i  thoughts passing through this vast space in a 
relatively calm and nondisrupttvc iashion while I mere!! sat 
and watched them. Clearly there was now a nonidentificarion 
with some thoughts with which I would havc identified pre- 
viously. 

In the light of these experiences it is interesting lo consider the 
role o i  identifiation Ln concepts of health snd psycholirg~. 
Goldstein (1976) has suggested that the degree of disidentih- 
cation irom the mind is a measure of psychological health 
'since disidcntuicarion is the prima? process ior extr3cring 
a u t r e n w  from thc coodirioned r).rann). o i  rhc mind. In addi- 
tion. Wakh 8: Vaushan (l97Sa.b) havc proposed that diEcring 
concepts of identikation constitute 3 major differentisting 
factor between iranspersonal and traditional Western psy- 
chologies. Traditionally the latter have recognized only 

d ; ~ I d m r ~ ~ c a r i o ~  identiticxion s i t h  exrernal objects and have defined i~ as 3 

Jrom lar:cly unconscious process in whlch the individual becomes 
memo1 like or feels the same as something or someone else (Brcnner. 
conlenl 1974). Recent views in transpersonal psychology and a variety 

of Eastern psvchologics on the other hand, recognize external 
idcntScation but srate thar idenru5cation with internal (in- 
trapsychic) phenomena and processes is even more important 
(Walsh 8: Vaughan. 1978a). Furthermore the:: sure that this 
type of idenri6cation goes unrecognled by mosl people. in- 
cluding psychologisu. ~hcrapisrr. and behavioral sc~entists. 
bccausc we are so involved in this process. i.e.. so identified. 
that it never even occurs to us to question that which it seems so 
clear that we are. Thus contrary to other Western psychologies. 
the transpersonal thcraplst may hold "disidentificarion irom 
mental content" as a major thou* advanced therspeutic goal. 
Since. as described above. rcactiviy to nonidentified processes 
is signiiicantly reduced. this raises the intcresting ques~ion of 
whether nonidcnti6carion may be one of the major mcchan- 
isms underlying the attainment o i  the so-called free or uncon- 
ditioned state. Supposedly in this state o i  consciousness the 
indiv~dual is free from aU past conditioning (Goleman. 19i7). 
This difficult to comprehend slate is described in a variety o i  
traditions and so presumably exists as an ar least phenomeno- 
IoucaUy real state. 
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.As I have gradually passed through an  increasing number of 
barriers over the last few years. there has developed a sense o i  
increased psychological flexibility and potential. Alone u,ith 
this there has gradually emerged into awareness an  increasing 
perception of the power o f  intentionality With fewer barriers rhe 
to its eflecttveness there is a sense that simply intending to power 01- 
obtain a goal may be sufficient for the mental machine? to inrenrionolrl! 
complete the task without additional e ron tng  or strain. Thus 
at this stage i t  is beginning to ice1 as though one of the major 
limitations 1s the extent to which I can be mindful of and clear 
in my intention. For exarnpie. meditation continues ro be 
marked more by mindlessness than by concentration and on 
firsr examination it feels as though the problem is simply ior- 
setting to concentrare. However a more precise examination of 
the process suggcsls that at least some of the time the .. - torgetring" may bc an  active process in which ieclin_es o inor  
wantins lo concenrrsre and of wanting to direct attention 
ekewhere arise. and then I identtfy with them and a t  this stage 
actually intend ro lose the initial iocus of concentration. 

An interesting extension of this is contained in the close e.7- 
amination ofexperiencing some unpleasant internal state. e.:.. 
anxiety. depression. What 1 usu3lly identify with is the cxper- 
ienccr of [he unpleasantness and forger that I am also its 
crearor. When I IT to change the unpleasanrness. I some- 
times rind that 1 am blocked, and that subliminal (formerly 
U ~ C O I ~ S C ~ O U S J  mental maneuvers occur which keep me exactly 
%,here I a m  until I a m  forced ro the conclusion rhat I am 
experiencinpexactly what "I" (and here lmean an"1" identified 
with a larger portion o i  consciousness than simply the exper- 
iencer of  the unplcasanrness) intend. Thus another perspective 
from which to view this situauon k, that 1 am doing an  incred- 
ible job of creating exactly the experience that 1 want to create. 

THOCGHTS 

During the last retreat I sometimes found myself experiencing 
mind as a vast space in which thoughts could be observed to 
materialize. move. and disappear. They would first be detect- 
able as a physical sensarion soon to be accompanied by a 
visual image. T o  the physical sensations would soon be added warchin! 
an alTective tone and then a k o  a body of  information. At rhoughrs 
my clearest I could watch thoughts materializing into con- 
sciousness in the iorm of a visual tmage o i  a bubble arising 
from the suriace of  some invisible material. arcicg u p  into !he 
mental space. and then if not i d e n t ~ e d  w~th .  d i m i u h i n g  in 
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size and brishtness and disappearing. somerimes back into the 
material irom which it arose. In some cases bubbles would 
begin ro form but then would merge back into the invisible 
medium from u.hich they appeared u,irhout breaking free 2nd 
reaching clear awareness. The image oi'an individual thought 
appeared to be, composed of two spherical pans  o i  unequal 
size and intensity. The  largest sphere appearcd dull 2nd 
amorphous. seemed to be  composed of  afiect. and to be car- 
rying a smaller sphere within i t .  The  smaller one appeared 
brighter. to be siruared within the upper portion of the larger. 
and to be  composed o i a  hihi! compacr body oiiniormarion. 
i.e.. the cognirire component of [he thought. 

It seemed that the position3lity of the thought in the visual 
image uCas directly related to. and iniormative of. my degree o i  
identification with it. Thus thouehu which I was clearly ob- 
senring urithout identification appeared to be in iront and to 
arise out o f a n d  return to unconsciousness below me (here I am 
using "me" in the sense of  the observer'l. However if a rhousht 
arose and, after i r  had appearcd. I identified with it. then it 

seemed rhar in a very smaU fraction of a second my awareness 
moved rewards and centered in [he sphere. and perhaps 
especially the b r i 9 t e r  information component. Thus I would 
suddenly find myself in the middle of and sunounded by a 
complex three-dimensional fantasy. O n  the other hand. if I 
gradually became aware that I was already in and identified 
with a formerly unrecoenized thought. then [hat thought 
would appear from behind and zraduaUy separate from me. 

The narurc of the thoughts which would arise seemed cleariy 
the relared to the afecr which I was experiencing at that rime. 
relorion of F u n h e m o r e  both would elicit iunhcr rhoughrs and feelings o i  
[houghrs asimilar Lrind. Thus. i i l  war; experiencing s n u e r .  then anxiety 
10 provoking rhouphu would appear and elicit more anxiety in a 
feelings self-perpetuatin_e stimulus response chain. In [his case the 

background adect. which might be very subtle. would com- 
prise the "ielt meaninp between the  thou@^" as descnbed by 
Welwood (1976) and a.ould function as an "operator" (Glo- 
bus. 1977). or  context (Erhard. 19in determining the nature o i  
rhouphrs and a perspective from which they were viewed. 

What then is a thought? UsuaUy ure rend to t h d  of rhoughts 
as being disrinct from emotions bur these experiences would 
suggest that the d c m a m t i o n  is nor so clear. Rathe: rhoughrs 
appear to be c o m p n s e d o i  b o b  informaltonal and afcctive 
componenls. Subjectively it seemed thxt the a fec t  acted ar; an  
energizer or c a m e r  wave to power the information component. 
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or signal wave. into awareness. Certainly at 1 grosser level it is 
clear that aReciive arousal tends to increase the number of  
thoughts. and this carrier wave-signal wave concept provides a 
rationale for the meditative 3pproach of reducing desires and 
arousal as a means of reaching a thought-iree state. 

The  obvious capacit). of thou:hrs to 3c: 3s components o i  
stimulus-response chains raises some extraordinxily interest- 
ing questions concerning conditioning and identiiicxion. I t  
seemed that if I was watchin. s a non-identitied observer then 
one thought did not n e c e s s a i y  stimulate another. However. i f  
1 did identify with it. then it seemed that there would very 
rapidly arise multiple cascades of further thoughts so that I 
wollld rapidly be buried within thoughts and ian~asies within 
thoughts and faniasies. That  is. I would almost immediately be 
back asain in my rnultilayered fantasy universe. Thus [den- 
titication with a single thought may be all that is necessay to 
remove us from the here and now and to initiate stimulus 
response chains. 

During the brief (seconds at most) formless experiences free 
of  identifiable thoughts and ieelinss. another phenomenon 
emerged. I t  seems very difficult to stay in these states appar- srqving 
ently because of the mind's active radar-like searching for in 
Stimuli. At other times when there is no shortage of stimuli the rhoughr-jiee 
searching seems to be for specific categories of percepts. e.g.. srares 
threat. fear. etc.. but in this state the sought characteristics 
seem to be broader. i.e.. form or  diKercntiable stimulus of hny 
type as opposed to the formlcss. As previously discussed. the 
searching process i tselfappean to generate siimuli and to thus 
end the formless or  stimulus-irec period. Thls is consistent urith 
Ram Dass' (1975) statement that it is ultimately necessary to 
give up attachment to aU form. Some of  these states. as well as 
others, may be extraordinarily pleasurable and may glve one 
the sense of being totally surrounded by. bathed m, and com- 
posed of. such feelings as love. compassion. lightness. and 
bliss. Indeed. the intensiry o f  thesc pleasures may far exceed 
the range of most nonmeditativc experiences. 

O n e  of the most fundamental changes has been an inc rcse  in 
perceptual sensitivily which seems to include both absolute 
and d i m i n a t i o n  thresholds. Examples oithis include both a 
more subtle awareness of previously known percepts and novel 
identification of previously unrecopized phenomena. 
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Sensitivity anh  clarity frequently seem enhanced following 3 

meditation sitting or  retreat. Thus. ior example. at these rimes 
i t  seems that I can discriminate visual forms and outlines more 
clearl!. I t  also feek as  though empathy is significantlv in- 
creased and that I a m  more aware o i  other people's subtle 
behaviors, vocal inronatiom. etc.. as well as my own aRectivc 
responses to ihcm. The  experience ieels like having a faint but 
discenitble veil removed from my eyes. and that the veil is 
comprised of hundreds of subtle though& and feebnp.  Eacn 
one o i  these thoughis and feelings seems lo act as a cornperin: 
srtmulus o r  "noise" which thus reduces sensitivity to any one 
object. Thus alter meditation any specific stimulus appears 
stronger and clearer, presumably because the si:nal:noise 
r a t i ~  is increased. These obsenratiom provide a phenomcno- 
logical basis and possible perceptual mechanism to explatn the 
findings that meditators in general tend to exhibit heightened 
perceptual sensitivity and empathy (Lesh. 1970: Brown. 1971: 
t ipudua.  1973: Leung. 1973: Davidson e-r a/.. 1976: for 3 re- 
view see Snapiro & Giber. 1975). 

Visual images during meditation constirute another example. 
Visual imaees go through a process of appearing and then after 
3 variable period of time disappearing. or risin: and passing 
away. Thus when an  image arises there is the possibility that 1 
will become completely lost in and identified with it so that my 
experience is of living in the fantasy and experience created by 
the image. O n  the other hand. 1 may recognize the image ior 
what it is and be able to watch 11 without ident&zarion or 
eetting lost in it and forgetting that 1 am medimring. This 
recognition may occur ar various st3;0es which seem to come 
more rapidly with practice. 

With increased sensitivity has seemed to come an  increased 
awareness of the continuously changing nature of experience. 
More subtle awareness leads to iiner and h e r  and more and 
more rapid discriminations o i  change within what formerly 
seemed robe  a static experience. Thus. for e.xample. dunng the 
periods between rhoughrs the general background of aware- 
ness may initially appear unifonn and relatively constant. but 
with 3 h e r  awareness each of the smallest component areas 
x e m s  ro be in continuous dux. A useful a n a l 0 3  to this might 
be the phenomenon of "flicker iusion tlueshold." Thus. for 
example. when a Light is turned on and otT more and more 
rapidly there comes a point at which the Ricker can no longer 
be noticed and the Bicker fusion threshold at which this occurs 
is a function of perceptual sensitivity. Accounrs by zavanced 
meditaron suggcsr that this phenomcnon of continuous 
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change ultimately reaches dramatic existentially threatening 
levels a t  urhich the impermanent naturc of all phenorncna is 
recognized and the individual is left with the realization that 
there is nothing which can afford permanent s c c u r i ~  (Bud- 
dha;~=.  1923). This is reminiscent oiprogress in modem phi- 
losophy and physics which now advanccs a dynamic ontology 
o i  reality as an cver-changing process (Heisenber;. 195s: Ca- 
pr3. 1975). 

This also raises the question of 3n interesting experiment to 
p e r f o n  with meditators; namely. d e t c n ~ n l n ;  thc flicker fu- 
sion threshold and tachistoscopic recognition skills 31 various 
suges  of meditation and comparing it wlth that of nonmedi- 
talon. 

One uncxpecled dernonstrarion of  greater sensitivity has becn 
the occurrence o i  the synesthetic perception of thoughu. Syn- rhe 
esthesia. or cross modality 'perception. is the phenomenon in s,vnesrhelic 
which sumulation o f  one scnso? modality is perceived in perceprion 

several. as for example. when sound is seen and Celt as well as of 
heard ( h l a r k .  1975). FoUowing the enhanced perceptual sen- rhoughrs 

sitivity which occurred during my prior psychother3py. I 
began ro experience this phenomenon not infrequently, sug- 
gesting that it may well occur within all or us though usually 
below our thresholds (Walsn. 1975). Now during momenu of 
zreater meditative sensitiviy I have begun lo experience this 
cross rnodaliy perccprion with purely mental stimuli. e.g.. 
~houghls.  Thus. for cxamplc. as previously described I may 
initially cxpenencc a thought as a iecling and subsequently 
bccome aware o i a  visual image before finally r c c o p u i n g  the 
more familiar cognitive information cornponenu. This mental 
synesthetic perccprion has interesting implications inasmuch as 
it lends suppon to Buddhist psychology which views mind as a 
senso? modality analogous to vision and hearing (Buddha- 
gosa. 1923). 

Another novel type oiperception seems to have occurred as a 
result o f a  change in medinrive technique in which I besan the 
process of naming mental phenomenon. .As previously de- 
scribed, this resulted in lcss identification with thoughu and 
fceling. lcss active focussing oianention on them. and hence a 
sense of  being funhcr  removcd from h e m  and less able to 
clearly identify thcir precise nature. e.g., ange:. greed. ctc. 
Howevc:. with continued practice I have begun lo iind myscif 
gradually but increasingly able to recognize their nature with- 
out close focuscd attention. This has resulted in an increased 
recognition of  afecu,  motivations. and subtle defensive ma- 
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neuven and manipulations. lndeed these latter recognilions 
seem lo nou~constirute the sensitivir). limiting iactor since the 
discomion which artends theu more frequent perceprion is 
often sufhcient ro result in a deienrive contraction of aware- 
ness. 

The  foUou.ing hypothesis 1s experientially derived and highly 
tentative but ma). provide a useful model of growth through 
meditation and be open to empirical testing. In both therapy 

.and mediration it iceis as though the r ea rcs t  potential ior  
changc occurs during thc moments of mindfulness. Funher- 
more. [he greater the pctccptual sensitivity. the greater is the 
rmge  and depth oiexpcrience.Thus the rate of grou-rh may be 
proponional to the product of perceptual sensitivrty and the 
proponion o f  time spent in mindfulness. 

OTHER MEDITATIONS 

4 U  of the previous discussion hirs concerned insight medira- 
[ion. bur there are ru,o orher varieties wirh which 1 havc ex- 

mera- perimented briefly. These are the Buddhist mcta-meditation or  
medirarion loving-kindness meditation. and mantra. bteta-meditation 

consis= of the repetition of  simple phrases such as the follow- 
1ng. 

May l bc happy. 
May 1 bc frce oiruficrin~. 
May I be free. 
May I be liberated. 
As I am happy. 
so may all being bc happy, etc. 

T b  can be varied to emphasize family, friends. adversaries. 
etc.. and is then sometimes used in a pro_ercssion from [hose 
people for whom you have most a5'ection to those for whom 
you have l e s t .  For me this meditation has been of varying 
etTectiveness. but has ccruinly sometimes resulted in fee l ing 
of intense love. The most ou~standing example was when I 
used it frequently during a one-week retreat and found it very 
eKemivc m eradicating long-standing f c c l i n ~  of rescnrrnent 
towards a panicular person. The technique of  generating 
f e e h g s  of love and then focussine in a hierarchical fashion o n  
people ior whom one feels varying degees  of aaecrion seems 
analogous to the behavior modification procedure of syste. 
matic desensirizarion (Hilgard 8; Bower. 1975; Rimm Si 
Masters. 1975). except that the state which is being conditioned 
u love rather than relaxation. The use of such srares may havc 
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considerable implications for the extension of behavior m d -  
ification and suggesrs that the Buddha was familiar with the 
principles of this science some two and one half miuenia 
before irs oficial birrh. 

The  second approach was the use of mantra. 3 sinele phrase 
repeated for prolonged periods. e.!.. days or weeks. For some using a 
two months I attempted to maintain a mantra continuously manfra 

during all wakine hours. For the first week I used an English 
phrase. bur found that i t  felt somehow discordant and so began 
using the most common of  aU mantras. " O m  mane padme 
h~rm." 

T o  dare it has proved extraordinarily dii5culr to maintain the 
repetition and I would guess that I was unable to d o  this lor 
more [han about five pcrccnr of the timc. The extent to which I 
could mainrain the mantra d u n n g  various activities seemed to 
provide a g o d  index of how much auention they commanded 
and how lost into them I became. Thus. for example. waking 
and driving were relat~vely easy, whereas reading. writing, and 
conversing proved very difficult. 

However, even this smaU five percent proved sufficient to el~cit  
detectable effects. These seem to be o f four  ma!or types and to rhe 

be mediated by a somewhat larger number of mechanisms. qrecrs of 
The fint eKect was to increase the amount of timc in w h ~ c h  I using a 
was mindful. This seems to result from prolongin: a n  episode manrra 

of mindfulness because of having a clear perceptual focus for 
it. In addition. d u n n g  periods when I bewme unmindful. the 
manua  sometimes continued unattended long enough for me 
to recognize it and be reminded. 

A second function seems ro be one of attitude change. Thus  
while the mantra was going. I was reminded that my mrention 
was to use this present experience. whatever i r  might be. in 
order to learn and grow. i.e.. karma yoga. rather than just to 
deal with the situation. 

Thirdly. maintaining the manua  seemed to reduce my iden- 
tification with. and tendency to get lost in. fantasies and cmo- 
tional reactions. Maintaining the mantra meant that p a n  o i m y  
awareness and intention must remain consciously focussed 
and could not be swallowed up with consequent loss of  rnmd- 
fulness and self-aa,areness. by the emotions and fanlasies. 
Thus. rheir abihty to motivate and compel was reduced and i r  
seemed impossible to become c o ~ p l c t e l y  iost in them while 
even a small proponion o i  awareness was under conscious 
control, 



Finally. thc mantra'secmed lo provide a microcosm of my 
relsrionship with everythng eke.  Thus. there were times uhen 
i t  sped up. slowed down. I forgot. I iorgot again. 2nd barn- 
ers lo Continuing it arose as did 311 s o m  oiemorional re3ctions. 
c.!.. anper. i~stration.embarrassmcn1. etc. Thus. l iound myscli 
having to give up my models o i the  way it i; meaor to sound. o i  
how Ion: it should take to get i t  going. to let go my frustration. 
crc. I t  thus seems a deceptively simple tool with i2r reaching 
potcntisl and one which 1 cenainly intend to pursuc iunher. 
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