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  1  Introduction 

To any discerning person, it must strike as a great paradox that in spite of so 
much advancement in science and technology, the society is still besieged with 
the age-old problems of inequity, poverty, strife, religious intolerance, terrorism, 
crime and violence. The society today seems to be highly insecure, like never 
before in the history. Though superficially, these problems seem to be disparate, 
having their origin in the economic, the political and the social systems, all these 
have their roots in the deficiencies of education being imparted in the schools 
and colleges. Aristotle recognized this over two thousand years ago when he 
said: " All who have meditated on the art of governing mankind have been 
convinced that the fate of the empires depends on the education of the youth."  

Modern education system has been overwhelmed by the rapid growth in 

knowledge. As a result the main aim of the very best schools and colleges is to 

deliver the largest possible amount of latest information in the shortest possible 

time. What the student is supposed to do with that information seems to be 

nobody’s concern. The education system completely sidesteps the whole 

question of human values and goals. The result, as pithily put by Albert Einstein, 

"… perfection of means and confusion of the ends seem to characterize our 

age". No wonder today most people, failing to find any meaning in their lives, 

lead an ad-hoc instinctual life and become crass hedonists, thus accentuating all 

round degeneration of the society.  



The distinguished thinkers and educationists, of all ages and climes, from 

ancient sages of Upanisads to modern thinkers like Vivekananda, Krishnamurty, 

Aurobindo, Dewey, Gandhi or Huxley, have pointed out that education should 

cater to the whole of Man and not just to his intellectual development. According 

to the Upanisads education is that which leads to liberation (from all bondage), 

“sa vidya ya vimuktaye”. Epictetus puts the same idea in different words : “Only 

the educated are free” .  Elsewhere Upanisads lay down the objective even more 

clearly: “Vidyaya amritam ashnute”. Education leads to immortality. For 

Vivekananda,[1] education is the manifestation of perfection already in Man, and 

for Huxley Einstein :“The most important human endeavour is the striving for 

morality in our actions. Our inner balance and very existence depend on it. Only 

morality in our actions can give beauty and dignity to life. To make this a living 

force and bring it to clear consciousness is perhaps the foremost task of 

education”. Krishnamurty [2] advises a holistic view of education : Education 

should be concerned with the totality of life and not with immediate responses to 

immediate challenges. In the same vein, Jacques Delors,[3] in the report of the 

International Commission on Education for the twenty-first century, identifies four 

pillars of education, viz. learning to know (i.e. gathering intellectual knowledge 

and ability to learn throughout life) , learning to do ( which includes occupational 

skills and competence to handle situations) , learning to live together ( i.e. 
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developing respect and understanding for others, learning to manage dissent and 

conflict ) and learning to be ( which essentially involves developing all the 

potentials, or self actualization) .  

 All the education Commissions [from Radhakrishnan Commission (1949) 

to Kothari Commission (1964-66)] set up in our country have repeatedly stressed 

the need for providing a holistic education which caters to all the aspects of 

human life viz., the physical, emotional, intellectual and spiritual. Figure 1 shows 

a pictorial representation of such an education. The four facets of education, 

though interconnected, are distinctly identified for pedagogical reasons.  Holistic 

education should cultivate all these aspects in full measure.  

 Developing the ability to act independently, rationally and logically on the 

basis of a deep understanding of the various phenomena of nature, the world in 

which we live in all its dimensions (be these scientific, social, economic or 

aesthetic), is termed the “intellectual education”. This includes the learning to 

know and learning to do of the framework of Delors. The physical education 

means learning the art of keeping the body fit, through various means like 

physical exercises, sports,  yogasanas, pranayam etc. The body being the 

vehicle of all our activities , learning its proper maintenance should be an 

essential aspect of education 



The emotional education implies learning to keep the mind fit so that we 

can face the vicissitudes of life, irrespective of their being pleasant or unpleasant, 

without losing our balance. This leads to increasing emotional maturity and 

understanding of the world. A conjugate part of this education is developing 

positive human emotions of universal love, compassion, forbearance, humility, 

equanimity, etc., and eradicating the baser instincts such as greed, envy, pride, 

aggressiveness, etc. This obviously is the crux of  “learning to live together” 

{Delors[3]} which seems to have become so difficult, and yet imperative, in the 

increasingly globalized and highly competitive world.  

 Finally the spiritual education implies understanding the “phenomenon of 

Man”, i.e. to manifest that elusive "fourth dimension" of the human personality 

from which springs forth an intuitive understanding of the very purpose of our 

existence, and a clarity of what ought to be done to achieve it. This can be seen 

as the consummation of the learning to be.  

The education systems throughout the world seem to focus only on two of 

these four aspects, viz. the intellectual education and the physical education. The 

quality of education is usually measured by the success in imparting these – how 

many students are able to score good grades, get good jobs or show good 

performance in sports etc. The need for emotional and spiritual education is 

usually agreed but there is rarely any agreement on how to impart it , or even on 



whether this can, or should be, a part of formal education. Thus, in our country, 

Kothari Commission made a clear and strong recommendation to incorporate 

moral and spiritual education as an integral part of education system at all levels 

of education, but even after forty years we are yet to see any concrete action on 

these recommendations. 

Recalling the long discussions the author had with late Prof. D.S. Kothari 

in early eighties, the main difficulty has been of the apprehension in a section of 

society that equated moral and spiritual education with sectarian indoctrination- 

an anathema to a secular state. Rather than addressing the issue squarely and 

taking the bull by the horns, the educationists have taken the softest option: 

avoid such education altogether. This apprehension remains intact even today 

and every attempt at introduction of education in human values (EHV) in the 

education system is seen with the suspicion of  some ‘hidden agenda’.  

There is also a fundamental doubt, especially popular among 

philosophers: how can values be taught? Their implicit belief is that the values 

cannot, and even should not, be taught. These are picked up from the family and 

the society (the school being a part of it) by observing the role models--be it the 

parents, the teachers, the film stars or the political leaders. In their view, any 

attempt by ordinary mortals to ‘teach’ values is tantamount to becoming self 



styled moral masters, and this posture itself defeats the very purpose of this 

education. 

In this booklet we shall address all these issues in detail and points out how 
education in human values can be given rationally by training the students to 
analyze their own life in a scientific manner, just as they are trained to analyze 
the world outside.  
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  2     EHV and Secularism 

The biggest impediment in the initiation of value education in our country, and in 
fact in most other secular democratic countries too, has been the apprehension 
that such education implies indoctrination in some sectarian beliefs, which is 
against our constitutional duty to promote secularism. These apprehensions arise 
from a wrong interpretation of the concept of ‘secularism’ and widespread 
confusion about the meaning of the term ‘religion’.  

Collins Cobuild dictionary gives following definitions of these two terms: 

Religion : particular system of belief in god or gods and the activities that are 
connected with this belief, such as prayer or worship in a church or a temple  

Secularism: A system of social organization and education where religion is not 
allowed to play a part in civil affairs.  

It is evident from these definitions that the term religion is used here in the sense 
of a ‘particular religion’, e.g. Islam or Christianity or Hinduism etc. This widely 
accepted definition seems to have been the reason for inclusion of Article 28 in 
our constitution: 

No religious instruction shall be provided in any educational institution wholly maintained out of 
State funds.  

So when it is argued that India is a secular state it implies that no ‘particular 
religion’ (a better word is sect) would be patronized by the state and its specific 
teachings introduced in the mainstream education system. This is clearly 
unexceptionable if we accept the above definition of religion, and by ‘religious 



instructions’ we allude to instructions regarding particular form of prayer, worship 
or belief system. 

But surely it doesn’t imply that the state will be value neutral. Can a civil society 
exist without adherence to the basic human values of truthfulness, nonviolence, 
honesty, kindness, compassion and abstinence from stealing, sexual misconduct 
etc.? How can the civil and criminal laws be enforced without an implicit 
acceptance of these values? Surely a discussion on these universal human 
values should be included to make the education meaningful, for without any 
opportunity for such discussion the youth fall an easy prey to hedonism and 
moral relativism. Of course, since most religions also prescribe some ethical and 
moral norms for their followers, there is always the possibility of confusing the 
teaching of these universal human values with ‘religious instruction’? How to 
draw a line between the two is an important issue. 

To be able to do so in a rational manner, we need to appreciate that every 
‘religion’ has two dimensions, viz. Its socio-political expression, the outer sheath, 
(smriti) and its core, the truly spiritual part ( sruti) [4]. The smriti is naturally 
conditioned by historical, social and political climate of the age when that 
‘particular religion’ was founded. It is parochial and not applicable universally. 
The sruti or the core teaching consists of the spiritual truths, which are universal. 
These are in fact the ‘Laws of Nature’, as applicable to the subjective world of 
man, quite akin to the ‘Laws of nature’ applicable to the objective world and 
enshrined as Science. Like the laws of science, these too are universally valid.  

If we go into the etymology of the word Dharma used in the Indian scriptures 
(generally wrongly translated as religion), one of the prominent meanings is: the 
basic nature or characteristic. As pointed out by Goenka-ji [5], in Indian 
languages we still hear an echo of this meaning, e.g. when someone says: "The 
dharma of the fire is to burn", the obvious meaning is that it is the nature of fire to 
burn itself and burn others. Similarly, the oft-repeated statement, "all beings are 



jaradharma" means that all beings have the characteristic of getting old and 
decaying. Thus the most mis-understood word in Indian spiritual tradition " 
sanatan dharma"* actually means the "Eternal Laws", which, like laws of science, 
would be universal. Thus it is an Eternal Law of nature that mental defilements 
like ill will, anger, animosity, greed, lust, etc. have the characteristic of ‘burning’. 
Anybody whose mind has any of these defilements would experience this 
burning, and feel miserable. This law is applicable to all, whether he calls himself 
a Hindu, a Muslim, a Christian or a Sikh! Similarly when the mind is pure, free 
from all such impurities, in accordance with the Laws of Nature, it is full of love, 
compassion, kindness, equanimity etc., and these have the characteristic of 
happiness, peace and harmony. These, and similar other laws-which in some 
form or other are included in the core teaching of all religions-are clearly 
universal, there is nothing sectarian about these. If value education is seen as 
understanding and internalizing of such Laws, bereft of any discussion of the 
smriti content of any sect, it would surely be unexceptionable. As has been 
succinctly put by Swami Ranganathanada [4], the whole issue of communal 
distortions has arisen because of .."the dominance of (the) obsolete elements of 
a socio-religious tradition; they sustain the rigidities of social customs, anti 
human practices, inter-religious and intra-religious frictions, disharmonies, and 
persecutions, and the stagnation and immobility of human attitudes". Prudence 
lies in avoiding such sectarian teachings in mainstream education, but not in 
throwing the baby along with the bath water, by excluding the teaching of the 
universal human values (UHV) like truthfulness, honesty, universal love, 
compassion, kindness, non-acquisitiveness, cooperation, abstaining from 
stealing, sexual misconduct, etc. These constitute the core of most religions, and 
are the backbones of every civilized society.  

  

 



  3  Can values be taught? 

Let us now analyze this view of some philosophers of education: values can not 
be formally taught in a classroom. These are unconsciously picked up from the 
environs, by looking at the role models, how they behave, what values they 
cherish? If you teach in a class: ‘be honest’, and the students see that in the 
society honest people suffer, they would only poke fun at your value education. 

Prima facie this argument seems quite cogent. However, a closer scrutiny 
reveals major flaws. Firstly, if one were to accept this argument then there is no 
way out of the present morass. Since our society is bedeviled with dishonesty, 
corruption, violence, sexual misconduct, etc. no attempt to teach universal values 
can succeed. We can only wait for the ‘deliverer’ to come who by his/her 
illustrious example would motivate the populace to overcome these baser 
instincts and imbibe universal human values. Who knows, whether we will 
survive this waiting period; it may be just too late! 

Secondly, there is a basic deficiency in this ‘inspirational’ model of value 
inculcation. When the charismatic personality who has been the source of 
inspiration is no more, the populace would soon slide down to the ‘old ways’ for it 
is very unlikely that (s)he would have an equally charismatic successor. The 
impact of the sheer charisma rarely lasts beyond the personality, as we have 
seen in our own country with the illustrious example of Gandhiji. As long as 
Gandhiji was on the scene his charismatic personality exerted a tremendous 
influence on people. Never in the history of our country did the masses imbibe 
the values of religious tolerance, nonviolence, sacrifice, simplicity etc. to such 
degree as during the freedom struggle. But even before Gandhiji was 
assassinated, the degeneration in values had already begun. And today after fifty 
years of his passing away, the people who live unto these values can be counted 
on one’s fingers! Of course, the role models that inspire are essential, but their 



mere presence is not sufficient to ensure lasting impact on the society. Continual 
and effective input of value education is unavoidable. 

Thirdly, as has been pointed out by many philosophers of education [6], there is 
a fundamental error in this belief that education can ever be value neutral except 
possibly in the very narrow sense of simple transference of factual information 
like laws of physics or rules of algebra. Whenever any wider interpretation has to 
be given of historical, rational or empirical facts, it will necessarily involve a value 
judgment. Even fundamental engineering subjects like thermodynamics, and 
abstract concepts like entropy, have been shown to have wide social implications 
[7] . Rightly has it been said [6]: ‘the claim that scholars can be impartial or 
neutral in anything of human importance is now an outmoded idea. Man finds 
himself inevitably in the value centric predicament, because the very rejection of 
value judgments is itself a value judgment. What is important, in intellectual 
honesty, is that basic assumptions or perspectives should be understood, 
admitted and cogently defended.’ 

So the question ‘can values be taught?’ is thus fundamentally flawed, for the 
values are being implicitly ‘taught’ even now through the covert influence of the 
value system of the teachers on the interpretation of various facts. Though the 
facade of imparting ‘secular’ education is being maintained by avoiding any 
formal ‘ value education’, the students are actually being given conflicting value 
signals by different teachers based on their own upbringing. Even the decision 
not to impart value education is itself based on a value judgment that such 
education is not important. No wonder the students end up embracing the easiest 
and the most popular option ‘default’ of unbridled hedonism and fall prey to moral 
relativism. 

  

 



 

  4  How should values be ‘taught’? 

A popular approach usually followed by some religious teachers, and in many 
schools, is to motivate the students to adopt human values because these are 
the injunctions of a great saint or a prophet or from a holy book, and therefore 
sacrosanct. In modern times of skepticism such didactic approaches prescribing 
a set of do’s and don’ts, or projecting certain human propensities as ‘sins’ and 
others as ‘virtues’ that result in punishment or reward after death in the ‘other 
world’, do not appeal to the youth and may even become counter-productive. The 
modern youth wants a satisfactory answer, based on rationality and practical 
experience, to the question "Why?" for every such prescription. Such an answer 
can be given only through a proper analysis of human life, its goal and purpose. 
One can then clearly delineate the right value system as that which accelerates 
the process of attainment of that goal; the values that hinder this process, and 
should therefore be abjured, can also be identified rationally. This helps us lay 
down two cardinal principles of value education, the first of which is best put by 
paraphrasing the words of Albert Einstein [8]: 

1.The foundation of (value education)… should not be made dependent on myth, nor tied to any 
authority, lest doubts about the myth or about the legitimacy of the authority imperil the foundation 
of sound judgment and action.  

2. The approach should be to provoke the students to think independently and analyze their own 
life--its goal, various aspirations, the world-view--in a scientific manner, just as they are trained to 
analyze the world outside.  

It is also important to appreciate that there is a difference between knowledge of 
human values and actually imbibing them, between knowing about virtues and 
actually becoming virtuous. The intellectual knowledge influences only the 
conscious mind, which in the course of our daily activities is often overwhelmed 
by the instincts and unconscious pre–dispositions stored deep within the mind. 



Thus to imbibe the universal human values (UHV) it is essential to harmonize the 
sub-conscious and conscious parts of the mind by suitable practical training. This 
gives rise to the third requirement of value education: 

3. Practical training to learn self-restraint and bring the conscious and sub-conscious parts of the 
mind into harmony should form an integral part of value education. 

It is interesting to analyze the so-called Golden Rule [9] echoed in most 
‘religions’…. " Do unto others as you wish others to do unto you" in the light of 
above principles. If we do not invoke any authority, it is not easy to respond to 
the question "Why?". The usual response: it is necessary for a harmonious social 
order, a social contract, is not always satisfactory. Once in a while we may come 
across a student, who like Nietzsche [10] believes  

" It is the duty of the free man to live for his own sake, and not for 
others…..Exploitation does not belong to a depraved or an imperfect and 
primitive state of society…..it is a consequence of the intrinsic Will to Power, 
which is just the will to Live" 

 Clearly in this paradigm, the UHV will be seen as the morals of the "weak" who 
have to submit to social pressures since they do not have the strength to "defy" 
these. If a person is "strong" enough he can himself do as he wishes, and yet 
force others too to do as he wishes. To convince modern youth about the need 
for adopting UHV, we need a stronger basis than such dictums that used to be 
seen, and accepted as "self evident" a few generations ago. 

  

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

  5 Rationales for the UHV 

  

It is possible to understand the origin of UHV on an empirical basis, as the 
requirements for happy living imposed by the Laws of Nature as applicable to the 
inner world of Man. These are akin to the in frangible laws of nature applicable to 
the outside material world, the laws of science, any violation of which would harm 
us. Thus, as explained above too, it can be easily verified that if we do anything 
with an impure mind--a mind full of anger, hatred, greed, lust, avarice etc.-- we 
would suffer. Conversely, if we act with a pure mind—with love, compassion, 
truthfulness, non-jealousy, etc.—we would be delighted. The Buddha puts it 
beautifully in two couplets [11] : 

Manasa̅ ce paduṭ̣̣ṭhena bha̅sati va̅ karoti va 

Tato naṁ dukkham anveti cakkam va vahato padam 

Mansa̅ ce pasannena bha̅sati va̅ karoti va̅ 

Tato naṁ sukham anveti cha̅ya̅ va anapa̅yani 

 

Like the Laws of Science, these too are universal laws, which provide the 
rationale for the UHV that we should imbibe for our own good, for our own 
happiness. By being truthful and honest, we are not obliging the society, but 

̅ If  a man speaks with or acts with an evil   
thought, sorrow follows him even as the 
wheel follows the foot of the drawer (ox). 

If a man speaks or acts with a pure 
thought, happiness follows him like a 
shadow that never leaves him. 



obliging ourselves for otherwise we would suffer. If we do not follow the UHV like 
non-violence, chastity, integrity, straightforwardness, forbearance, forgiveness, 
we are constantly worried, lest our misdemeanor should be discovered, and we 
suffer.   If I arouse anger in me to hurt others, I am the first victim of that anger, 
for as mentioned above, it is the characteristic of an angry mind to suffer. As the 
Buddha puts it: 

pubbe hanati attanam, pacchat hanati so apre  

(first one harms oneself, thereafter injures others) 

A similar view also emerges from the humanistic psychology [12]. It recognizes 
that in addition to the physiological needs (of food, clothing, and shelter etc.) 
there are other ‘higher’ needs whose fulfillment is necessary for happy living. 
These higher needs include the social, moral and self-actualizing needs. Thus 
service, love, truth, justice etc. are seen as "my needs" which are necessary for 
my own happiness, for my own inner development. It is only because of lack of 
self-awareness, our inability to observe what goes on within our own mind, that 
we do not easily ‘comprehend’ these laws. By proper training and practice one 
can cultivate mindfulness of whatever happens to the body-mind complex and 
easily verify these laws experientially [13]. As explained in detail in the following 
sections, this penetrative self observation naturally leads to value inculcation. 

  

Evolution as a Basis of UHV 

Modern Science tells us that the evolution of Man from the living cell has 
occurred over billions of years through random genetic mutations followed by 
natural selection motivated by the organic survival, organic satisfaction and the 
desire to increase progeny. Even the inorganic matter is no longer seen as 
“inert”. Modern Science tells us that us that even in a lump of iron lying on the 
table, there is enormous activity going on ’inside” with electrons moving around 



at phenomenal speeds. Quantum and relativity theories indicate that the 
fundamental particles, which are like the building blocks of matter, are rather 
unusual. These are not like small specs of dust which put together form lump of 
clay, but are manifestations of energy which sometimes exhibit particle like 
behaviour and at other times wave-like behaviour. Further, which of these 
behaviours would be exhibited seems to depend upon the observer, and not on 
these particles themselves. Quantum theorists like David Bohm suggest that:  

"at a deeper level [matter and consciousness] are actually inseparable and 
interwoven, just as in the computer game the player and the screen are 
united by participation in common loops. In this view, mind and matter are two 
aspects of one whole and no more separable than are form and content. 
"Deep down the consciousness of mankind is one. This is a virtual certainty 
because even in the vacuum matter is one; and if we don't see this, it's 
because we are blinding ourselves to it."[14]; 

When we couple this view of matter and consciousness with the evolutionary 
paradigm, we have a view perfectly in consonance with the view of the ancient 
sages of India. They saw the whole process of evolution as progressively clearer 
and more powerful manifestation of this Universal Consciousness pervading the 
whole cosmos. Even dead matter is conscious, as was established by the 
celebrated experiments of Sir J.C.Bose with metals, but there is only a faint 
glimmer of consciousness at the macroscopic level. At the microscopic level, of 
course, there is much greater activity with the electrons moving at very high 
speeds around the nucleus of each atom. In plants with their ability to ‘grow’, 
‘breathe’ and to ‘communicate’ a manifestation of some more potentials of 
consciousness are visible to the naked eye. In animals there is even greater 
manifestation. They can move about, have sharp sensory faculties that give them 
awareness of the surroundings and ability to react to these in self defense, 
limited abilities to learn from experience, and elemental levels of ethics like 
caring for the young. In human beings we find a quantum jump in awareness, an 



enormous increase in the ability to learn, in the imaginative and reasoning 
powers; and above all that awareness of the self, the subject of awareness, 
along with that of the object of experience. It is this self-awareness that gives 
Man the ability to control his feelings and behaviour, and to alter and control the 
environs as he wishes. That’s how a young boy of ten years of age can control 
animals like horses and elephants immensely powerful and larger than itself. 
This, modern neurology tells us, has been achieved by nature through the 
evolution of the human cerebral system. However, this system is still not being 
utilized to its fullest potential. Most of the time we employ only the left half of the 
brain, which has the ability to process information in a logical, verbal, 
reductionistic and linear manner. The right cerebral hemisphere, which functions 
in non-linear, non-verbal, intuitive, holistic modes, is awaiting further use. Further 
evolution of Man would be possible by utilizing the right cerebral hemisphere, 
and thus developing intuition, holistic modes of thinking, and greater self- 
awareness. Hitherto the evolution was constrained by the physical organization, 
and so it was primarily biological, a change in the body. As pointed out succinctly 
by Sri Aurobindo[15]  

"… in man a reversal is possible, indeed inevitable; for it is through 
consciousness, through its transmutation and no longer through a new bodily 
organism as a first instrumentation that the evolution can and must be effected". 

In Man the instrumentation of fuller manifestation of the consciousness already 
exists (cf. the right cerebral hemisphere), and so the future evolution is not 
biological. This view again is echoed by some of the most distinguished 
scientists. To quote the noted biologist, Sir Julian Huxley [16]: 

"Man’s evolution is not biological but psycho-social;…….In the light of 
our present knowledge., man’s most comprehensive aim is seen not as mere 
survival, not as numerical increase, not as increased complexity of organization 
or increased control over his environment, but as greater self fulfillment-the fuller 



realization of more possibilities by the human species collectively and more of its 
component members individually." 

Robert Cooper[17] also comes to the same conclusion about future evolution of 
man, but from different arguments: 

Self-reflective consciousness was the next evolutionary step for the animals that 
evolved into human beings. Self-reflection has its own limitations, however. An 
intense sense of self leads to separateness. And so egotism and anxiety, with all 
their appalling consequences, are prominent at the human level.  

The next evolutionary step for a self-aware human being is to leave behind the 
tight and isolated ego for more expanded types of consciousness 

Thus both in the light of modern science, as also in the view of the sages, the 
future evolution of Man entails greater self-fulfillment through movement to higher 
and higher levels of consciousness, which is often called the spiritual growth. The 
values that help us in this journey we can term as the desirable values and those 
which drag us down the ladder of evolution, we can term as the undesirable 
values that should be abjured. It is not difficult to understand what these values 
are. Various cravings and aversions like acquisitiveness; lust, avarice, arrogance, 
pride, anger, hatred, ill will, jealousy etc. tie us down to the sensate world, thus 
constricting us to the domain of brutes. These are therefore the values to be 
abjured. Universal love, compassion, non-jealousy, non-violence, truthfulness, 
honesty, widen our perspective, give us greater fulfillment by embracing a holistic 
vision that sees the whole of existence as intricately interconnected through a 
web of relationships. These are therefore the values to be imbibed, the Universal 
Human Values. This evolutionary paradigm, though so evident from modern 
science, can even be taken as a tentative hypothesis to be verified by 
experience. In either case, it provides a solid foundation for the identification of 
UHV and gives a rationale for their acceptance. 



Ecological Perspective and UHV 

The serious consequences of the damage caused to the environment due to 
modern technology, like air and water pollution, stratospheric ozone depletion 
and global warming have forced mankind to recognize and respect the complex 
web of interconnections in nature. It is now evident that long term survival of 
human beings on this planet is linked to the survival of other sentient beings – 
animals, birds, reptiles, insects etc, - and even inanimate objects like trees, rivers 
and mountains. Mutual coexistence is the message of the ecologists. Thus, as an 
example, it is often pointed out that even killing of the pests that destroy the 
crops-- which seems so essential and innocuous- does eventually recoil back on 
human beings in myriad ways. We need to respect the natural cycles, the prey-
predator relationships of nature and shun indiscriminate violence, be it the 
destruction of pests, killing wild life, felling of tress etc. This has been the 
teaching of all the sages as brought out, as an illustration, in the following words 
of the Buddha : 

Apa̅̅dake hi me mettam , mettam dvipa̅dke hi me, 

Cattuspade hi me mettam, mettam bahu pade hime, 

Ma mam apa̅dko himsi, ma mam himsi dvipa̅dko, 

Ma mam cattupado himsi, ma mam himsi bahupado. 

 

A deeper perspective sees these ecological problems only as a symptom of a 
deeper malaise afflicting the society. As pointed out by Lyton K Caldwell : 

The environmental crisis is an outward manifestation of a crisis of mind and spirit. There could be 
no greater misconception of its meaning than to believe it to be concerned only with endangered 
wildlife, human made ugliness, and pollution. These are part of it, but more importantly, the crisis 
is concerned with the kind of creatures we are and what we must become in order to survive. 

I express my loving kindness towards all 
sentient beings, be they without foot, bipeds, 
quadrupeds or those with many feet,  
 
May no sentient being hurt me,  be they 
without foot, bipeds, quadrupeds or those 
with many feet 



The root cause of all the ecological problems can be traced to uncontrolled 
human greed and acquisitiveness. Large disparities between the haves and the 
have-nots threatening the social stability of the planet are other results of these 
propensities. Unless these propensities are checked, no amount of technological 
innovations can save humanity from ecological disaster. Thus an ecological 
perspective too brings out the need for imbibing universal human values like 
sharing, generosity, kindness and compassion and abjuring negative traits like 
greed and acquisitiveness.



6 Knowing about Values and Imbibing Values: 

Training in Mindfulness 

 

It needs to be appreciated that classroom teaching can only provide an 
intellectual framework to convince the youth about the need for adopting these 
values. It can inspire them to attempt to imbibe these, but the great difficulty in 
actually living unto these also needs to be addressed. As put crisply by one 
student during a discussion on value education, " What we need to be told is how 
to be honest, and not just why to be honest?" More often than not, even the 
people whom we condemn as criminals and unjust, intellectually know about 
UHV, but yet are unable to live unto these, as is brought out by the anguish of 
Duryodhana in the epic Mahabharata, when he speaks out  

Janami dharamam na ca me pravrittu 

Janami adharmam na ca me nivritti 

" I know very well what the Dharma is, but I am not inclined to follow it. I know 
very well what adharma is, and yet I can not come out of it. " 

The actual benefit of value education would accrue only if the youth are equipped 
with that inner strength which can enable them to overcome this dichotomy. 
Learning self-restraint and the art of purifying the mind of its baser instincts 
should therefore form an integral part of value education. A very effective and 
scientific way to do so is by giving practical training in cultivating mindfulness. 
Such a practice, like the training of Vipassana Meditation as taught by Sh 
S.N.Goenka[13], produces results within a short time and thus convinces the 
youth about the possibility of actually imbibing the UHV.  A brief outline of this 
training follows. 



 
Vipassana Meditation – the practice of Self-Observation 

 

Viewed from the perspective of holistic education, Vipassana meditation can be 

described as a systematic practice of self observation which technique of 

purifying purifies  the mind of its baser instincts so that one begins to manifest 

the truly human qualities of universal goodwill, kindness, sympathy, tolerance, 

humility, equanimity, etc., (emotional education) and simultaneously gains an 

insight into the true nature and purpose of human existence (spiritual education). 

The basis of this technique lies in the recognition of the most fundamental 

characteristic of sensory world, viz. the fact of impermanence of all that we see, 

smell, taste, touch, hear or think. To put it simply, whatever arises based on 

certain conditions ceases naturally in due course. Planets are born and would 

cease in millions of years; man is born and would cease to be in (say) a hundred 

years, a flower blooms and ceases in a few days, while a thought may arise and 

pass away in a few moments. While physical entities seem to last for quite some 

time, thoughts are particularly known to be evanescent. They naturally cease, if 

not fiddled by us, within a short span of time. Now let us couple this fact with our 

earlier observation regarding mental defilements—thoughts of anger, greed, lust, 

revenge, fear etc.—being the source of all human misery. As we have already 

mentioned, the innate characteristic of these defilements is that of agitation, 

disquiet, burning. So arising of these defilements produces disturbances in the 

whole body-mind complex. But if we can develop the ability of not “fiddling” with 

these, i.e. not reacting instinctively to these disturbances, then it follows from the 

above that these defilements and the concomitant emotion would naturally cease 

within a short time, bringing the mind back to a state of equilibrium and 

equipoise. Normally these mental defilements overwhelm us and we react 

instinctively due to the behaviour pattern formed during the long course of 

evolution of human species. This behaviour pattern, governed by the pleasure –

pain principle, has created a programming of the human brain circuits so that we 

respond almost like automata under various circumstances. To pleasant 



situations we respond with craving-tending to hold on to these as long as 

possible; and to unpleasant situations we respond with aversion—trying to 

remove these as quickly as possible. This is tantamount to ‘fiddling” with the 

emotions in a manner which only intensifies them further. This simple analysis 

shows that if we develop our mindfulness to such an extent that we can become 

aware of the process of arising of these mental defilements and develop the 

ability to observe these (and whatever other effects these produce on bodily 

feelings) without any reaction, then the defilements would naturally cease. By 

prolonged practice, it should be possible to completely alter our behaviour 

pattern—our value system—as we learn not to react instinctively to external 

stimuli. The development of this habit of paying penetrating attention to whatever 

is happening in our total organism--the body with its five senses and the mind 

which operates in and through it--without any admixture of subjective judgments 

or reactions is the essence of Vipassana practice.  

An important prerequisite for the systematic practice of Vipassana is 

scrupulous observance of five basic moral precepts-viz., abstention from killing, 

stealing, false speech, sexual misconduct, and intoxicants-since any willful 

violation of these precepts causes violent mental agitation which makes it 

impossible to observe the mind objectively. Of course, Vipassana practice also 

helps one to gain the mental strength needed to observe the moral precepts in 

day-to-day life. While the complete details of this systematic practice are best 

learnt in a meditation camp under the careful guidance of a teacher, some salient 

features of the technique and its theoretical basis are explained here. This 

technique has roots in one of the most important discourses of the Buddha , 

called the “Maha ̅satipattha̅na sutta” , and detailed expositions of the same can be 

seen in references [19] and [20]. 

The first step in the cultivation of Right Mindfulness (or Awareness) 

consists of paying attention to the body. The practice of systematic self-

observation begins by focussing attention on the respiration (ref. 20, p.5), the 



breath coming in and going out of the body. This practice-called Anapanasati -is 

an exercise in cultivation of right awareness, not regulation or control of the 

breath (such as pranayama or other breathing exercises). There is just a silent 

"bare and continuous observation" of the natural flow of respiration, with a firm 

and steady attention free from any strain. One observes the length of the breath, 

short or long, keeping the attention steadfast at some point in the area around 

the nostrils through which the breath passes. To aid the development of 

concentration, the student is advised to focus the attention on finer details, such 

as which nostril the breath is coming in and going out, or where the breath is 

touching in the area around the nostrils.  

The whole exercise is one of observing the reality as it is, without any 

preferences or reactions. It is quite natural that in the beginning it will not be 

possible to focus the attention continuously on the breath, even for a minute or 

two. The habitual tendency of the mind to wander away from the assigned task 

comes to the fore very quickly, allowing the student to experience for him (or 

herself) the turbulent nature of the mind. The student learns to observe this fact 

itself dispassionately- without feeling dejected about the repeated "running away" 

of the mind-and once again focuses his attention on the breath.  

With the systematic practice of Anapana for a few days (typically three 

and a half days of a ten day retreat), the concentration increases, and a natural 

calming and equalizing of the breath takes place. As the breath is very intimately 

related to the mind, this leads simultaneously to a tranquilizing of the mind--in 

fact, of the entire life-rhythm [20]. The mind also becomes sharp enough to 

observe subtler realities of the body-mind complex, e.g., the sensations occurring 

in the area around the nostrils where attention is focused during the practice of 

mindfulness of breathing.  

This leads us to the next step in the cultivation of Right Mindfulness, viz., 

awareness of the bodily sensations (ref. 19, p.20). The object of meditation now 

is body sensation. Sensations occur on the body, but they are felt by the mind. 



When one is investigating the internal experience of one's sensations, one is 

actually observing the interaction of mind and matter (Vedana-samosarana 

sabbe dhamma: Everything that arises in the mind is accompanied by sensation) 

(ref. 13, p. 253). Moreover, sensations (vedana) provide the crucial link between 

the impact (phassa) upon the six sense doors and the resultant reaction of 

craving and aversion (tanha) which is the root cause of all suffering [ref 18, 

p.255]. This profound discovery is, in fact, one of the most fundamental aspects 

of the teaching of the master scientist of mind and matter, the Buddha. 

The practice of Vipassana consists of "feeling" the sensations throughout the 

body without any reaction or evaluation whatsoever, thus developing equanimity 

at a very deep level. This is of course more easily said than done, because our 

subconscious mind, which is constantly "feeling" the body sensations, has the 

stubborn, recalcitrant habit of reacting to these sensations in a particular 

instinctive manner. As mentioned earlier too, it habitually reacts to pleasant 

sensations with craving and to unpleasant sensations with aversion, thus 

strengthening the mind's conditioned tendency to run after sensory pleasure and 

to run away from pain.  

The exercise of awareness and equanimity in the face of the entire 

spectrum of sensations acts to gently break this habit pattern. One repeatedly 

observes the sensations as they actually are: constantly changing-arising, 

staying for some time, fading away, and giving rise to other sensations. Through 

this repeated practice, the habit of reaction is replaced by an experience of the 

truth of anicca or impermanence. The meditator is trained to focus his attention 

on the changeful nature of the sensations, thereby gradually correcting the 

conditioned habit of evaluating them as pleasant or unpleasant.  

This scientific method of observing the sensations as they really are-

without any evaluation based on past conditioning-is what is described by the 

word vipassana. Vipassana, a Pali word, literally means "to see things as they 

really are"-in their true nature, their true characteristic of impermanence 

(anicca).One can thus gradually train the mind to observe the bodily sensations 



in an objective manner-without any notion of their being "my sensations"-in the 

same way as one would dispassionately observe the waves arising and 

disappearing in the sea. With the practice of this objective observation, the 

attitude of "enjoyer-ship"-one of the chief manifestations of ego-is thus enfeebled.  

The attitude of remaining equanimous towards all internal phenomena arising 

from the interaction of mind and body is simultaneously strengthened, as the 

student repeatedly observes the fact of the evanescent nature (anicca) of the 

mind-body process. 

The systematic practice of mindfulness of sensations integrates within 

itself other important aspects of the cultivation of Right Mindfulness, viz., the 

mindfulness of the state of mind and the contents of the thought at any given 

moment (ref. [19], p.27,31). As the alertness and objectiveness of the meditator 

increase (by the continual practice of non-reactive observation of sensations), he 

(or she) can quickly become aware of the mental defilements—cravings, 

aversions, delusions-- which keep arising from time to time. By making a brief 

mental note of the arising of these defilements—angry mind, lustful mind, greedy 

mind—the meditators can check their onslaught and prevent any reaction 

(“fiddling”). The defilements thus get an opportunity to cease naturally, often 

within a few moments. The arising of a mental defilement at the conscious level 

triggers the memories of similar defilements stored within the subconscious mind, 

which tend to intensify the emotion. If one continues to observe without any 

reaction whatsoever arising and passing away of these defilements, not only 

does the defilement which arises first cease, but a portion of the old stock is also 

erased [5], thus purifying the mind at its deepest levels.  



 

7 Value Inculcation through Vipassana  

 

We can now understand how Vipassana can fill that vital gap of emotional and 

spiritual education -viz., the training of mind, leading to a balanced, harmonious 

and purposeful life through inculcation of the universal human values. Vipassana 

meditation trains us to observe all the phenomena of this sensory world 

objectively and impersonally under the penetrating gaze of an equanimous mind. 

The attitude of Right Awareness coupled with equanimity closely corresponds to 

the disposition of the true scientist and scholar, which is characterized by clear 

definition of the subject, unprejudiced receptivity for the facts, exclusion of the 

subjective factor in judgment, and deferring judgment until a careful examination 

of the facts has been made (ref. [20], p.39). This practice should therefore be of 

great help in inculcating scientific temper and reducing superstitious beliefs in 

rites and rituals.  

Vipassana meditation reinforces the scientific outlook in another much 

more direct way. Every meditator, after some length of practice of mindfulness of 

sensations, reaches a state where he experiences the whole body as a mass of 

vibrations. This experience is in line with the quantum-relativistic description of 

matter [22]. This direct experience provides much more clarity about the nature 

of matter than the scores of mathematical formulae produced by classroom 

descriptions. 

The attitude of "bare attention" (bestowed by a mind at once aware and 

non-reactive) slows down the transition from thought to action, allowing the 

practitioner more time-those crucial few moments- needed to come to a mature 

decision. The tendency of the base, animal instincts to overpower the faculty of 

human reason can thus be effectively checked, leading to a gradual reduction in 

negative traits such as rashness, intolerance, intemperance and aggressive 



behaviour which characterize modern youth and are the cause of so much of 

suffering due to avoidable conflicts. This clearly is the essence of  “Iearning to 

live together”, the third pillar of education as laid down by Delors.  

On the positive side, this training of non-reactive observation of facts, coupled 

with the insight of anicca enhances one's ability to face the vicissitudes of life 

squarely and equanimously, without taking recourse to such escapist alternatives 

as smoking, alcohol and drugs, which have become the bane of modern society. 

One gets the ability to rise above likes and dislikes and do the right action in all 

circumstances. As Aldous Huxley put it, this is the most important aspect of 

education: 

“Perhaps the most valuable result of all education is the ability to make yourself 

do the things you have to do, when it ought to be done, whether you like it or not. 

It is the first lesson that ought to be learned and however early a person's training 

begins, it is probably the last lesson a person learns thoroughly.”  

This attitude of equanimity also reduces the obsessive preoccupation with 

indulgence in unending materialistic desires, thereby allowing space for the 

manifestation of the so-called "higher needs"-the self-actualization needs of 

meaningfulness, justice, truthfulness, service, love, compassion, etc., which 

modern psychology recognizes as essential components of basic human needs 

[12]. Recent research has shown that people able to manifest these "higher 

needs" are generally much more creative and innovative, because self-

actualization needs provide "a more durable fuel for creativity" than the drive for 

sensual gratification [21]. 

The observation of mental contents is also a powerful tool of self-

education because it reveals to the meditator a very clear picture of his weak 

points and strong points without doing damage to his self-esteem. The habitual 



attitude of hurriedly glossing over one's weaknesses, or blowing one's strengths 

out of proportion, is thus checked. One gradually gains the inner strength needed 

to overcome one's weaknesses without a need to exercise a violent exertion of 

will or forceful repression, both of which are harmful in the long run. This candid 

self-examination promotes honesty towards oneself, increases one's tolerance of 

others' faults, assists in the development of values like humility and compassion, 

and reduces vanity. 

Another important benefit of the systematic practice - especially of 

mindfulness of breath-, which is of crucial significance in education, is 

improvement in one's ability to concentrate on a task. As explained earlier, the 

essence of the practice is to train the mind to keep the attention continuously on 

an object (viz., the breath), and to minimize the drifting of the mind into futile 

daydreams, which are the chief obstacle to concentration. The training of 

observing the mental states also comes in handy. Once such daydreams have 

arisen (whether during meditation or during normal activity), if one briefly makes 

these daydreams themselves an object of close observation, their power of 

distraction is drastically curtailed and they get quickly dispersed. This results in a 

quick retrieval of concentration. 

The attitude of impersonal non-reactive observation is of profound value in 

the ultimate deliverance of the mind from all bondages, which is the true purpose 

of spiritual education (“sa vidya ya vimuktaye”). To quote Venerable Nyanponika 

Thera (ref. [20], p.43): "The inner distance from things...as obtained temporarily 

and partially by bare attention, shows us, by our own experience, the possibility 

of winning perfect detachment and the happiness resulting from it. It bestows 

upon us the confidence that such temporary setting aside may well become one 

day a complete stepping out of this world of suffering. It gives a kind of foretaste, 

or at least an idea, of the highest liberty, the 'holiness during lifetime' that has 

been alluded to by the words 'In the world but not of the world.' " 



To achieve this objective, the principal requirement is to develop an insight 

into the basic characteristics of life. Impermanence (anicca) is the fundamental 

characteristic with which a Vipassana student is continually confronted. As this 

experience becomes ingrained, it becomes evident that abiding happiness can 

not be obtained in the fleeting world of mind and matter. Any attachment to our 

body and mind (or thoughts) is thus bound to result in suffering. Further 

deepening of insight reveals that the root cause of all human misery lies in this 

attachment which gives rise to mistaken notion of personality – treating the body-

mind complex as “this is mine, this I am, this is my self” . This stubborn illusion of 

ego—“I”—slowly evaporates as the attachment to body-mind complex reduces 

with this practice of Vipassana as one repeatedly experiences the insubstantiality 

of both the body and the mind. As this fundamental ignorance is dispelled one 

begins to understand the mystery behind the “phenomenon of Man” – and 

experiences liberation from the bondages caused by ego – the very acme of 

spiritual education. Such an Enlightened person naturally abides in infinite loving 

kindness, compassion, joy and serenity— a veritable embodiment of universal 

human values. 



8 Concluding Remarks 

There is a great need to incorporate value education as a part of the 

mainstream education system, at all levels. Education can never be value-free, 

and in the absence of any free discussion on values, the default value system of 

the society, viz. unbridled hedonism, is being willy-nilly passed on to the young 

generation. However there is a need for great care in imparting such education, it 

should never become didactic, prescribing some dos’ and don’ts on the grounds 

of some moral authority. It is necessary to explain the students the rationale 

behind the universal human values. While the Golden Rule: "Do unto others as 

you wish others to do unto you" seems logical to most young students on the 

grounds of fair play, it is desirable to give sounder basis of the UHV. An empirical 

approach, based on an analysis of one’s own experiences can serve as a 

starting point for senior school students, while to college students, well versed in 

modern scientific discoveries, the approach based on evolutionary paradigm 

would also appeal very much. The classroom teaching can only provide an 

intellectual framework to convince the youth about the need for adopting these 

values. This is absolutely necessary, but usually not sufficient to enable the youth 

to actually imbibe these values. Practical training in cultivating mindfulness, as 

given in Vipassana meditation retreats, is very effective in transforming and 

strengthening the mind so that one can actually lead a life in consonance with 



these values. It is a purely scientific technique of self observation, a universal 

culture of mind, which does not subscribe to any sectarian beliefs, dogmas or 

rituals. It should therefore be universally acceptable, as an integral part of 

education. Its benefits have been corroborated by thousands of practitioners-both 

young and old- belonging to diverse castes, creeds, countries and religious 

beliefs. Vivekananda's dream of evolving a "man-making education" [2] could be 

fulfilled by the integration of Vipassana into modern education. 

 As a first step in this direction, teacher-training programmes are being 

organized periodically by Vipassana international Academy, Igatpuri and its sister 

trusts spread all over the country. These are in the form of 15-day workshops for 

school and college teachers on the theme of “Value Inculcation through 

Vipassana” ( VIV). The workshop includes discussions on various challenges 

faced by the teachers of value education and a 10-day intensive retreat where 

the teachers actually learn the art of self-observation, and also how they could 

introduce it in their institutions. The teachers of value education have a very 

daunting task. While they have to act as role models for the students, they 

cannot afford to adopt the stance of moral masters. This workshop explains how 

the teachers can balance these requirements by adopting the role of “senior 

students” of values imparting value-education to their “juniors”. Most of the 

teachers who have participated in these workshops, have given excellent 

feedback, and attempted to introduce this technique of self-observation to their 

students. Special Anapana training modules of 5-6 hour duration have been 

prepared for teaching this technique to students in the school itself. These 

programmes are conducted in schools where some teachers have attended the 

basic 10-day Vipassana meditation retreat (or these VIV workshops). The 

teachers are encouraged to continue practicing with them for a few minutes 

before beginning teaching in the class. In a few schools all the students have 

been taught Anapana meditation and they now practice it regularly as a part of 

daily prayer session. The students, their parents, and the teachers of these 

schools have reported excellent results of the introduction of this practice. 



Besides this, regular anapana retreats for children are also organized at various 

Vipassana meditation Centres. The children stay at these centres for 1 or 2 days 

and get a comprehensive introduction to Anapana meditation and learn how to 

practice it. Recently 7-day intensive retreats have also been started for teenagers 

in the age group 15-19 years where they are taught both the Anapana and the 

Vipassana meditation to get a full picture of the art of self-observation. The 

excellent results of these attempts give hope that Vipassana meditation may be 

that universally acceptable technique for value inculcation which the 

distinguished educators have been searching for years. 
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EPILOGUE 

Modern Science and the practice 

 of Vipassana Meditation 

Many scientifically minded youth who are benefited by the practice of Vipassana 

meditation, often wonder, is there any scientific explanation for the changes they 

are experiencing in their behaviour pattern, and habits by mere observation of 

normal bodily sensations. Recent researches into the ‘mechanics’ of emotions 

and feelings provide the framework for such an explanation. A paper on these 

findings, presented by the author at an international conference in Delhi in 2006, 

which provides some clues to the “science’ behind the efficacy of Vipassana 

meditation, is included herewith for the benefit of such inquisitive meditators.. 



 

 

Insights from Modern Science into the Practice of “Insight Meditation” 
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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: 

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



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



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 
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 
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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 
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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