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Itlsight tt1editr7tior1 t~ncllers c o t ~ f i r n ~  differetlt rntes of progress:in meditnfioii 
between Ensterr1 nlld Wester11 prnctitioners. 

WESTERN MINDS 

SLOWLY 

by 
ROGER WALSH 

o r  s n m e  years n o w  the re  have been r u m o r s  
circulating a m o n g  W e s t e r n  insight (Vipassana) 
meditation s tuden t s  tha t  Eastern practitioners 

tend t o  make more  rapid and deeper  progress.  For s o m e  
t ime i t  remained unclear whe the r  this assertion was  
t rue .  Horvever. within t h e  last year differences have 
been confirmed by some  of t h e  most eminent  teachers 
of  this  discipline. 

Dur ing  l ' ? i P  and 7950, eminent  teachers from Burma 
!I\.lahasi Sayadaw and accompanying senior monks).  
Thailand (Achaan C h a ) .  and India ! D i p m a )  visited t h e  
United Sta tes  for the  first t ime. S o m e  of then1 had 
pre\,iously taught \ l1esterners in their  native countries,  
and all of them engaged in intensive teaching and 
c o n d u c t e d  p e r s o n a l  i n t e r v i e \ v s  w i t h  \ V e s t e r n  
pract i t ioners  d u r i n g  the i r  visi ts .  T h e y  agreed tha t  
\Ves te rnen  did tend t o  make slower than 
s tuden t s  from their  o w n  cultures.  

Thus ,  fo r  example,  in hlahasi Sayadaw's monastery in 
Burnla some  twen ty  percent of the  meditators a re  
r ~ r u t e d  t o  reach t h e  firs: s tage  of enlightenment 
(5 t reJm e n t r y  o r  Solnponr!n) ,  dur ing the  course of their  
f irst  t h ree  m o n t h  re t rea t .  In this country ,  however ,  
such an  a t ta inment  is a very rare occurrence at any time. 

\?'hen pressed for reasons for this difference, t h e  I 
I t e a c h e r s  s u g g e s t e d  five, possibly six,  m a j o r  areas :  

teachers, faith, concentration. effort (and t h e  ability to ; 
tolerate hardship),  and the  tendency t o  d o  self-psycho- i 
therapy ra the r  than meditation. I 

I 

In Burma and Thailand. with their long history of 
insight meditation, t he re  are  a number  of teachers w h o  
have developed very deep levels of practice and have 
been teaching for many years.  Presumably they have, 
therefore,  a considerable fund of experience o n  which to 
d r a w  in teaching and might be bet ter  able t o  facilitate 
advanced practice. 

O n  the  o t h e r  hand,  some  of the  \.Vestern teachers ' 
function ext remely  rrell as gnostic intermediaries. Tha t  
is, they have  practiced deeply enough  to t ransmit  the  
t each ing  di rec t ly  f r o m  t h e i r  o w n  exper i ence  i n t o  
\Yestern language 2nd cultural forms, thus  reducing the  : 
need for o t h e r  s tuden t s  t o  penet ra te  cultural  and , 
linguistic bdrriers. Having had a little personal exposure 
t o  these  barl.iers and t o  teachers f rom both cultures,  I 
\could say that  this is n o  small gift. 
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A lack of faith i n  the meditative process was a factor 
that struck the Burmese monks. In Burma people are 
usually exposed to Buddhist and meditative ideas, 
beliefs, and practices throughout their lives, rvhereas in 
the West these are relatively novel phenomena and 
apparently meet wi th greater skepticism and doubt, 
even by meditators. 

I n  the West we have usually thought of faith in 
negative terms, equating i t  with blind, unquestioning 
acceptance. However. in the Buddhist tradition faith i s  
viewed a s  a useful tool in consciously facilitating the 
practice. What i s  advoc3ted is  a"middle way,"combining 
openminded questioning with a willingness to set 
doubts aside temporarily i n  order to undertake the 
practice as fully as possible, at least for a trial period. 

Doubt and faith are regarded as oppositional, and 
doubt i s  listed as one of the "five hindrances"; i.e., 
mental factors that impede progress (Goldstein, 1976). 

I t  i s  interesting to speculate to what extent "lack of 
faith" or excessive doubt reflects cultural differences. 
We in  the West are so inundated by advertising and 
exaggerated claims o f  one type o r  another that 
cynicism, skepticism. and doubt seem understandable 
defenses. Yet they may be disadvantageous when they 
become conditioned cognitive styles of which we are 
unable to let go. 

Corrcen t~ t io t r  

I n  addition to a lack of faith, the Burmese monks also 
remarked on the difficulty that Westerners had in 
developing concentration during their meditative prac- 
tices. O n  hearing this, Dan Coleman, one of the 
foremost writers on Vipassana meditation, commented 
that "our culture i s  designed to cultivate faithlessness 
and lack of concentration.'' This comment makes 
considerable sense i f  we compare the sensory input i n  
Western and Asian cultures. 

M y  sense i s  that our highly mechanized and media 
saturated Western cultures are characterized by stimu- 
lations of higher intensity, variety, and rapidity. Our  
media, entertainment, and advertising capture and hold 
our attention with strong emotional appeals that could 
result in he~ghtened arousal, agitation, and distrac- 
tability, with consequent reduced concentration. 

This next dimension actually comprises two cate- 
gories: effort and the willingness to undergo hardship, 
but i t  can be discussed simply as effort. 

The consciousness disciplines may be divided b r o ~ d l y  

into those that emphasize effort and those that empha- 
size surrender. Here surrender i s  used not i n  i t s  
traditional Western meaning of yielding to a conqueror 
but  rather of voluntarily relinquishing resistances. 
Buddhism is  clearly a path of effort. and invocations 
such as "Oh monks, rouse up yet more effort" are 
liberally scattered throughout the Buddhist teachings. 

The Eastern teachers remarked that Western practi- 
tioners seemed to have little appreciation of the 
intensity of effort required. M y  orvn experience i s  
consistent wi th this. I have been amazed repeatedly at 
just how difficult i t  i s  to train attentionand maintain for 
even brief periods any sort of continuity of awareness of 
one's mental processes (Walsh, 197i, 1078). 

Popular Western descriptions of meditation usually 
refer to the peace, tranquility, and bliss which i t  i s  : 
supposed to produce. While these can occur, and do so 
w i th  increasing frequency and depth as practice pro- , 
ceeds, popular accounts rarely mention the physical 
discomforts and psychological difficulties of restless- ' 
ness. agitation, and emotional lability which accompany ; 
intensive practice. Confronting these as deeply and , 
authentically a s  possible does indeed require deep , 
commitment and effort. Thus the comment by the. .J 

Indian teacher Dipama that Westerners appear less ! 
inured to discomfort than their Eastern counterparts 
suggests that this may be a factor l imiting the degree of I 
commitment made by Westerners. This i s  consistent 
wi th Fritz Per1s1(1969) comment that the fear of pain i s  : 

the greatest inhibitor of growth. . I . 

T h e  Tendency  T o  Do P s y c l t o t h ~ r n ~ y  
Rnther  T l r n r ~  Meditntiotr 

Both Achaan Cha and the Burmese monks com- 
mented that Western practitioners seem to become 
trapped in  doing psychotherapy on themselves rather 
than meditating. This comment provides some insight 
into the different processes and mechanisms involved in 
these two different approaches to psychological growth. 

Psychotherapy focuses primarily on changing mental 
contents at the symbolic level, for example, by changing 
images, thoughts, fantasies, or emotions. The recogni- 
tion of patterns, historical antecedents, and current 
reinforcers of these contents and their behavioral 
m~n i fes ta t i ons  i s  i t s  pr imary emphasis. Ho\vever, 
the Eastern teachers thought that while this might 
sometimes be useful, for a significant number of 
Western practitioners this focus proved to be a l imiting 
factor preventing an awsreness o f  more subtle mental 
mechanisms. 



Insight meditation emphasizes the  refinement of 
perception t o  enable the  meditator to observe increas- 
ingly subtle componen t s  of experience and mental  
processes. For esample ,  emphasis  is placed o n  devel- 
oping "bare a t tent ion"  bchich allows atcareness of 
stimuli prior to t h e  elaboration of associative responses 

s u c h  a s  emotions.  fantasies, a n d  though t s .  With increas- 
ingproliciency t h e  practi t ioner is trained t o  observe not  
only t h e  occurrence of stimuli prior t o  associative 
elaborations bu t  also t h e  earlier and subtler  stages in the  
perceptual process itself. T h u s ,  t o  give a n  example f rom 
m y  o w n  experience, i t  seems that  prior t o  the  elabor- 
a t icn  rrf fantasy o r  internal  dialogue, the re  occurs e i ther  
an  imdge. emot ion,  o r  though t  which tr iggers i t l f  I a m  
a w a r e  of these  prior components ,  then they a re  not  
elaborated in to  associations and fan tasy .  However  at a 
more  subtle level of percepticn.  it is apparent  tha t  

- thought  and emot ion a r e  preceded in their  turn  by a 
corresponding body sensat ion,  and i f  this  sensation is 
fully experienced, then  it is not elaborated in to  though t  
o r  emot ion.  

T h e  f ~ u s  of Vipassana meditation is therefore a more  
subtle and microscopic o n e  than psychotherapy. It a ims 
f o r  a radical shift in consciousness by seeing t h e  na tu re  
of t h e  p rocesses  by krhich c o n s c i o u s n e s s  a n d  i t s  
perceptual processes a re  constructed (Goleman and 
Epstein, 1980).  Concentra t ing o n  menta l  content  such 
as  images and emot ions  and a t tempt ing t o  change them 
require an  active manipulative s tance  and coarser focus 
r\.hich preclude t h e  simple noninter fer ing microscopic 
awareness  of the processes b?, which they a re  con- 
s t ructed .  T h u s  t h e  g rea te r  psychological sophistication 
characteristic of o u r  w e s t e r n  cul ture  may somet imes  
prove a hindrance in this practice. 

This seems t o  demons t ra t e  several general principles: 
First, the  maxims that  today's problem is yesterday's 
solution and that  o u r  s t r e n g t h s  can become o u r  traps.  
Secorld, it is consistent rvith the  "principle of increasing 
subtlpty" (Walsh and Vaughan.  1080)  which suggests  
t h a t  d u r i n g  psychological  g r o w t h  h ighe r  levels of 
matur i ty  a re  associated wi th  subtler  and noninterfering 
experiences and preferred therapeutic interventions.  

Disc~rssictl  
Here ,  then,  a re  five factors which prominent  Asian 

teachers believe hinder t h e  progress of Westerners  in 

insight meditat ion.  These  factors suggest  possible 
correlations wi th  ctvresponding qualities in M'estern 
cul ture ,  and it \vould be interesting t o  know to w h a t  
extent  these  same  hindrances occur in Westerners '  
leading a l ternate  lifestyles. For example, in a lifestyle of 
voluntary simplicity people consciously choose t o  sim- 
plify their  life, paring away  more superficial and 
disrupt ing aspects in o rde r  t o  focus o n  central values 
and concerns.  O n e  of the  factors found to correlate 
most highly wi th  \ ,c luntary  simplicity h ~ s  proven t o  be 
t h e  practice of s o m e  type of meditation (Elgin, 1980).  It 
is therefore  interesting to speculate o n  t h e  possible : 
changes  in t h e  cu l tu re  a t  large as a result of t h e  : 
spreading adoption of meditation. T h e  Transcendental  
Meditat ion Organizat ion has  referred to" the  Maharishi  j 
effect,"claiming that  the re  is a reduced ra teof  c r imeand  : 

I antisocial activity in those  cities w h e r e  a high per- 
I centage  of people practice Transcendental  Meditation. : 

Whethe r  o r  no t  fu tu re  research validates this claim, it 
will be  interesting to look fo r  a possihle,ongoing dialectic 
between t h e  practice of meditation and the cul tures  in ' 

which it  curs. I 
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