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ABSTRACT 
 

Insight meditation or Vipassanaa#, as it is popularly known today, is a powerful technique for purification 
of mind through self-observation. The unique feature of this meditation, as being taught in the present times 
by Shri S.N.Goenka and his assistants, is to train the mind to observe continually, without any reaction, the 
somatic sensations and the concomitant mental conditions. It is claimed that the roots of the impressions 
stored in the subconscious mind, lie in these somatic sensations. Though these sensations are occurring 
incessantly in human body-due to various bio-chemical and electromagnetic interactions- these remain 
below the threshold of awareness of most people, unless the mind is suitably trained. But the so called “ 
subconscious/ unconscious” mind is constantly in “touch” with these and therefore governs our response to 
them. This response, based on our past conditionings, is that of craving for the pleasant sensations and 
aversion towards the unpleasant ones. Since these sensations are evanescent, and would naturally change, 
the reactive mind is always dissatisfied, full of what the Buddha, the discoverer of this technique of 
developing mindfulness, calls  tanha (or trishna in Sanskrit)-- craving for the pleasant and aversion to the 
unpleasant. This tanha , or the desire to have it (and all things in life) otherwise, as one likes, is the root 
cause of  perpetual dissatisfaction that characterizes the modern life.  The practice of non-reactive 
observation of these sensations as taught in Vipassana enables us to “train” the mind to remain 
equanimous, in view of the fact of impermanence of everything in this sensory world. This reduces tanha 
and enables the practitioner to accept the present cheerfully, thus liberating him from the bondage arising 
from the reactions of an unwise mind. 
 
The recent studies by distinguished neurologist Antonio Damasio and his team on the relationship between 
the feelings, emotions and the neural mapping of the body states seem to confirm the aforementioned 
postulates of Vipassana. The detailed findings of these studies, and their relationship to the Vipassana 
practice would be brought out in this paper. 
 
 

Introduction 
 
Like socialism, “meditation” is also interpreted differently in various traditions. Though 
there is a general consensus about the avowed objectives of meditation, viz. to enable 
human beings to lead a virtuous life, full of wisdom and compassion, liberated from all 
the bondages that arise from deep seated “ignorance” of the true nature of human 
existence, the methodology of achieving these objectives differ considerably. These 
methodologies can be broadly classified into these categories, viz. contemplative 
meditation, absorption meditation and insight meditation.  

Easwaran (1) gives a clear account of the contemplative meditation procedure: 
 
For your meditation memorize an inspirational  passage from the scriptures and mystical literature 
of the world’s great religions—for example the Prayer of Saint Francis of Assisi, or the Twenty-
third Psalm, or the last nineteen verses in the second chapter of the Bhagavad Gita. Choose 
passages which are simple and positive, and which bear the imprint of a great mystic’s own 

                                                 
# In view of unavailability of diacritical marks needed for proper representation of devnaagari script, please 
read  ‘aa’   as  ‘a’  in  star. 



personal experience. If you have memorized a number of such passages, that will help to avoid 
the possibility of the passage becoming stale or mechanical. Then, with your eyes gently closed, 
go through the words of the passage in your mind as slowly as you can. Do not follow any 
association of ideas, but keep to the words of the passage. When distractions come, do not resist 
them, but give more and more of your attention of the words of the passage. The secret here is 
that we become what we mediate on; sustained concentration on the inspirational passage drives 
it deep into our consciousness. 
 

Absorption meditation, as the very name suggests, involves focusing attention 
continuously on selected “object” without any distraction. Beginning with increased 
concentration, prolonged practice of this meditation leads to complete absorption of the 
mind in the “object” of meditation, with progressive tranquility and some cleaning of the 
mind. Numerous “objects” of meditation have been suggested like, visual objects, 
(pictures of gods, goddesses, saints, candle flame, circular disc, concentric circles drawn 
on a disc etc.), auditory objects (sound of a gong, some words (like om, hring, kling..) 
with sonorous sound etc.), tactile objects (sensation of breath going in and out, sensation 
at the middle of fore head etc.), and even mental objects (like mental visualization of 
some of scenery, or any of visual/ auditory objects) etc. Each of these has its own special 
characteristics, and dedicated advocates.  
 

Insight-Meditation 
 

 Insight meditation is quite different from these two techniques. Its emphasis is on 
developing insight into the true nature of human existence – the right view- due to the 
ignorance of which we continue to suffer; unsuccessfully seeking abiding happiness in 
things, persons, circumstances which are by their very nature impermanent. The Buddha- 
the progenitor of insight meditation practice- gives a well laid out path for developing 
insight in the famous discourse called “The Mahasatipatthana sutta”(3). Very briefly put, 
it entails developing four-fold mindfulness, viz. the mindfulness of the body 
(kayaanupassana), of the feelings (vedanaanupassana), state of mind (cittaanupassana) 
and the mental contents (dhammaanupassna). Over the millennia differing interpretations 
of this sutta have led to varying shades of the Satipatthana practice. The practice which is 
most popular in India, and possibly throughout the world today is in the, so called, 
Burmese Satipatthana tradition of Sayagyi U Ba Khin . His eminent disciple Shri 
S.N.Goenka(4) teaches it through 10-day * residential retreats which are being organized 
regularly at more than 100 centres spread throughout the globe. Some characteristic 
features of this training are explained below. 

It begins with making a resolve to observe the basic moral precepts&, followed by 
training in concentration, the object of meditation recommended being once own breath. 
This practice called Anapanasati, involves mindful observation of the normal natural 
respiration with a firm and steady attention, free from any strain. Sustained practice of 
anapanasati for a few days raises the concentration level sufficiently so that one is able 
to maintain continuous mindfulness of breath for a few minutes. One then begins to feel, 
besides the breath, the somatic sensations in the area around nostrils where the attention 
is being focused during anapanasati. Once this ability to ‘feel’ such somatic sensations is 

                                                 
*  and for senior students even longer retreats of up to 60 days 
& of abstaining from violence, stealing, sexual misconduct, lies and harsh speech, intoxicants 



gained, one is in a position to commence the practice of insight meditation or Vipassana 
as it is popularly known today.   

The unique feature of this meditation is to train the mind to observe continually, 
in an objective manner without any reaction of craving or aversion, the changing nature 
somatic sensations (this is equated with observation of feelings, the vedanaanupassana mentioned 
above) and the concomitant mental conditions by scanning the body systematically from 
the top of the head to the tip of the toes. It is also postulated that even the observation of 
mental concomitants (i.e.cittaanupassana and dhammaanupassana) goes hand in hand with 
thorough observation of somatic sensations since, as the Buddha puts it, :“sabbe dhamma 
vedana samosarana”, all mental conditions flow along with the vedanaa. Though these 
sensations are occurring incessantly in human body-due to various bio-chemical and 
electromagnetic interactions- these remain below the threshold of awareness of most 
people, unless the mind is suitably trained. But the so-called “subconscious/unconscious” 
mind is constantly in “touch” with these and therefore governs our response to them. This 
response, based on our past conditionings, is that of craving for pleasant feelings and 
aversion towards unpleasant ones. Since these sensations are evanescent and would 
naturally change quickly, the reactive mind is always dissatisfied, full of what the 
Buddha, calls tanha (or trishna in Sanskrit)-- craving for the pleasant and aversion to the unpleasant. 
This tanha , or the desire to have it (and all things in life) otherwise, as one likes, is the root 
cause of  perpetual dissatisfaction that characterizes the modern life. The practice of non 
reactive observation of the changeful nature of these sensations, as taught in Vipassanaa, 
it is claimed,  “trains” the mind to remain equanimous, and develops the insight –
experiential wisdom- of anicca (impermanence) of the world of mind and matter. Thus even 
latent tendencies, the ‘seeds’ of craving, aversion and delusion, can be eradicated.(5). 
 
  Sukhaaya, bhikkhave, vedanaaya raaganusayo pahaatabbo,  
  Dukkhaaya vedanaaya patighaanusayo pahaatatabbo, 
  Adukkham-asukhaaya vedanaaya avijjaanusaya pahaatabbo. 
 
“Eradicate the latent tendency of craving using pleasant sensations (i.e. by equanimous 
observation of the pleasant sensations, understanding their changing nature), eradicate latent tendency 
of aversion using unpleasant sensations and eradicate the latent tendency of ignorance 
using neutral sensations.” 
 
 This insight of anicca, when established comprehensively, would naturally lead to 
liberation from the bondage arising from reactions of an unwise mind, like anger, greed, 
hatred, lust, pride, egotism etc. which is the sine qua non of spiritual development.  
 The empirical evidence of hundreds of thousands of practitioners of this technique 
corroborates the claim that this technique of self-observation leads to purification of the 
mind by attenuating the negative emotions like anger, hatred, animosity, lust, greed, pride 
and strengthening positive emotions like loving kindness, compassion, joy etc. However, 
many inquisitive meditators, and surely most “scientific minded” non-meditators, keep 
wondering how the observation of somatic sensations, leads to these results. Though 
some interesting suggestions have been made (6), e.g. mindful non-reactive scanning of 
body is akin to a ring of “purity” moving up and down over the body, which “attracts” the 
psychic impurities, just as a ring of ultra pure metal traversing a bar of metal attracts the 



molecules of ‘impurities’ present in that bar, thus purifying it. This “explanation”, 
formulated on the basis of the metallurgical science, is just an analogy—not a real 
scientific explanation. Recent developments in neurosciences have brought to light the 
importance of somatic sensations in emotions and feelings, which throw some light into 
the ‘mechanism’ behind the technique of insight meditation. These also provide a direct 
experimental confirmation of various postulates on insight meditation like: subconscious 
mind is always in touch with somatic sensations, interaction of any sense door (including 
the mind) with its objects influences sensations all over the body and thus sensations 
encode the mental states too. 
 
 

Scientific investigations into Emotions and Feelings 
 

Charles Darwin was probably the earliest scientist to carry out a systematic study of 
emotions and correlate these to facial expressions. However, probing into the 
“mechanism” of emotion became possible only after the discovery of non-invasive 
techniques of imaging the brain like CAT, MRI and PET.  Through numerous researchers 
have investigated the phenomena of emotions and feelings, we shall focus mainly on the 
findings of the group of neurologists led by Prof. A. Damasio at the University of Iowa, 
which are getting increasing acceptance by the scientific community. These findings have 
been presented in a language intelligible to non-specialists in three books (7-9), excerpts 
from which form the basis of following presentation.  

All living organisms are endowed with the capability of automatically regulating 
the inner environment to maintain physiological and psychological stability. The human 
brain ensures this through an intricate network of feedback mechanisms which sense any 
perturbation in any part of the body due to external or internal stimuli, and then initiates 
automatically appropriate actions by releasing chemical molecules in the blood stream 
and through electrochemical signals transmitted along nerve pathways to bring back 
stability and well being. 
 Damasio (Ref. 7, p37) identifies a hierarchy of these regulatory actions starting 
from metabolic regulation to basic reflexes, immune responses, pain and pleasure 
behaviours, drives and motivations, with emotions and feelings being at the top. 
 In neurobiological terms, Damasio {8, p, 39} defines emotions as: 
 
“The collection of changes in body state that are induced in myriad organs by nerve cell 
terminals, under the control of a dedicated brain system, which is responding to the contents of 
thoughts relative to a particular entity or event. Many of the changes in the body—those in skin 
colour, body posture and facial expression, for instance—are actually perceptible to an external 
observer… Other changes in body state are perceptible only to the owner of the body in which 
they take place.” 
 
 These emotions are classified into these categories, viz. primary emotions like 
fear, anger, disgust, sadness, surprise, happiness which are easily identifiable in human 
beings; social emotions like sympathy, embarrassment, shame, guilt, pride, jealousy, 
envy, gratitude, admiration etc; and the background emotions which are not very 
prominent, but extremely important, since these determine the flavour of the state of 
being in the absence of strong external stimulus. 



 On the basis of his detailed studies on emotional disturbances in patients who 
survived brain damage, and of the patients who undergo brain surgery to reduce the 
“feeling” arising from unbearable and persistent physical pain, Damasio associates 
“feeling” with the perception of all the changes that constitute an emotional response. 
Thus, while emotion is a collection of changes in body state connected to particular 
mental images that have activated a specific brain system, the essence of feeling an 
emotion is the experience of such changes in juxta-position to the mental images that 
initiated the cycle. Thus the sensory signals that constitute the basis for feelings of 
emotion are largely introceptive. The main source of these signals is the viscera and the 
internal milieu, but signals related to the state of the musculoskeletal and vestibular 
systems also participate. 
 By detailed studies of the brain regions activated during feeling of joy and 
sadness, it has been established that feeling an emotion is indeed associated with changes 
in the neural mapping of body state. When the body states are tranquil, with efficient and 
smooth regulation of life processes, the feelings that usually accompany such 
physiologically conducive states are characterized by varieties of pleasure. On the other 
hand, in the body states when life process struggle for balance and are out of control, the 
feelings that usually accompany such states are characterized by varieties of pain. Thus 
the closeness to, or departure from, those states that are most representative of optimal 
life regulation determine the nature and intensity of feelings. 
 Another conclusive result of these studies is that the subject always registered 
emotion (monitored through changes in skin conductance) before they indicated that a “feeling” 
was being felt. This, as we shall see later, has important bearing on our understanding of 
the science of insight mediation. 
 
Figure 1 adapted from Damasio {Ref. 7, p64} indicates the main stages for the triggering 
and execution of an emotion, as also the brain structures involved in each stage. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure-1: Triggering and Execution of an emotion 
 
In reality, the process is not a linear chain, but spreads laterally into parallel chains of 
events and amplifies itself. This is because the presence of initial emotionally competent 
stimulus (ECS) usually leads to recall of other stimuli that are also emotionally 
competent, (i.e. from memory). As time unfolds, these additional stimuli could modulate 
the emotion in all possible ways, depending on the ongoing cognitive process. The 
contents of the mind either provide further triggers for the emotional reactions or remove 
these triggers, and the consequence is either the sustaining or even amplification of the 
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emotion, or else its abatement. The emotions eventually lead to feelings and we are thus 
back in the flow of thoughts, where, in normal circumstances, the emotions originate. 
 

Insights from Science of Emotions into Insight Meditation 
 
 
We can now put together the insights from studies on emotion mentioned above and 
relate these to the practice of Insight meditation as being taught by Shri S.N. Goenka. The 
main focus of this practice is on non-reactive observation of somatic sensations, which, 
as we saw above, form the substrate of feelings. This attitude is in contrast to the 
evolutionary programming of the neural circuitry, which is governed by the automatic 
pleasure-pain behaviour. Clearly, this re-evaluation of the ongoing changes in somatic 
sensations in the light of the insight of anicca would directly intervene in the process of 
execution of emotions described above (Figure-1), always tending to attenuate them. The 
empirical evidence of advanced mediators bears it out who may experience a momentary 
arousal of an emotion (like fear) with all its bodily concomitants (like horripilation, trembling, 
and pounding of heart) but with mindful non-reactive observation of these bodily changes, 
the emotion abates quickly. This is tantamount to breaking the evolutionary automatic 
relationship between emotions and feelings. A good meditator may “feel good” when 
unpleasant sensations arise as he realizes this to be an opportunity of reducing aversion, 
and would be very “cautious” to avoid craving when pleasant sensations arise. He or she 
thus maintains equanimity in both situations. 
 Further, as pointed out in the above description of 
execution of an emotion, the presence of an emotionally competent stimulus leads to 
recall of other similar stimuli, which can lead to intensification of the emotion if one 
reacts to the somatic sensations in the ‘usual’ way governed by automatic pleasure-pain 
behaviour. However, mindful non-reactive observation changes this situation completely, 
and the latent emotions recalled are also progressively attenuated. Sustained practice, one 
can rightly hope, would eventually lead to eradication of these latent tendencies as 
postulated(5) in this tradition. In neural terms it implies that this practice creates 
alternative neural circuits making it easier to maintain equipoise amidst vicissitudes of 
life, bypassing the pleasure-pain behaviour circuitry with which all humans are endowed 
from birth. This possibility is now well accepted, for, as Damasio puts it “experience 
shapes the design of (neural) circuits”.  
 Considering the rapidity with which neural operations 
take place, a question naturally arises about the practical possibility of intervention in the 
process of execution of emotions, described above, which seem automatic. As pointed 
out by Tara Bennett Goleman,(10) the dramatic discovery of neurosurgeon Benjamin 
Libet, that there is an interval of quarter-second between the awareness of the ‘intent’ to 
act and the action-itself, offers us a chance to break the chain of habit. Thus, rather than 
reacting to somatic sensations in the automatic mindless manner, by suitable practice it 
should be possible to learn to just observe, and not react blindly to, these sensations. 
Thus, there is no theoretical impossibility about training the mind to abide in equanimity 
irrespective of the nature of somatic sensations. 

An important postulate of Vipassana training, which is emphasized repeatedly by 
Goenkaji is that the ‘subconscious’ mind is continuously in touch with our body 



sensations and keeps on reacting mindlessly, unless we become mindful and observe 
these non-reactively. This is corroborated by the studies of Damasio, who indicates      
{ref 8, p152}: 
 
 It is true that we are not aware of every part of the body, all of the time, because 
representations of external events, through vision, hearing or touch, as well as internally 
generated images, effectively distract us from the ongoing uninterruptible representation of the 
body. But the fact that our focus of attention is usually elsewhere, where it is most needed for 
adaptive behaviour, does not mean the body representation is absent, as you can easily confirm 
when the sudden onset of pain or minor discomfort shifts the focus back on it. The background 
body sense is continuous, although one may hardly notice it, since it represents not a specific 
part of anything in the body but rather an over all state of most everything in it. 
 
 Another postulate of the insight meditation practice is that the interaction between 
any sense-door (like eyes, nose, ears, etc.) and its corresponding object produces an impact on 
the sensations all over the body. This is also corroborated from the researches of 
Damasio, who, as an example, gives the following description of the process of “seeing” 
{ref 8, p232} 
 
 When you see, you do not just see, you feel you are seeing something with your eyes. 
Your brain processes signals about your organisms’ being engaged at a specific place on the 
body reference map (such as the eye and their controlling muscles), and about the visual 
specifics of whatever it is that excites your retinas…. 
 It is appropriate to describe our visual perception as a “feeling of the body as we see” and 
we certainly “feel” we are seeing with our eyes rather than our forehead. It is true that the 
attention allocated to the visual processing itself does tend to make us partly unaware of the 
body. However, if pain, discomfort, or emotion set in, attention can be focused instantly on body 
representations, and the body feeling moves out of the background and into center stage. (thus) 
the perception of the body proper (remains continuously) in the background. 
 
   

Concluding Remarks 
 

The latest researches in the neuro-biology of emotions and feelings should dispel the 
misgivings, often expressed by some commentators, about “vedanaa, the mental feeling, 
being dependent on bodily sensations. These also provide us with a “scientific 
explanation” of eradication of even the latent tendencies of cravings and aversion by the 
practice on non-reactive observation of somatic sensations. 
  The Buddha also talks about other insignia of life, viz. 
unsatisfactorriness (or dukkha), and egolessness (or anattaa). With sustained practice the 
unsatisfactory nature of sensory world–arising from their inherent impermance—
becomes evident to most practitioners of Insight meditation. However, the notion of 
egolessness–there is no “I”, no expeiencer, behind the experiences—is so much contrary 
to our experiences that even its intellectual appreciation becomes difficult. The insights 
from the researches of Damasio regarding the nature of self, excerpted from reference 8 
(p 227, 240) can be very helpful in this regard: 
 
 …The self is a repeatedly reconstructed biological state; it is not a little person, the 
infamous homunculus, inside your brain contemplating what is going on. It doesn’t help to invoke 
a homunculus doing any seeking or thinking or whatever in your brain, because the natural 



question is whether the brain of that homunculus also has a little person in his brain doing his 
seeing and thinking, and so on ad infinitum.  
   Early body signals, in both evolution and development, helped form a “basic 
concept of self”; this basic concept provided the ground reference for whatever else happened to 
the organism, including the current body states that were incorporated continuously in the 
concept of self and promptly became past state. 
 At each moment the state of self is constructed, from the ground up. It is an evanescent 
reference state, so continuously and consistently reconstructed that the owner never knows it is 
being remade unless something goes wrong with the remaking. 
The continuity of background feelings befits the fact that the living organism and its structure are 
continuous as long as life is maintained. Unlike our environment, whose constitution does 
change, and unlike the images we construct relative to that environment, which are fragmentary 
and conditioned by external circumstance, background feeling is mostly about body states. Our 
individual identity is anchored on this island of illusory living sameness against which we can be 
aware of myriad other things that manifestly change around the organism. 
 
 Clearly, the above description is in full consonance with the concept of anattaa 
laid down by the Buddha, and should help intellectual acceptance of the concept of 
anattaa, which is a pre-requisite to its actual experience during meditation. Thus insights 
from science can even be helpful in strengthening the practice of Insight meditation. 
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