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Editorial on the Research Topic
 Deepening consciousness: what phenomenology, yogic, and Buddhist meditation can contribute from a psychological perspective




Yogic and Buddhist meditation, as well as phenomenology, share the goal of deepening conscious experience. Yet they pursue it under different “methodological axioms.” In many yogic and Buddhist contexts, the cultivation of attention, insight, and ethical orientation is organized along pathways of practice in which intermediate experiences are typically articulated as markers of training, diagnostics of progress, and orientations toward what comes next. Phenomenology, by contrast, is classically animated by the ambition to describe consciousness with intersubjective rigor: to disclose what is always already there in everyday experience but habitually overlooked. It does so through disciplined reflection and the phenomenological “bracketing” of everyday assumptions (epoché/reduction) to attend to how experience presents itself. This descriptive ambition is accompanied by an abiding worry: that the very shift of attention required for description may already transform the phenomenon, risking distortion.

This Research Topic views this tension as productive, not paralyzing. If meditative practice can durably transform experience, and if phenomenology can refine how conscious experience becomes describable, then the interface between transformation and description becomes a shared research problem—philosophical, psychological, and methodological. Addressing it requires the traditions to move beyond conventional self-descriptions. Phenomenology is challenged to ask whether its methods can be applied to (or must be retooled for) altered and cultivated modes of consciousness, including healthier and more aware forms of lived experience. Meditative traditions, conversely, are challenged to clarify the extent to which their accounts of altered states—often embedded in lineage-specific metaphysics, soteriology, and technical vocabularies—can be rendered comparable without either flattening what matters or smuggling doctrine into description.

A central aim, therefore, is conceptual and terminological: the articulation of an intersubjective and coherent lexicon for transformations of consciousness and conscious experience—one that is neither merely tradition-bound nor reduced too quickly to third-person neurobiological or psychometric descriptions. This is where psychology enters. Contemporary psychology and neuroscience have made meditation research widely legible from a third-person perspective, but the most distinctive claims of both phenomenology and contemplative lineages are irreducibly first-person. The question is not whether first-person methods “count,” but what methodological tools—training regimes, interview practices, second-person elicitation, disciplined reflection, triangulation with behavioral and physiological measures—can secure rigor without evacuating subjectivity. The contributions collected here approach these shared tasks from complementary angles as follows:

Milicevic et al. have contributed a methodological article on combining phenomenological perspectives from the first- and second-person viewpoints with third-person electroencephalography (EEG) data to investigate mindfulness and consciousness. Their mixed-methods design is based on Buddhist psychology and integrates verbal reports and neuroscientific data from researchers and contemplative participants.

Schleim examines the compatibility of Western and yogic psychology, as described in an old treatise used worldwide in yoga teacher trainings. He emphasizes the epistemological prerequisites for concept formation in both fields and problematizes the concept of “yogic science” particularly in light of claims about parapsychological phenomena.

Wang discusses how different Buddhist meditation “pathways” (Samatha, Vipassana, Metta) foster specific metacognitive insights, emotional regulation, and self-inquiry, leading to transformative shifts in consciousness and offering a practical comparative framework for psychological research. Evidence (brain network changes) shows diverse effects on attention and emotional patterns. Notwithstanding methodological challenges, Wang advocates interdisciplinary, culturally sensitive research approaches.

Ramirez-Duran et al. used Reflexive Thematic Analysis to explore how Ashtanga practitioners experience yoga. The analysis revealed that yoga is experienced as an embodied practice for health, personal inquiry, and spiritual development. In conclusion, while daily practice integrates these principles, in their sample, yoga does not appear to be primarily physical or stress-focused, and its philosophy provides guidance on consciousness.

Wittmann et al. link the Eastern concept of mindfulness with the Stoic idea of self-regulation within the context of modern psychology and neuroscience. They argue that this enables a constructive understanding of free will through the expression of second-order volitional actions over time, and thus of the self as a self-determined, free agent.

Arora reframes the “hard problem” transpersonally: consciousness is ontologically primary, not an emergent neural product. Drawing on non-dual traditions (Advaita Vedanta, Tibetan Buddhism) and transpersonal theory, she critiques materialist reductionism and defends first-person and participatory ways of knowing. The article sharpens this topic's stakes: what counts as evidence in consciousness research?

Gutland and Liu reconstruct Liangkang Ni's reading of Husserl's reflections on Buddhism and phenomenology, as well as Ni's mapping of phenomenology onto Yogācāra accounts of consciousness. The paper identifies parallels and divergences between the traditions to sharpen a shared conceptualization and methodological agenda for first-person research in psychological contexts.

Loncar and Fiskum theorize “detached self-observation”—non-identification with thoughts and feelings—as a culturally scaffolded developmental competence. This builds a bridge between phenomenological stance-taking (epoché-like distance) and meditation-driven transformation. Integrating cultural-historical psychology, embodied phenomenology, dynamical-systems “attractor” change, and virtue ethics, they portray benefits and risks, urging context-sensitive research.

Ren diagnoses a mismatch in the study of self-consciousness: quantitative psychology operationalizes it as a measurable trait, while the Husserlian reduction treats it as a prereflective dimension of experience. Rather than rejecting measurement, Ren argues phenomenology clarifies the meaning and limits of constructed units and scores, enabling more rigorous first-person science.

Taken together, these articles do not merely juxtapose “East” and “West,” or practice and theory. They foreground a shared methodological frontier: how cultivated transformations of experience can be described without being domesticated, and how description can become scientifically tractable without being reduced—opening space for a psychology of deepening consciousness that is empirically rigorous and intersubjectively anchored in first-person methods and shared terms.
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Mindfulness, meditation and yoga are very popular today. A large number of studies and meta-analyses have investigated the effectiveness of such practices for health, wellness and fitness. Yoga itself has repeatedly been described a science or science-based practice since the 20th century. This perspective addresses the question of the extent to which Western psychology and science are compatible with yoga psychology. To do this, we will first narrow down the meaning of “yoga,” namely on the basis of the classical Yoga Sutras, a text on yoga that is probably at least 1,600 years old. According to this system, yoga is a combination of ethical rules, postures, breathing exercises and meditative techniques. The emphasis here is on epistemology: Which sources are accepted for valid knowledge in this system? Ontology is then discussed in the broader context of Indian philosophy. In a further section, the conceptualization and localization of mental faculties is discussed. This perspective discusses assumptions from Indian schools of thought such as yoga, which seem difficult to reconcile with Western science. One way to resolve this conflict is to reinterpret the terms and statements of classical sources of Indian philosophy. While this would serve compatibility with science, it probably undermines the authenticity and inner core of the Indian philosophical systems addressed here.
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Introduction

Mindfulness, meditation and yoga exercises have become very popular. In 2024, for example, the United Nations proclaimed the 10th annual International Day of Yoga (June 21)1 and the 21st annual World Meditation Day (December 21).2 These initiatives focus on physical and mental health. In the words of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, Volker Türk: “Meditation builds resilience, clarity & empathy—tools for navigating life’s stressors.”3

The cultural and historical roots of such practices in India and other Asian countries are generally less well known, even though anthropologists, Indologists and religious scholars, for example, are conducting research in this area (e.g., Baier et al., 2018; Newcombe and O’Brien-Kop, 2021). In psychology and neuroscience, the cognitive and emotional abilities of long-term meditators from Buddhist traditions in particular have been investigated in recent decades (e.g., Dahl et al., 2015; Winter et al., 2020). The fact that Buddhism was thus given the image of a “scientific” religion was already expressed in the speech by Tenzin Gyatso, the 14th Dalai Lama and religious leader of a certain Tibetan Buddhist school, at the 2005 annual conference of the Society for Neuroscience in Washington, DC. In it, the Dalai Lama in turn thanked the physicists Carl Friedrich von Weizsäcker and David Bohm as well as the (neuro-) biologists Robert Livingstone and Francisco Varela for their teaching; he also referred to the Mind and Life Institute dialogs between scientists and Buddhists that have been held regularly in Dharamsala, India, since 1987.4 Recently, however, the ideological neutrality of the researchers involved in these initiatives and the image of Buddhism as a “scientific” religion have been called into question (Thompson, 2020). In fact, there has already been an (unsuccessful) petition against the Dalai Lama’s lecture in 2005 and some neuroscientists withdrew their participation in the conference because of the lecture (Cyranoski, 2005).

This perspective addresses the question of the compatibility of Western and yoga psychology. Since the spread of Indian yoga in Western countries, it has often been presented as a science or science-based practice (e.g., Alter, 2004; Behanan, 1937; Taimni, 1961). Of course, the effects of yoga exercises on health and fitness can be scientifically investigated, as has been done many times in recent decades, sometimes with positive results (e.g., Broad, 2012). However, can yoga itself provide valid insights into human consciousness and behavior in a scientific sense, as psychology and neuroscience also strive to do? In order to approach an answer to this question, we will first have to narrow down the meaning of “yoga” in the next section and then understand its epistemology. In the following section, we will deal with the conceptualization and localization of mental phenomena more generally.



Yoga and its epistemology

“Yoga” is a word from Sanskrit, the ancient scholarly language of India. One of the (many) possible translations is “connecting link”—and this meaning can also be found in related terms in modern Indo-European languages such as the English “yoke,” Dutch “juk,” or German “Joch.” However, a glance at the Sanskrit dictionary does not give us an informative answer about yoga for our present purposes. For that, we need to understand what yoga is or was. The (rough) distinction between three historical phases has proven useful: firstly, ancient yoga as an ascetic practice to overcome the physical world and liberate the human being; secondly, medieval hatha yoga as a combination of spiritual-religious thoughts and physical exercises for a healthier life; and thirdly, the strongly body- and fitness-centered yoga of our time (see Baier et al., 2018; Singleton, 2010).

The term “yoga” has been used in Indian tradition for thousands of years. However, the nowadays most popular source are 195 aphorisms known as The Yoga Sutras of Patanjali whose age are estimated to date back to the first centuries of our era (e.g., Bryant, 2009; White, 2014). According to this, the yoga system is a further development of another Indian philosophical school, the Sankhya (cf. Raju, 1985), and should also be seen in the context of Buddhism, then more influential in India (Gokhale, 2020). Similar to Buddhist texts, the Yoga Sutras describe an eight-limbed path to spiritual liberation. In addition to ethical rules such as non-violence, honesty, cleanliness, abstinence and discipline, they also contain rudimentary instructions on postures, the well-known “asanas,” breathing exercises (pranayama) and four stages of meditation: withdrawal from sensory perceptions (pratyahara), concentration (dharana), meditation (dhyana) and finally absorption (samadhi).5 These rules of life, physical exercises—especially when seated—and breathing techniques are intended in particular to harden the body, calm the mind and thus support meditation. The Yoga Sutras can therefore best be understood as a treatise on meditation.

The text, which is (probably) more than 1,600 years old, is divided into four chapters. The first explains important basics. For our purposes, the epistemology of yoga, the sources of valid knowledge, is important here. According to the translation by Bryant (2009), the Yoga Sutras state: “I.7 Right knowledge consists of sense perception, logic, and verbal testimony.” The first two should be unproblematic from a scientific point of view. After all, the “empirical” in “empirical science” stands for sensory experience (from the Greek “empeiros,” to experience), which today is supported by a variety of measuring instruments. Phenomena in the world are ordered, explained or predicted through the generalization of observations using logical-mathematical procedures (cf. Chalmers, 2013). However, the third source named in the Yoga Sutras, verbal testimony, is not that unproblematic. This explicitly includes spiritual-religious writings from India (cf. Bryant, 2009; Gokhale, 2020). In the history of Western philosophy and science, this type of argumentation has been criticized as “argument from authority” (e.g., Rosenberg, 1996). Today, most researchers would probably find it inadmissible to base a scientific statement on quotations from the Bible. According to the Yoga Sutras however, this would be a valid statement of knowledge, whereby the validity of the ancient scriptures is derived from the (alleged) special meditative abilities of their authors, similar to the (alleged) divine inspiration of the prophets in the major world religions. In fact, the Yoga Sutras themselves explain that special insights arise in a state of meditative absorption (samadhi): “I.48 In that state, there is truth-bearing wisdom.” I.49 Samadhi “has a different focus from that of inference and sacred scripture, because it has the particularity of things as its object” (Bryant, 2009). According to this view, meditators then have an extraordinary perception of reality. This may be difficult to reconcile with the requirements of replicability and objectification of scientific knowledge.

Apart from the epistemology of yoga, the metaphysics adopted from Sankhya philosophy is likely to pose a major problem for compatibility with modern science. It should be borne in mind that these views can be thousands of years old and that people tried to form a picture of the world through philosophical reflection or the aforementioned meditative contemplation in the past. In the Western tradition, this would correspond to the natural philosophers, whose teachings were replaced by theories of physics, chemistry and biology, for example, in the course of the scientific revolution (cf. Schlick, 1949). According to Sankhya philosophy, all matter (prakriti) is determined by three qualities (gunas), in simple terms: harmony, motion and inertia (sattva, rajas and tamas). Interestingly, this system also includes the mental faculties, intellect (buddhi), ego (ahamkara) and perceptive mind (manas), which are all understood as material in nature (cf. Raju, 1985). In the yoga system derived from this, the ultimate liberation consists in the deep meditative insight that pure consciousness (purusha) is not identical with material things such as the body or the aforementioned mental faculties, but only with itself (cf. Bryant, 2009; Gokhale, 2020). In this sense, yoga has a dualistic world view, with matter and pure consciousness, whereby the ultimate goal of meditative yoga exercises is ultimately detachment from matter and absorption in pure consciousness. Perhaps the metaphysical assumptions of the Sankhya and yoga systems can be interpreted differently or metaphorically such that they can be linked to modern scientific concepts. After all, authors of these ancient scriptures did not yet know the theories and concepts of quantum mechanics or other disciplines of modern science. In a similar way, the ideas of the pre-Socratics about atoms, for example, can be transferred to the present day (cf. Chalmers, 2013). However, this endeavor is beyond the scope of this paper.

A final example of the compatibility of Western and yoga psychology can be found in the special powers (siddhis), which are described above all in the third chapter of the Yoga Sutras for following the path of yoga. From a scientific perspective, these include paranormal or parapsychological abilities such as invisibility, simultaneous presence in several places, clairvoyance or mind reading (see Bryant, 2009; Gokhale, 2020). Psychology in particular has distanced itself from statements about parapsychological phenomena in the course of its academic institutionalization (Hines, 2003). Therefore, the special abilities claimed for the application of the yoga system contradict today’s scientific psychology. This could be resolved by considering the powers mentioned not as real, but only as existing in the imagination, for example in states of deep meditation or when consuming mind-altering substances. The latter is widely documented in the Indian tradition and is also found at the beginning of the fourth chapter of the Yoga Sutras: “IV.1 The mystic powers arise due to birth, herbs, mantras, the performance of austerity, and samadhi” (Bryant, 2009). For example, it could be that the use of the substances referred to here only as “herbs” produced out-of-body experiences, which were then interpreted as real events. If such experiences are only seen as inner ideas or dreams, the corresponding statements in the yoga system would no longer contradict Western psychology or science. By contrast, they could still be investigated scientifically for their phenomenal content or therapeutic potential (e.g., Ko et al., 2022; Rechtschaffen, 1967; Scarpelli et al., 2022). This view, however, would probably imply that traditional yoga loses its authenticity: Why should the statements about meditation and liberation be taken seriously if the claims about special powers are not to be understood literally? This applies in particular to the goal of the yoga system presented here, liberation in identity with pure consciousness (purusha). Since this is by definition in contrast to the material world (prakriti), it is questionable whether it can also be scientifically researched or whether it can only be inferred from inner experience. However, if this ultimate state is only seen as an experience without metaphysical meaning, yoga loses its goal.

We have seen in this section that traditional yoga in the sense of the Yoga Sutras is difficult to reconcile with Western psychology or science, both at the level of epistemology and metaphysics and at the level of the abilities promised by following the path of yoga. This problem could perhaps be solved by reinterpreting old sources or concepts. However, this would make the system less authentic and meaningful. In the next section, we will briefly look at the formation and localization of concepts in Western and yoga psychology.



Concept formation and localization

We saw in the previous section that different mental faculties were distinguished both in Indian philosophy and psychology. The Yoga Sutras themselves consist of 195 short verses or aphorisms complemented by explanatory commentaries, of which numerous variants have appeared over the centuries and to this day (e.g., Bryant, 2009; Gokhale, 2020; White, 2014). In addition to the Sankhya and yoga systems, a third Indian philosophical tradition in particular, Advaita Vedanta, has been related to Western psychological issues. As early as the 1970s, for example, there were collaborations between Western doctors and clinical psychologists with Indian spiritual teachers, which were also applied clinically (e.g., Rama et al., 1976). These also used a traditional Indian model of the mind which distinguishes memory (chitta) and the higher self (atman) (Figure 1).
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FIGURE 1
 Distinction of different psychological faculties in the Indian Advaita Vedanta system: The “lower mind” is related to sense perception, the “self” a transcendental entity reminiscent of the soul in Western culture (Rama et al., 1976).


A more body-centered model that is popular in yoga today is that of the chakras (Sanskrit for “wheels”), which locates various “energy centers” with psychological and physical qualities in the body. In particular, the model of seven chakras located along the spine, to which the rainbow colors are assigned, has become common folklore (Figure 2). There have also been attempts to define these microbiologically (e.g., Maxwell, 2009). However, it is less well known that this seven-chakra model is only one of many from Indian philosophy and was popularized by the British theosophist Charles W. Leadbeater (1854–1934), among others (Leadbeater, 1927; cf. Eliade, 1969). In addition, there are various systems with different numbers of chakras, which are described differently; this illustrates that meditative insight can lead to different insights. For example, there is just one chakra, located in the navel area, mentioned in the Yoga Sutras: “III.29 [By meditating] on the navel plexus of the body comes knowledge of the arrangement of the body” (Bryant, 2009). Even if some scientists regard the chakras simply as “pseudoscience,” many millions of people around the world probably do exercises with them. Instead of reifying them and localizing them scientifically (e.g., Maxwell, 2009; Sadi, 2022), they could—as in the quote from the Yoga Sutras—be understood in the sense of a meditation exercise as a means of sharpening mind–body awareness. Then, as already described in the previous section, the corresponding experiences would not contradict science.
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FIGURE 2
 Three localizational models of the mind–body: The Arab philosopher Qusta ibn Luqa (864–923) already localized cognitive functions in the brain, here in five presumed ventricles (left); the phrenologists assumed various mental organs in the brain and on the skull (middle); the folkloristic seven-chakra model of yoga which places, for example, willpower above the navel, love in the heart area and insight between the eyes (right). Sources/License: 13th century, Cambridge University Library, van der Eijk (2008); Fowler and Fowler (1859); Alexandra Koch/Pixabay.


In the previous section we saw that traditional scriptures and meditative insights are regarded as valid sources in the yoga system, which is in conflict with scientific principles. It has now become clear that even within Indian philosophical currents we can find different views on human beings and their psychology. This means that we can analyze these approaches both externally, from the point of view of science, and internally, regarding their inherent consistency. To be fair, however, it should be acknowledged that the ontology of Western psychology is not unambiguous either. For example, the approaches of evolutionary or neuropsychology have not yet led to a biological anchoring of psychological processes, especially not through the neuroimaging methods whose use increased significantly in recent decades (Anderson, 2015; Noble et al., 2024; Schleim, 2025). Since the 19th century, great expectations have been associated with the localization of mental processes in the brain (Figure 2). The lack of conceptual clarity and integration is now even seen as one of the causes of the crisis in psychology (e.g., Hutmacher and Franz, 2024). In the meantime, a pragmatic operationalism prevails in experimental psychology and cognitive neuroscience: Mental processes should be defined in such a way that they lead to reproducible results in experiments—and contribute to the explanation of consciousness and behavior in the long term. Using the example of empathy (literally: “to feel in”), I showed in an earlier paper that this mental ability has been redefined in neuroimaging research from an I-Thou relation to an I-Me relation: Instead of comprehending what another person experienced in a certain situation, it became a question of what oneself would experience in this situation. This had the advantage of being able to compare a person’s brain activation with themselves, which avoided the problem of anatomical and functional variability between different brains (Schleim, 2015). The results of such experiments was suggested to teach empathy to offenders diagnosed with psychopathy—while “psychopathy” itself is a scientifically controversial concept (e.g., Lilienfeld, 1994; Rutter, 2005). We will have to face such conceptual diversity in research and practice until the ontological problem is clearly resolved in psychology and cognitive science. According to the discussion in the previous and this section, it is not likely that the yoga system or Indian philosophy more broadly can provide this ontological basis. But, of course, psychologists and scientists from other traditions also are at liberty to operationalize mental processes and thus conduct research in their ways.



Summary and outlook

The compatibility of Western and yoga psychology is discussed in this perspective. To attempt an answer, it is first of all essential to use a clear definition of “yoga.” In the system used here, based on the Yoga Sutras, fundamental problems of compatibility with science emerge: In particular, the epistemic status of older scriptures and meditative insights turn out as problematic. At second glance, this is hardly surprising. After all, we would not simply regard texts from Western Middle Ages or antiquity as true without seeing them in their historical and ideological context. The described inconsistency between Western and yoga psychology could be resolved by reinterpreting the latter or understanding some of its statements metaphorically. However, this would change the central core of yoga psychology—and other streams of Indian philosophy such as Sankhya or Advaita Vedanta—and thus undermine the authenticity of these systems. The spiritual goal of yoga, liberation, its metaphysics and the special powers described are too strongly embedded in the Yoga Sutras and similar texts. With the chakras in particular, however, it has been shown that such a system can be influential in society even without a scientific foundation. Methods such as “Heartfulness Meditation” are also established in research and practice today (e.g., Van’t Westeinde and Patel, 2022). The extent to which the way of speaking of yoga as a science described at the beginning is then more than just marketing in the context of modern consumer culture would have to be discussed in more detail elsewhere (e.g., Jain, 2014). This result is in line with critical voices that question the portrayal of Buddhism as a “scientific religion” (Thompson, 2020).

Regardless of these challenges, meditation, mindfulness and yoga have now become established topics in scientific research (e.g., Broad, 2012; Newcombe and O’Brien-Kop, 2021). To what extent these practices have specific effects on fitness, wellness and health or whether they simply work in terms of general relaxation, body awareness and gymnastics requires further investigation. Various approaches are also being pursued in psychology, for example in the phenomenological tradition, to solve the ontological problem (e.g., Gutland, 2018; Wendt, 2024). In connection with neuroscientific methods, “neurophenomenology” is also trying to further consciousness research, for example by stabilizing the contents of consciousness in scientific experiments (Schleim, 2022). Whether yoga can make a decisive contribution to this remains to be seen.
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Footnotes

1   https://www.un.org/en/observances/yoga-day

2   https://www.un.org/en/observances/meditation-day

3   https://x.com/volker_turk/status/1870363607797522479 (December 21, 2024).

4   https://www.dalailama.com/messages/buddhism/science-at-the-crossroads

5   It should be noted that the meaning of such ancient terms goes much deeper than can be explained in a short perspective article.
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Building on the Stoic notion of self-regulation, we explore philosophical conceptualizations in relation to empirical evidence from psychology and cognitive neuroscience. We challenge the mainstream account that dismisses the possibility of free will based on contemporary scientific findings. Instead, we argue that these findings actually support and refine the Stoic view of free will, particularly in terms of diachronic self-regulation through second-order willed actions over time. Contrary to classical interpretations of Libet-type experiments—which are often cited to refute free will—we contend that such evidence undermines the notion that we are passive recipients of spontaneous desires. Rather, we possess the capacity to regulate our actions proactively by cultivating and exercising deliberate, voluntary intentions. Freedom, in this sense, arises from a meta-cognitive ability or hierarchical, second-order will that can causally influence or override first-order desires or impulsive habits. In essence, our choices are not entirely predetermined by our upbringing or external circumstances; they emerge from our capacity to reflect upon and respond to those influences. Through this process, the self becomes a self-determined free agent.
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1 Introduction

In recent decades, numerous scientists and philosophers have sought to convince the public that free choices are an illusion. We might subjectively experience the choice as dependent on our consciously willed decisions, but this feeling is illusory (Harris, 2012; Gray, 2015; Sapolsky, 2023; Krueger and Grüning, 2025). Their core claim is that our behavior and experiences are driven by numerous causes—both immediate and distant—which operate outside our awareness and beyond our conscious control. According to this view, decisions arise from unconscious processes, shaped by temporally proximal factors (like brain activation) or distal influences (such as genetic predispositions), and simply “happen” to us without any deliberate input from a conscious self. This perspective is perhaps most vividly captured by the metaphor of humans as fairground puppets or marionettes, controlled by unseen strings (Gray, 2015).

We disagree with this interpretation and contend that the scientific findings often cited to deny the possibility of free will do not, in fact, lead to this conclusion. While various authors have presented similar arguments against the view that free will is an illusion (see among others Dennett, 2004; Tse, 2013; Mele, 2014), our argument centers and develops the Stoic view of free will because such a notion enables us to clearly distinguish the notion of choice (a first-order, temporally located, causally synchronic event) from that of free will (a second-order diachronic trait, or an evolving disposition). As we take it, the core of the notion of the “Stoic view of free will” is based on a deterministic worldview in which, however, we are capable to control what depends on us (thoughts, emotional reactions to happenings, actions) by approving or rejecting all impressions caused by external events that do not depend on us. This control is a by-product of a constant practice and is realized in different degrees by human beings.1

Scientific findings, particularly in the field of cognitive neuroscience, do not rule out the existence of free will regarded in this way. Additionally, we demonstrate that the Stoic perspective already recognized free will not only in the capacity to choose and act but also as something that exists in degrees (see, for example, O’Connor, 2009; Keiserman, 2021). Nevertheless, this Stoic conception of free will requires updating, which we undertake in this paper to challenge the notion that free will is merely an illusion.

The conceptual framework presupposed by our paper centers on the opposition between the so-called compatibilism and libertarianism. As customary in the literature, we define compatibilism as the view that determinism – regarded as an ontological view stating that initial conditions and laws of nature fix a unique future – is compatible with free will. Libertarianism is the view that determinism so conceived is incompatible with free will and that in important circumstances of our life we could have willed to do otherwise.

In what follows we take for granted a minimalist compatibilist position, which holds that a free agent develops the ability to navigate determined first-order causal structures through a second-order perspective shaped over time and through habituation. While remaining within the framework of determinism, as the Stoics envisioned, this second-order structure cannot be reduced to the simpler network of stimulus–response relationships characteristic of first-order interactions, which the free agent learns to utilize. Since we intentionally set aside the metaphysical debate between compatibilism and libertarianism in this discussion, we do not aim to offer a definitive critique of libertarianism. Our perspective is a hierarchical compatibilist one, which not only affirms Frankfurt-style second-order desires but also highlights the cumulative influence of disciplined learning on the overall framework that governs freely willed action. This complex disposition, we argue, does not and need not rely on any form of indeterministic process. Depending on upbringing, specific encounters with books, other people, and various influencing factors, the self-regulation and discipline necessary and sufficient for freedom manifest differently in each individual. This empirical fact explains why, as the Stoics foresaw, humans do not possess freedom to the same degree. When we attribute Sapolsky and others the view that free will is an illusion we think that according to them not only is libertarianism wrong. We oppose Sapolsky’s hard determinism view by taking for granted the soft compatibilist view, according to which determinism and free will are compatible. Even if our actions, decisions and second-order desires are a consequence of previously determined events, we can do what we want and to a certain extent want what we want. We do not discuss the compatibilist-libertarian debate for the simple reason that we assume at the outset that compatibilism intended in this sense is the correct view and want to argue that we can defend it from the most common objection to it, namely concerning the interpretation of empirical results surrounding the Libet task.



2 Tracing the origins of the notion of free will

The notion of free will has been studied in detail in Western philosophy, a tradition in which its existence is central to ethics. Starting with Plato and Aristotle, Greek philosophers used terms concerning choice and responsibility, developed ethical systems, and had views about rationality. However, according to authoritative historians of Greek philosophy, both Plato and Aristotle lacked a notion of free will (Dihle, 1982). This is remarkable, given that moral responsibility is at the forefront of many of these authors’ writings (e.g., Plato’s Republic and Timaeus, particularly the Socratic notion that no one does willingly what is wrong; Aristotle’s Eudemian Ethics, Nicomachean Ethics, and Politics, where the notion of habituation and control in choosing is examined, a notion which influenced the Stoic concept of agential control). In particular, Aristotle was convinced that action was a decisive element to change our inclinations: by acting courageously (an act that depends on our second order will) we can become progressively courageous and therefore gradually overcome even a strong previous, first order tendency toward acting cowardly (Aristotle, 2020). Thus, it is important to be careful in defining which aspects of our notion of free will are fundamental for the capacity to be responsible and in control of our behavior, and how adequate the philosophical notion of free will is in understanding human psychology.

Our main goal is to develop an empirically adequate assessment of the problems of free will that captures the essential contributions of the origin of this concept, as articulated by the Stoic philosophers, and to offer an account of free will that follows the path that, to our knowledge, has been opened by them. Of course, our account does not intend to be a detailed reconstruction of the stoic view of free will within their moral philosophy (Sorabji, 2000; Brennan, 2003; De Harven, 2016; Salles, 2016). It will serve us as a guide to orient ourselves in the relevant but enormously vast empirical literature, with the aim of providing a strong argument against those who claim that we have no free will.

More in detail, we argue that contemporary empirical findings in psychology and neuroscience support the Stoic view in the sense: that free will is based on (1) our careful assessments of the contents of experience, (2) the ensuing second-order reactions to stimuli that create the development of evolving-in-time patterns of behavior rather than merely one-time responses to stimuli or contents.2 The current metaphysical debates seem to be based on the problem of establishing whether an unconnected series of synchronic, single instances of decisions or choices are free in a compatibilist sense or not, in particular with respect to “self-forming” ones (Kane, 1998; Balaguer, 2010) that are supposed to determine the kind of persons that we will become.

Following the Aristotelian insight that a diachronic control over time is necessary for responsible and rational agency, the Stoics argued that such control is the genuine manifestation of the free will in an agent who gradually learns to evaluate their immediate emotional and cognitive responses over time. Since this process typically involves prolonged training and development, the Stoic account is better equipped to engage with contemporary findings on free will than the prevailing focus in the literature on isolated decisions or choices made “one at a time.”

The historical debate on the notion of free will in ancient philosophy centers in part on when exactly such a notion first emerged, particularly in the West. There are very good reasons for tracing the emergence of the concept of “free will” back to Stoicism, particularly to the work of Epictetus (Frede, 2011, p. 76). The Stoics held that true freedom requires liberating ourselves from false beliefs, which are not grounded in reality, and from emotional attachments that are irrational. Only by doing so can we not only make genuine choices but also attain true freedom to act. Historical evidence suggests that the concept of freedom of the will is far more robust than the notions tied solely to choice and responsibility, as it was meaningful only within the fully deterministic and hierarchical framework of the Stoics (Frede, 2011, pp. 66–68). The notion of free will, in fact, was central for responsibility in the Stoic context because, unlike the work of Plato and Aristotle, it is committed to an extreme kind of determinism, required by the kind of habituation that we will examine below (see Bobzien, 1998). In Stoicism, freedom is a notion that applies to very few people, the wise ones, who are capable to create and pursue a pattern of behavior leading toward living a good life in the sense specified by their philosophy.

By elaborating on the stoic notion of “pronoia”3 also the Christian authors believed in divine determinism in the form of providence and omniscience, which was necessary to make some room for either the human freedom of the wise (as in Origen) or human wisdom as the result of divine grace (as in Augustine; Warner, 1963). Trying to establish how much of the ancient notion and its motivations remain in our modern conception of free will is beyond the present inquiry, but the connection to responsibility and ethics certainly remains crucial for our current understanding of free will. Psychological research shows to what extent free will beliefs are quantitatively related to moral responsibility beliefs (Stinnett et al., 2022). These are the very aspects of free will that, for instance, Sapolsky (2023) denies, on the basis of his interpretation of the scientific evidence. The deniers argue that deterministic causes are often accepted, yet from a moral perspective, individuals are expected to resist these causes by exercising a will that is itself uncaused—creating a logical paradox (Krueger and Grüning, 2025).

As is well-known, the contemporary debate about the possibility of free will is based on the modern notion of deterministic laws of nature that has replaced the problem of reconciling the stoic providence or God’s omniscience with the human responsibility or freedom of action. This may create the impression that our notion of a free will is, therefore, very different from the ancient notion. Here we will just provide two claims in order to dispel this suspicion. First, the kind of causal determinism defended by the Stoics is not conceptually different from the modern view that laws and initial conditions imply a unique, nomically necessary future course of event. According to the Stoics in fact, causation is necessitating: “This thesis follows from the combination of two ideas: (i) particular causal relations are subsumed under strict regularities and (ii) these regularities necessitate – in the same circumstances, the same effects have to obtain” (Salles, 2016, p. 19). Secondly, even Aristotle’s implausible concept of the Unmoved Mover, has been relied upon by contemporary philosophers in order to account for libertarian views about free will. For instance, Watson (1982) notion of “immanent cause,” or agent-specific causation, finds echoes in recent discussions of free will in neuroscience (Tononi et al., 2022).

The vast literature on the metaphysics of free will centers on issues regarding causation and determinism, and therefore on the debate between the compatibilist and incompatibilist views (Fischer et al., 2007; Vargas, 2013). To move forward, we need to reframe the debate by integrating insights into how the brain works, revisiting the Stoic concept of self-regulatory control, and rethinking causation through the lens of embodiment and emotions. This has been indeed the focus of recent research in the cognitive neuroscience literature.



3 The Libet paradigm

A major task of an empirically informed diachronic approach to free will is to address the seminal work of Libet et al. (1983), which spurred the notion that we do not have free will on neuroscientific grounds. Even though this work has been already widely discussed in the last four decades, our counterargument is somewhat original to the extent that it refers to the conception of freedom that we want to defend here, one stressing its ‘evolutionary’, process-like and diachronic aspect. Notably, Libet himself did not dismiss the concept of free will. He proposed that while volitional processes begin unconsciously, conscious awareness can ultimately influences the outcome of an action through a veto mechanism (Libet, 1999).

Historically, the neuroscientific argument against free will started with the discovery of the readiness potential (Bereitschaftspotential), a slow negative shift in the EEG signal that precedes the onset of spontaneous, self-initiated action (Kornhuber and Deecke, 1965). Libet et al. (1983) were able to show that the readiness potential (RP) occurred about 350 milliseconds before the conscious intention to move, thereby challenging the causal relevance of a choice by an agent at any specific time (for a summary of his research, see Libet, 1999). This preconscious brain activity, as it is supposed to be related to movement intention and later movement execution, is often interpreted as a proof that all voluntary acts are preceded and determined by neural processes that we cannot voluntarily control (Haggard, 2011). I want chocolate ice cream or not. I have no control over the decision. Similarly, a binary choice situation would be: I want chocolate ice cream instead of vanilla ice cream, but the decision has been made by the brain before I am aware of it. In two impressive studies on such binary choices like pressing a left or a right button (Soon et al., 2008) and adding or subtracting numbers (Soon et al., 2013), it was possible to relate slightly above chance – but statistically significantly – fMRI brain activity recorded several seconds before to participants’ reports of their conscious decisions to perform one of the two actions.

The interpretations concerning the research outcomes about the Libet task have led to conceptual criticism as well as new empirical insights (Brass et al., 2019). In essence, the latter invalidate the strong conclusions regarding the readiness potential as the preconscious cause of our willed actions. For a comprehensive overview of the ‘rise and fall’ of the readiness potential, see Neafsey (2021). Registered brain activation preceding conscious choices may reflect stages in the decision processes rather than determine its outcome. That is, these decision processes could be related to prepared reflexes which participants form at the beginning of the rather artificial experimental setting (Brass et al., 2019). Participants have to perform a repetition of dozens of the same choices concerning when (Libet et al., 1983) and which button (Soon et al., 2008) to press. In this situation of monotonously performing the same decision over and over again, brain activity may reflect automatic motor biases. The decision to participate voluntarily has been made at the beginning of the experiment; during the experiment decisions are conducted rather automatically. In these types of experiments, there is no particular reason why one would choose for the 20th time when and which button to press (Mele, 2014).

The question arises, whether the experiment is really about free will, when one carefully weighs options, or rather about pre-reflexive decision stages, for example, the intention to act, that obviously precedes the action. Stephan Schleim (2024, p. 95) in his comprehensive book Science and Free Will has pointed out that Benjamin Libet wisely limited his claim regarding the readiness potential (as the name implies) to the unconscious initiation of movements rather than the determination of acts of will. This crucial distinction was quickly overlooked in both scientific and media discussions. In addition, the kind of ‘actions’ that follow a decision to press a button in an experimental setting are radically different from those preceded by complex and long deliberations whose outcome can affect our entire life by shaping our future self (“self-forming actions” in Kane, 1998’s language; for these kinds of decisions, see also c). It is in such life-forming decisions that our freedom and responsibility are really at stake, since they are much more important to establish what kind of persons we are and want to become. Consequently, it has been noted that the corresponding choices seem rather different from ‘button pressing’ since the activity of deliberation is enormously more complex. A study by Maoz et al. (2019) explored the difference between deliberate, ecologically significant decisions and arbitrary choices. When participants selected which of two non-profit organizations would receive a $1,000 donation, no readiness potential (RP) was detected. However, when making an arbitrary decision between the two options using a button press—despite both organizations ultimately receiving an equal $500 donation—a clear readiness potential was observed. Complex life decisions often entail envisaging multiple possible courses of action and require not only probabilistic judgments but also the consideration of deeply held values and emotional investments. These factors must be carefully weighed when making comparisons. Considerations of factors such as specific historical moments, the influence of education, and similar elements help to provide a more complete picture. Since freedom of the will, in Kane’s (1998) sense, involves self-forming actions, the decisions that precede them can be regarded as free if and only if they reflect the whole preceding, relevant history of the self that makes them.

In this respect, the Stoic perspective briefly discussed above is extremely important because it clearly shows why any mono-causal explanation of an “instant-like” intention to act, even if it can be regarded as a genuine choice, is insufficient to establish the freedom of the will. In such a perspective, “becoming free” is a temporal process entailing extended periods of time that presupposes a self that is also extended in time: a disposition or a character trait developed by constant effort and tension that, unlike the Epicurean strive toward distension, is typical of the Stoics’ mindset (see Hadot, 2002).

Technically speaking, neurophysiological work has shown that the readiness potential is not a causal predecessor to a given individual intention to move but is an averaging artifact across many trials of the experiment (Jo et al., 2013), an interpretation that had been voiced early on already by Eccles (1985). That is, the readiness potential reflects the average of a gradual increase in neuronal activity across many trials (Schurger et al., 2012). In a given individual trial the brain potential is visible as positive or negative potential shifts over time (VaezMousavi and Barry, 1993). When participants decide to press the button, in around 2/3 of trials a negative potential is recorded; in 1/3 of trials, however, a positive potential is recorded, nevertheless, in trials with a decision to act (Jo et al., 2013; Schmidt et al., 2016). On average, because of this unequal ratio of negative and positive brain potential shifts, a negative curve is typically measured that precedes self-initiated movement. What is more, the readiness potential occurs also when subjects make automatic, unconscious movements (Keller and Heckhausen, 1990; Takashima et al., 2018).

The readiness potential is therefore likely related to unspecific preparatory processes (Alexander et al., 2016; Neafsey, 2021), to the build-up of a felt urge to move (Keller and Heckhausen, 1990; Jo et al., 2014; Schmidt et al., 2016), or to gradual decision-making processes preceding movement execution (Miller and Schwarz, 2014). Conscious decisions are not made at an instant as the clock method in the Libet task might imply, when a subject has to indicate the exact time of intention. “[I] ntention consciousness does not appear instantaneously but builds up progressively. In this view, early neural markers of decision outcome are not unconscious but simply reflect conscious goal evaluation stages which are not final yet” (Guggisberg and Mottaz, 2013, p. 1, our emphasis).

What is often forgotten in mono-causal explanations is that the readiness potential is just one of many brain responses recorded and filtered out of the EEG or MEG signal (Buzsaki, 2006). Regarding the whole spectrum of brain activation with different frequencies, many brain signals that are associated with voluntary decision-making do not precede but appear at the same time when intentions are felt. For example, event-related desynchronization of beta-band activity in the EEG appears directly before and when subjects report their decisions to move (Jo et al., 2016); gamma-band activation as recorded with MEG occurs at the same time with subjective intentions to press one of two response buttons (Guggisberg et al., 2008). A multitude of neural signals in unison relate to felt choices. In other words, the idea that there is a temporally preceding brain activation pattern (the cause) that later generates an instantaneous conscious intention (the effect) does not hold under neuroscientific scrutiny (Guggisberg and Mottaz, 2013; Schmidt et al., 2016; Neafsey, 2021).



4 The spectrum of free will: meta-cognitive self-regulation

In the following, we build upon the previously broached empirical data and philosophical conceptualizations to elucidate our arguments in favor of the view that not only in common sense parlance but according to science we have free will.

The first argument, inspired by the Stoic conception, is about a notion of relative free will, compatible with the diachronic components of a free will, or what we call diachronic regulation. As extreme sides of a continuous spectrum exhibiting larger or smaller degrees of freedom in choosing our actions, two exemplars of individuals may be positioned. On the one hand, we can think of a heroin addict who is in urgent need of the next shot. This person has the impulsive focus of attention on a sole target. He would be considered as minimally free, even if his conscious intention to get the shot causes his action to inject it. On the other hand, we can imagine a highly experienced meditator with a history of meditation practice spanning decades4 and extremely trained in cognitive and emotional self-regulation, independently of one-time actions. The heroin addict will hardly be able to abstain from getting the next shot when the drug is available; where circumstances allow, the experienced meditator will be able to choose among many more different envisioned options than the heroin addict. In between these two extremes, we find different gradations in our capacity to control ourselves in which free will consists.

It is our conviction that the capacity to make free choices presupposes and is entailed by the capacity for self-regulation, which is necessary and possibly sufficient for a free action. The sufficiency in question depends on an extremely difficult problem concerning the nature of the self. We can control relevant motions of our limbs, regulate or control our emotions, but finally, in order to be free, we must be capable of developing a self that can “regulate itself” by a complex activity of self-reflection. This is the key insight of the Stoic conception of a free will. In short, to the extent that selves can be regarded as complex entities constituted by values, memories, autobiographical traits, etc. we can regulate ourselves thanks to the overruling, self-reflective activity of an attentive self: in important moments of our lives we simply choose, as Frankfurt and Balaguer have already argued, the kind of selves that we want to become.

An essential aspect of the problem of free will therefore concerns the kind of emotions that we want to develop in order to act and realize what we care about the most. Emotions are the relevant means to discover the way in which we want to project ourselves in the future. The capacity to plan requires the ability to detach oneself at least in part from the present circumstances, and therefore to invest time and energy in building a consistent self across the future. The stress here is in the word consistency, given that irrational drives due to akrasia or weakness of the will compromise the stability and well-being of human beings. Consequently, as previously mentioned, we aim to avoid the age-old, yet in our view potentially misleading, debate surrounding the compatibility or incompatibility of free will with determinism. The capacity to acquire self-regulation of our emotions and actions ought to be plausibly regarded as requiring deterministic chains of events at all levels. But even if, as List (2019) suggests, it necessarily involves indeterministic choices on the part of agents, what we are asserting here is simply that such a capacity is, as confirmed by the empirical evidence discussed below, actually manifested and realized by humans, and potentially by other animals as well. What is relevant in developing the skill to choose or act freely is the existence of relevant educational institutions teaching us to learn to self-regulate.

In psychological terms, the spectrum of free will covers the endpoints of impulsivity (minimal free will) and emotional and cognitive self-regulation (maximum free will). We distinguish between a person who is impulsively present-oriented (lacking self-control) and a person who is mindful experiencing and acting in the present moment (having strong self-control) with a view about her future. There is a partly neglected distinction between self-regulation and self-control (Witowska et al., 2020) that here is extremely relevant. Self-regulation pertains to a form of “democratic,” internal “negotiatory” adjustment, which complies with one’s own internal values and needs. In contrast, self-control is a more authoritarian, repressive type of behavioral regulator. However, we use the terms self-control and self-regulation interchangeably. The impulsively oriented person has a strong urge to react to stimulation without considering later negative consequences; the mindful person is in an observational state associated with more self-regulation and is able to weigh the pros and cons of her behavior. Accordingly, it is not about absolute freedom of voluntary decision-making but about more or less freedom of choices. In a nutshell, the more consciously (or mindful) choices are made, the freer the individual (Schleim, 2024).

The concept of mindfulness, which has recently been established in Western psychology, is understood as bringing awareness to each present moment with an accepting and non-judgmental attitude, i.e., being especially aware of ongoing thoughts, perceptions, and emotions, a capacity which can be developed through meditation practices (Eberth and Sedlmeier, 2012; Lutz et al., 2009; Wittmann and Schmidt, 2013), and which seems essential to the kind of discipline, habituation, and consistency required by the Stoic conception of free will. Similarly to the mindfulness state of mind, such a discipline involves constant attention to our spontaneous actions and reactions to events. Through ongoing self-education via spiritual exercises (similar to meditative practices), which were central to Hellenistic philosophy and beyond, we can guide ourselves toward achieving a life of freedom. The term spiritual exercises may frighten the modern reader, tells us Hadot (2002). But “[T] hese exercises in fact correspond to a transformation of our vision of the world, and to a metamorphosis of our personality” (Hadot, 2002, pp. 81–82). Thus, the concept of ‘being mindful’ is a modern elaboration of the stoic doctrine (Pigliucci, 2015).

In scientific conceptualizations, being mindful is empirically correlated with increased emotional self-regulation capacities, leading to inhibitory control over inner impulses and immediate urges (Sauer et al., 2011; Bowlin and Baer, 2012; Wittmann et al., 2014). Since meditation practice can be described as deliberately and continuously focusing attention on the present moment, attention regulation as higher-order cognition is one of the further defining features of mindfulness (Bishop et al., 2004). Regular meditation practice enhances the ability of attention regulation in everyday states, i.e., having the capacity to continuously focus attention on a task without being distracted, thereby forming a persistent individual trait (Jha et al., 2007). The two aspects of attentional (cognitive) and emotional self-regulation define our idealized individual who is mindful in everyday life. Relatedly, we argue that the possibility of choosing freely necessarily requires mindful attentional states of this sort, even if the reason why we end up choosing one course of action over another were to entail a reliably deterministic chain concerning (1) the effectiveness of our action and (2) the effectiveness of the controlling and regulating part of our selves. This kind of training of attention in relation to freedom and control is relevant to virtue approaches in ethics and epistemology (Montemayor, 2023).

Impulsive behavior is defined as a reaction to a situation in the present moment without thinking about future consequences (Ainslie, 1975). Impulsivity is an extreme form of temporal short-sightedness, with the dominance of hedonistic present orientation and a lack of future orientation (Zimbardo and Boyd, 1999). More impulsive people exhibit typical short-sighted-behavior in daily life such as gambling, having unprotected sex, risky driving, or using drugs (Keough et al., 1999). As is well-known, such short-sightedness in decision-making has negative consequences in the long run as it affects life achievements (Mischel et al., 1989). For example, for children and adolescents, doing school homework has consequences only in the long run, while play time is immediately rewarding. In laboratory tasks, impulsive individuals more often choose smaller rewards obtainable after a shorter delay over larger rewards which are only obtainable after longer delays (Wittmann and Paulus, 2009). The urge to receive the smaller reward now is stronger than the incentive of the larger reward later. This is because waiting is associated with an emotional cost and more impulsive people feel more negatively when waiting and at the same time overestimate felt duration (Jokic et al., 2018). In contrast, more self-controlled individuals are relatively more likely to wait to receive the larger reward. Individuals with stronger emotion-regulation capacities feel less bored while waiting and time passes subjectively faster (Witowska et al., 2020). In general, more self-controlled individuals have the ability to override and refrain from their immediate desires and opt for more rational decisions (Baumeister et al., 2007). This is what we should expect if the Stoic claim about the importance of maintaining constant tension and focus in our minds, as a means to achieve inner freedom, is accurate.

In the mindfulness conceptualization (Kohls et al., 2009), individuals are highly aware of the ongoing changes in their thoughts, perceptions, and emotions. This involves two levels of cognition (Schooler, 2002; Jankowski and Holas, 2014): a basic level where one experiences thoughts, perceptions, and emotions in the present (knowledge), and a higher level of meta-awareness about these experiences (knowledge about one’s knowledge). Mindfulness meditation trains this meta-awareness, such as noticing a wandering mind during meditation and refocusing on the breath (Hasenkamp et al., 2012). In contrast, an impulsive individual experiences thoughts and emotions on the basic level, often on autopilot, while a mindful person recognizes themselves as the observer of these experiences. This meta-cognition allows the mindful person to be present and self-regulate cognitively and emotionally. People with better self-regulation are better equipped to cope with difficult situations using adaptive strategies (Mikulincer and Florian, 1997).

In our empirical approach, it is appropriate to reinterpret a well-known solution to the problem of free will presented by Frankfurt (1971), who has argued that we are free in the sense that the capacity for self-control is a meta-cognitive ability, or second-order will (a desire to desire), which is causally effective in enforcing and inhibiting first-order desires (for an ontological reading of this ability in terms of dispositions, see Dorato, 2022). Being free in this sense means having the ability to evaluate what matters most to us during critical moments in life, and to influence and guide our immediate desires in alignment with our deeper, second-order desires, ultimately shaping us into the person we aspire to become.

First-order willing would depend on the myriads of biological and cultural influences we are constantly exposed to. Consistent with the Stoic view, our freedom lies in effectively changing these dispositions through second-order control (self-regulation capacities), i.e., causally effective will-power. The famous dictum ascribed to Arthur Schopenhauer “a man is free to do what he wants, but not free to want what he wants” is the classic compatibilist stance.5 It means that, as long as nobody stops me with brute force or other impediments are present, I am free if I can do what I want. However, according to Schopenhauer, I cannot change what I actually want (I cannot want what I want).6 This could mean two things. Either (i) none has second-order desires or wills that can change what one wants. That would go against the Stoic view and the psychological conceptualizations of self-regulation capacities which we claim are part of what it means to be human. Or (ii) we do have these second-order desires but they are powerless in influencing our first order ones. It is obviously of decisive importance to establish empirically whether we have such a capacity or not.

Before tackling a more threatening conceptual objection (the infinite regress of will to will to will …) let us first note that, on an empirical level self-regulation happens in a short time frame of seconds as well as over longer-lasting processes of insight. On the short time frame, conscious cognitive appraisal processes modulate and regulate the activity of core emotional systems (Koelsch et al., 2015), i.e., the orbito-frontal cortex being a key neural structure in the selection and inhibition of other neural circuits associated with emotional responses (Rule et al., 2002). This intentional inhibition frees us from conducting immediate responses; it functions as a ‘neural brake’ in ongoing behavior and decision making which gives us the power of saying ‘no’ (Filevich et al., 2012). That is, emotional reactivity is always embedded in the self-regulatory appraisal of the entire situation. Relating to the aforementioned Libet-type of tasks, study results with an exceptionally experienced Buddhist meditator were similarly interpreted as showing a two-stage process of (1) sensing an inner impulse to act that was related to the readiness potential in the EEG and (2) a subsequent inner decision process related to the feeling of choice when initiating the act, or not (Jo et al., 2014). Thus, the constantly upcoming feelings and urges are modulated through conscious self-regulation activity. It goes without saying that in all of the above, we are referring to those frequent life situations in which we can wait before acting, not to situations in which we must act as rapidly as we can to avoid an immediate danger.

Though it may well be impossible in each circumstance to succeed in changing one’s first-order dispositions, what is essential to us is that trying to change them presupposes the existence of the corresponding disposition, or better, the desire to develop the disposition. Furthermore, there is empirical evidence suggesting that practicing the change of one’s disposition to behave in a certain way can lead to the development of a different, and potentially even opposite, disposition. Despite the obstacles of habit and automatic reactivity, in the course of our life we can also gradually change what we want over longer time frames. Insight into what we want to do (behavior) or who we would like to be (personality) can lead to gradual changes through intentional, free choices in life—choices that are consistent over time and reflect a persistent self, rather than a series of one-time decisions characteristic of a “disconnected” self without a clear life plan (Rawls, 1971).

The conceptual objection anticipated above7 consists in arguing that if we need to postulate a meta-meta will we generated an infinite regress, since it is wills all the way down. However, from a simple, hardly to be denied introspective viewpoint, when we evaluate whether, in an important circumstance, we ought to set aside more time to play with our children (first-order desire 1) or go abroad to a workshop that will definitely foster our carrier (first-order desire 2), we are caught in a moral dilemma characterized by the presence of two different (reasons) to act.8 During deliberations, second-order desires emerge, since we evaluate and weigh both desires in order to find out which is more conducive to become the kind of person that we want to become. After deliberation, we unearth or discover that we want (via a second-order desire) to reinforce, say, the will to become good parents by acting consistently with this desire, and thereby minimize future regrets. The whole deliberative process occurs in a soft compatibilist framework.

Although it was once thought that the personality would remain more or less stable after the end of adolescence, our individual traits change in middle and even later adulthood, as longitudinal studies show. This personality growth or maturation is reflected by the fact that on average individuals become less neurotic, more conscientious, and agreeable (Staudinger and Kunzmann, 2005). Gerontologists argue that wisdom in older age involves the balanced coordination of emotion, motivation, and thought (Staudinger, 2008). It has also been suggested that believing in free will could promote fitness-increasing behaviors, positively impacting health-related attitudes and behaviors, as well as leading to higher life satisfaction (Crescioni et al., 2016; St Quinton and Crescioni, 2022).

We would argue that it is not only the subjective belief that has positive consequences. Such positive changes over the life span are due to second-order will intervening in many important moments of our existence which is causally effective in shaping our first-order capacities for decision and choice. Over time we learn that we can control how to want what we want. It is important to note that, as a result of what we have discussed so far, it is only through a focused attention to our present experience that we develop the ability to project ourselves into the future. This is by no means a contradiction.

We can offer two arguments to defend this claim. The first is, as Augustine well knew (see Warner, 1963), given by the well-known fact that what we experience is always located in the present: we have present memories of the past, present experiences of the sensory world and present anticipations of the future. The second, related argument is that the way we live the present makes an enormous difference: living in the present or looking at the world from no particular temporal perspective (sub specie aeternitatis as Spinoza had it) are two different ways to experience the present that can be learned and that can in different ways free our mind from irrational emotions (see Dorato, 2021). In this sense, it is worth recalling the contrast between the ancient Epicurean and Stoic roads of wisdom as a way of realizing that, minding the present, is a way to be capable of controlling one’s natural dispositions (Hadot, 1995). The former insisted that we should concentrate on our present experience since our past and our future do not exist, and we only have a moment to live, which is the present moment. The uncertainty of the future and the awareness of having to die may render us more capable of minding the present by giving it the attention it deserves: rather than suffering from remorse or worrying about an uncertain future, we should seize the day:

 “Inquire not […] how long a term of life the gods have granted to you or to me: While we are conversing, envious age has been flying; seize the present day, not giving the least credit to the succeeding one” (Horace, 1983, Book 1, Ode 11).



The latter is based on the awareness that the universe is regulated by unchangeable laws:


“[T]hink of how short is the span between birth and dissolution, and how vast the chasm of time before your birth, and how the span after your dissolution will likewise be infinite” (Quoted in Hadot, 1995, p. 183).
 

In both cases—whether by distending one’s mind in the present, as Epicurus suggests, or by exercising control over present emotions through understanding that they result from a long chain of events, as the Stoics teach—these are two distinct ways of interpreting the present experience. Both approaches liberate us from the traps of acquired but undesired dispositions. Marcus Aurelius, a key figure in the Stoic school, emphasized the significance of mindful concentration on the present moment with great intensity:


“[…] you cannot lose another life than the one you’re living now, or live another one than the one you’re losing…. The present is the same for everyone; its loss is the same for everyone; and it should be clear that a brief instant is all that is lost. For you can’t lose either the past or the future; how could you lose what you don’t have?” (Marcus Aurelius, 2006, p. 23).
 



5 Self-regulation as proactive willing

The reductive explanation (Harris, 2012; Sapolsky, 2023) for the illusory nature of free will probably stems from the mono-causal conception that there is brain activation at t1 (the cause) and after a certain delay a conscious intention (the effect) occurs at t2. Additionally, it is assumed that the neural signal at t1 causes the movement to occur at t3. This conception could be described as the billiard ball model. One could think that billiard ball 1 hits billiard ball 2, ball 1 thus causes ball 2 to move. The neural signal at t1 causes the conscious intention at t2. The billiard ball causality also happens between the events t1 and t3 on the neuro-behavioral level. We tried to show above that this conceptualization is refuted on empirical and theoretical grounds. There is not one single neural event that precedes one instantaneous conscious feeling and subsequent action.

Neural events are correlated with experience, an unfolding of neural processes accompanies the unfolding of an intention over time, but there is no temporal gap between a finalized neural process (say, the unconscious decision to move) and a later appearance of a subjective experience of the decision to move now. We do not adhere to a Cartesian-type dualism of the mind-brain problem but stay metaphysically neutral in this respect; subjective experience and neural events, are the 1st person and 3rd person perspectives, respectively, of decision making (Velmans, 2009). For example, there are neural correlates of decision making when a participant in a Libet-type study inhibits (to veto) an initial choice of acting (Brass and Haggard, 2007), such as in the dorsal fronto-median cortex and the left and right anterior insula. We also try to avoid the “double-subject fallacy” in which the brain and the person are treated as two independent subjects (Mudrik and Maoz, 2015). Such a misrepresentation happens in the literature on free will when scientists write about a brain event determining a decision which precedes a subject’s experience of the decision. In a similar way, Dennett and Kinsbourne (1992) argued against a cartesian theater model, according to which there is a place in the brain where “it all comes together” (t1) and subsequently (t2) is presented for subjective evaluation.

A second implication of the billiard ball model is that conscious awareness is a passive process which is at the receiving end of preceding neural causes. This Cartesian idea of experience being caused by external stimulation does not fit well with modern conceptualizations of the mind. Based on several ideas going back to von Helmholtz (1867, p. 430), perception is considered a predictive, goal-oriented process directed toward the future (Friston, 2010). Perception is not a passive sensory process (Eagleman, 2016). It relies on an active “predictive coding” processes about what is expected to happen. Perception is eventually a comparison between the prediction (what might happen) and actual sensory input (what happens).9 Phenomenal consciousness thus relies on constant short-term predictions and the subsequent prediction error, amounting to the difference between prediction and sensory input. Importantly, we do not necessarily adhere to the sort of internalism inherent in the predictive-coding conceptualization, where conscious experiences are fundamentally a brain-generated simulation or (controlled) hallucination (for a comprehensive critique of this kind of epiphenomenalism, see Hohwy, 2016; Zahavi, 2018).

What we want to highlight here is that the passive billiard ball model which is used to debunk free will is outdated. The predictive account of information processing presupposes that the brain and mind function proactively. Anticipatory mechanisms of experience are also found in the enactive and embodied conceptualizations of the mind which stipulate that we have direct access to the world (Thompson, 2007; Gallagher, 2017). Conscious perception thereafter is not generated by passive representational processes, but by sensorimotor activity of the proactively moving body as it dynamically assesses (has access to) the environment (O’Regan and Noë, 2001; Kirchhoff and Kiverstein, 2019). These approaches turn the classic stimulus–response logic around in that the world is apprehended through active search mechanisms, an internal generative model for anticipating and influencing upcoming events (Montemayor and Wittmann, 2022).

Anticipatory mechanisms of proactive agency fit the distinction between second-order and first-order will, where the second-order level affects the first-order level. While we desire many things (first-order), through the meta-level of desire (the desire to desire) we can self-regulate what we actually will do; we then accomplish what we “really” or genuinely want and turn our will into a free will, as the Stoics would put it. We do not necessarily self-regulate at a given present moment (self-causation at an instant in time) but meta-level values and goals set the criteria for future events. In the terminology of neuroscientist Peter Ulric Tse (2013) this is called criterial causation. According to him, we set criteria for upcoming events in advance (second-order, meta-level). In that sense, we are free to behave differently in the future, as we have set the criteria corresponding to our own values and goals: “Free will is fundamentally about the future, especially the next cycle of iterative information-processing loops” (Tse, 2013, p. 133). Now I am acting; thereafter I perceive a suboptimal outcome because I decided impulsively; next time I am confronted with a similar decision; I then adjust my choice; the more adequate outcome reinforces more optimal future decision-making. Through these future-oriented self-regulation processes I am capable and free to will what I will (or at least try to will what I will, that is, try to develop the kind of dispositions that lead me to become the kind of person that I want to be). Short-term self-regulation can happen in the range of seconds when I realize a mistake and immediately correct it; it could last decades in a process where someone reinterprets a long past event and acts differently the next time.

In experimental studies using computer tasks it has been shown that people sometimes feel that they are behaving in a certain way but actually are not doing so, e.g., stopping a cursor on a screen over an object when a human confederate of the experiment is causing the stop (Wegner, 2002). These findings of course only show that in certain circumstances we can be wrong in attributing conscious will, but we are nevertheless often quite right in our self-assessment (Mele, 2013). Moreover, the time scale of perception and behavior is important. When multiple events and actions unfold within a short period of time, in the range of seconds, as in Wegner’s experiments, a misattribution of the causes of actions and thoughts can indeed happen. On a longer time frame, freedom of choice is daily routine. We choose the seat in the plane with more leg space, and avoid certain foods or movies we do not like, etc. All of these choices are often based on higher-order criteria where we have learnt from former experience to adjust future behavior (Mele, 2014).

J.T. Ismael in her book with the programmatic title How physics makes us free (2016) adds to these deliberations on higher-order principles from a standpoint of physics. The mere fact that we can reflect (second-order level) on our potential decisions would make a deterministic equation (on the first-order level; stimulus–response) unsolvable (Ismael, 2016, p. 95f). Even if such a deterministic equation would in principle be possible, the self-feeding, self-regulating deliberations of an individual, who is thus self-determined with her values and beliefs, would make behavior unpredictable from a third-person perspective (e.g., a scientist), not only for differences between individuals but also within one person from one moment to the next (Ismael, 2016, p. 96).

It must be added that the radical unpredictability argued for by Ismael is compatible with an ontic determination of our action. Ismael sometimes ‘fuses’ determinism with predictability. She is, of course, aware that the unpredictability of our behavior—even to a Laplacean demon—does not imply that determinism, as an ontological concept, is false. In any case, the insertion of a reflection stage between stimulus and response creates an internal locus of control, a form of inner control of what is happening to us. There is no simple stimulus–response chain as behaviorists in the first half of the 20th century wanted to imply in their attempt to mimic the physical sciences (Strawson, 2019).

The neurophysiological processes that allow our choices to be shaped not just by upbringing and circumstances (the billiard ball model), but also by reflection on these factors (Ismael, 2016, p. 105), are now better understood. Empirical evidence points to the dorsal fronto-median cortex to be associated with voluntary inhibition of behavior which acts itself as an active causal factor (Kühn et al., 2009). These neuroimaging insights into the neural basis of action inhibition are consistent with our proposed view of self-control. Moreover, the proactive nature of the mind with its properties of predictive agency falsifies the simplistic stimulus-reaction model of behavior. It rather suggests that a human has self-regulation capacities to actively select his environment and accordingly change it to her needs. In that sense we as humans have free will.



6 Conclusion

Our goal was to develop an empirically sound assessment of free will, grounded in its origins as articulated by the Stoic philosophers, and to offer an account that builds on their foundational insights. Accordingly, our freedom lies in the ability to will to will (desire to desire). First-order willing is shaped by biological and cultural influences, while true freedom, as the Stoics held, depends on second-order self-regulation—exercising effective willpower to change these dispositions, that is, controlling our first-order desires. Complementing these philosophical ideas, research in psychology and cognitive neuroscience regarding the capacity for self-regulation shows we are free in the sense that we can evaluate what matters most in key life decisions and guide our first-order desires according to our second-order desires, shaping the person we want to become. The self continuously mediates between causes and effects, making it a self-determined free agent: Our choices are not merely determined by upbringing and circumstances; they emerge from thoughtful reflection on those influences. Despite the risks of relying on the contentious idea that Stoic foresaw later empirical discoveries, it is clear the Stoics had profound insights into this complex phenomenon—insights now supported by scientific evidence.



Author contributions

MW: Conceptualization, Writing – original draft, Writing – review & editing. CM: Conceptualization, Writing – original draft, Writing – review & editing. MD: Conceptualization, Writing – original draft, Writing – review & editing.



Funding

The author(s) declare that financial support was received for the research and/or publication of this article. This work was supported by BANDO PRIN 2022 - 20224HXFLY “The Philosophical Reception of Quantum Theory in France and German-speaking countries between 1925 and 1945” - PNRR M4 - C2 - I 1.1 supported by EU – NextGenerationEU - CUP: F53D23004590006”, and partially by Rome Technopole, PNRR grant M4-C2-Inv. 1.5 CUP F83B22000040006 to PV.



Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a potential conflict of interest.



Generative AI statement

The authors declare that no Gen AI was used in the creation of this manuscript.



Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.



Footnotes

1   As Marcus Aurelius (2006, p. 33) aptly put it: “You have power over your mind—not outside events. Realize this, and you will find strength.”

2   In the course of the paper it will become clear in what sense we develop and confirm from an empirical standpoint an important view that insists on second-order desires and that a few decades ago has been already expressed by Frankfurt (1971).

3   A sort of divine and rational fate that governs the cyclic occurrence of events.

4   Possibly, a meditator who has decided to become a monk in a monastery lacks free will because his motivation was to find himself in an environment with lesser freedom, stricter behavioral control with fewer choices. We are referring to an ideal but possible meditator with highly trained self-regulation capacities. On the other hand, it has been argued that living in a monastery can make someone free from obligations and stimulations in a complex world (Gray, 2015).

5   The original sentence from his Preisschrift über die Freiheit des Willens (Schopenhauer, 1839/1978, pp. 58–59): “Du kannst thun was du willst: aber du kannst, in jedem gegebenen Augenblick deines Lebens, nur Ein Bestimmtes wollen und schlechterdings nicht Anderes, als dieses Eine.” “You can do what you will, but at any given moment of your life you can will only one definite thing and absolutely nothing else but this one thing.” (Prize Essay on the Freedom of the Will; translation by Eric F. J. Payne, Cambridge University Press, 1999, p. 21).

6   Already Hobbes had argued that “Whether the will to do this, or not to do this, be in a man’s own election is plainly negative; that is to say, a man hath not election whether he will or no; for when he deliberates whether he shall do a thing or not do it, he does not deliberate whether he shall will or not will; to will is the act of the will itself, which is necessarily determined by the last appetite in deliberation” (Hobbes, 2017, p. 57). Other philosophers (Hume among these) embraced this compatibilist view. We use Schopenhauer’s formulation to introduce more effectively the view defended by Stoicism and by Frankfurt, namely that also the meta-will is free only in the soft deterministic sense, since also the second order will depends on previous causes.

7   We thank one of the referees for having raised this important objection.

8   This is an instance of a self- forming action in Kane’s sense (1998).

9   The same principle reigns in deep neural networks.
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Yoga is usually defined and researched as a mind-body practice used for stress reduction, fitness and general health and wellbeing. While there are widely accepted definitions found in traditional texts and contemporary literature, as a millennial tradition yoga has evolved throughout time, places and people. Less is known about how regular yoga practitioners perceive, experience, and define yoga today. This study focused on a group of regular Ashtanga yoga practitioners (n = 200) to explore their conceptualizations of yoga in general, yoga philosophy, and their yoga practice using Reflexive Thematic Analysis. Yoga was defined as a practice for health and wellbeing, a method for personal inquiry and growth, a way of living, and a spiritual quest. Yoga philosophy was defined as the collection of ancient teachings for understanding human functioning and consciousness, providing a foundation for yoga practice and living life. Yoga practice was defined as the formal daily yoga ritual, adaptable, ever-changing, permeable and permeating into daily life. Three common threads revealed the entanglement of different elements and the significance of yoga as (1) an embodied integrated practice, (2) an embodied path for self-knowledge, and (3) a path for spiritual development. This entanglement and shared meanings underscore the relevance of considering participants' perspectives of yoga in research and applied settings to challenge assumptions and the prevailing image of yoga as mainly a physical and stress-reduction activity.
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Introduction

Though there are some widely accepted definitions of yoga included in traditional texts, perceptions about modern ways of practicing yoga can lead to different interpretations. As a millennial tradition rooted in India, yoga has evolved throughout time and context. Instead of remaining fixed, it has been permeable, through the exposure of various cultures, religions, and social-historical-political circumstances. While traditional and scholarly definitions can be identified when taking all these elements into consideration, lay people's perceptions of yoga in our globalized and digitalized world have also been documented. However, less is known about how long-term yoga practitioners conceptualize yoga according to their lived experience of engaging with different dimensions of the practice. Giving voice to people with a dedicated yoga practice can provide yoga scholars, researchers and teachers new insights about what yoga means in the context of our current modern world, as well as challenge biases that are being communicated to a broader audience. Here, we focus on examining how regular Ashtanga Yoga (AY) practitioners conceptualize yoga.

In this article, we first explore traditional conceptualizations of yoga, how these may be perceived as fixed or ultimate truths, and how we can gain a broader understanding of yoga by looking at these conceptualizations as situated in evolving contexts. Next, we discuss the emergence of modern postural yoga and the evolution of teachings over the last century to understand the main elements that have been highlighted and embraced by relevant teachers into yoga traditions that are being practiced today. We also briefly address the phenomenon of the science of yoga and yoga researchers/practitioners. Focusing specifically on a group of regular AY practitioners, we investigate their conceptualizations of yoga in general, yoga philosophy, and yoga practice using Reflexive Thematic Analysis. We discuss the main themes for each aspect of yoga, and then focus on the overarching themes across these three aspects of yoga. We end with a consideration of implications and applications of the research findings.


From traditional to modern conceptualizations of yoga

Yoga is a Sanskrit word that has a wide range of translations, including “yoking,” “remedy,” “union,” “fitness,” and “meditation” (Monier-Williams, 1997). By using the term “traditional conceptualizations,” here we refer to definitions provided in the currently available traditional yoga literature. Before diving into how yoga is defined according to ancient texts, it is noteworthy that this review is not exhaustive, as yoga tradition is broad and extensive. Instead, our aim here is to provide a brief overview to understand that definitions contained in these texts are largely a product of different eras. According to Feuerstein (2003), yoga can be situated in a timeline containing different periods, including Vedic or Pre-Classical (3,000 BCE to 500 BCE), Classical (500 BCE to 800 CE), Post-Classical (800 CE to 1,500 CE) and Modern (1,500 CE to present). Each of these eras can be associated with particular worldviews and diverse contextual influences that shaped the way in which yoga was perceived (De Michelis, 2008; Jain, 2014a). Furthermore, it is important to consider that many early yoga texts including the wide-spread Yoga Sutras of Patanjali were transmitted orally and were written, interpreted, and translated at later times (Bryant, 2015; Devi, 2010). Thus, there is no universal definition of yoga.

Early traditional yoga definitions seem to mainly focus on describing the mechanisms of the mind and consciousness, specifically in terms of how the mind functions and how it can be stilled (Foxen and Kuberry, 2021). For instance, the Katha Upanishad (6.11) is a text from the Vedic era considering yoga to be “the firm restraint of the senses,” and the Maitri Upanishad (6.25) from the same period, states that yoga is “the unity of breath, mind and senses, and the abandonment of distracting thought” (Easwaran, 2007). Similarly, the Classical text The Yoga Sutras of Patanjali (1.2) defines yoga as “the cessation of the fluctuations of the mind” (Iyengar, 2005). The Post-Classical text Yogabija (89–90) estimates that yoga is “joining and therefore collapsing of all dualities until all that remains is oneness” (Mallinson and Singleton, 2016). It is believed that a range of philosophies influenced these ancient texts and the Yoga Sutras in particular, including Samkhya, Jain, Vedanta and Buddhism, all of which share the phenomenological inquiry about human suffering and its liberation through heightened levels of consciousness (Chapple, 2008; Vivekananda, 2012). According to Foxen and Kuberry (2021), these traditional definitions underscore the goal of reaching a particular state rather than detailing specific methods to reach such goal. The methods for practicing yoga have also been varied, and reflective of different religious, mystical and philosophical stances (Liberman, 2008).

Foxen and Kuberry (2021) provide a classification of yoga that synthesizes the meaning of yoga, the underpinning worldview and associated practices. The earliest stages of yoga can be understood as the “yoga of going.” Conceptualized as a spiritual practice, it was about transcending human experience and suffering in this world by going “upwards,” to a celestial plane. The evolution of yoga then led to the conceptualization of the human body as a scaled representation of the universe, which implied that the spiritual journey is not literal nor external. This is the “yoga of knowing” and represents an inner journey in which consciousness is transformed. This way of conceptualizing yoga can be associated with medieval traditions. Finally, the “yoga of doing” represents a collection of mind and body techniques primarily used by ascetics to tame the mind through the control of the body to escape the cycle of rebirth and attain liberation. Furthermore, these ideas of going, knowing and doing have been interwoven with other South Asian traditions and with other cultures as yoga kept evolving into the modern world (Foxen and Kuberry, 2021; Sarbacker, 2014; Singleton, 2010).

Hence, to understand modern yoga, it is relevant to consider not only the range of South Asian traditions in which it was conceived, but also the numerous formal and informal cultural exchanges between Eastern and Western traditions, worldviews and practices shaping the way in which yoga is perceived and practiced today as predominately postural (Brown and Leledaki, 2010; De Michelis, 2005; Jain, 2014b). Several scholars posit that modern yoga is the result of an historical period with particular elements interacting and reaching their maximum expression during the 20th century (e.g., Singleton, 2010; Sjoman, 1999). Hatha yoga was being widely practiced during the Middle Ages and Early Modern era in India, placing its focus on the use of physical postures and breathing techniques (Liberman, 2008; Sarbacker, 2014). It has been argued that this yoga system deeply resonated with the physical culture movement that was emerging not only in India, but around the globe at the beginning of the 20th century (Alter, 2004; Sarbacker, 2014). This way, modern postural yoga originated as “as a hybridized product of colonial India's dialogical encounter with the worldwide physical culture movement” (Singleton, 2010, p. 80). In other words, with the migration of yoga to the Western world in the late 19th and during the 20th centuries, yoga seemed to have circled from India to other parts of the world, to then return to India re-constructed, amplified and validated as an Indian tradition, transforming its original understanding and practice (Samuel, 2008; Sarbacker, 2014).

Thus, it seems evident that there is no fixed, intact, or single universal conceptualization of yoga (Maddox, 2015). Although some would argue otherwise (cf. Jain, 2014b), yoga has not been literally transmitted from a single tradition and regardless of the evolving social, cultural and historical contexts throughout centuries from its inception until today. Nowadays it seems that the yoga practice is the goal in and of itself, and that the physical practice in particular has become a way of “doing” as well as “knowing” an enhanced version of oneself (Foxen and Kuberry, 2021). Yet, the question around how yoga is conceptualized today remains.



Defining yoga in a globalized world

Yoga has continued to evolve in a highly urbanized, globalized and digitalized world where capitalism and healthy lifestyles paradoxically co-exist (Burley, 2008; Jain, 2014a). As a product of the 20th century, yoga is commonly defined as a mind-body practice or the combination of physical postures, breathing techniques, meditation and relaxation, which are mainly used for stress management, physical fitness, wellbeing and overall health (Alter, 2004; De Michelis, 2005; Jain, 2014a; Singleton, 2010). Yoga has also been advertised as an essential element of a healthy lifestyle, often being portrayed as being practiced by athletic slim young women with particular lifestyle choices (Hinz et al., 2021; Jeffrey, 2020), and thus making it more appealing particularly to highly educated middle-class women (Burley, 2008; Jain, 2014a; Park et al., 2019). Notably, the yoga industry seems to help in perpetuating these stereotypes. Miller (2016) defines the term “yoga industrial complex” coined by Broad (2012) as “the web of relationships between studio systems, yoga celebrities, certifying agencies, and large yoga businesses or industry including yoga product companies (…) as well as cultural producers” (p. 2). People engaging in professional activities within this complex contribute to the current representation of yoga, which can often marginalize and exclude certain types of yogis and make it accessible only to a particular group of people, namely white, young, and well-educated females (Miller, 2016).

Within the complexity of defining yoga due to its meaning being inherently bounded to social, cultural, and historical elements (Foxen and Kuberry, 2021; Jain, 2014b), contemporary scholars have generated a number of modern definitions. Probably, the definition of modern yoga scholar Jain (2014a) comprehensively articulates the breadth and entanglement of the elements of the practice as situated in the current world. She defines yoga as:

	“a collection of complex data made up of a congeries of figures, institutions, ideas, and practical paths involving mental or physical techniques – most commonly meditative, breathing, or postural exercises. It is believed to resolve the problem of suffering and to improve health, both defined in modern terms. Postural yoga often betrays a desire to repair what is perceived as an imbalance of ‘body-mind-soul.' Finally, it is tied to mythologies about the historical transmission of yogic knowledge, accumulating around a transnational community that has engaged in and transmitted what participants call yoga – and sometimes refuse to call yoga – since the twentieth century.” (Jain, 2014a, p. 172)

Importantly, while integrating key aspects into a comprehensive definition, the question on “what participants call yoga” and how the philosophical underpinnings interact with their understandings and practice, remains unclear. While there is research looking at types of practitioners and motivations to practice (e.g., Cagas et al., 2022: Henrichsen-Schrembs and Versteeg, 2011), to our knowledge there are no studies investigating how regular yoga practitioners conceptualize yoga.

In the emergence and evolution of yoga, it is important to consider not only the philosophical context in which it sprouted, but also the relevant religious and scientific contexts. While the physical, mental, and spiritual were never considered to be siloed, the relevance of medical science as source of knowledge, with the subsequent emphasis on the physical body, has also contributed to the popularization of yoga as a mainly physical practice (Foxen and Kuberry, 2021). Notably, the “scholar-practitioner” phenomenon in Western academia has emerged alongside the evolution and globalization of yoga in the past couple of centuries (Singleton and Larios, 2020). This phenomenon is critical to acknowledge when understanding what scholars decide to spotlight as an object of inquiry in their research and how they conceptualize yoga. As Singleton and Larios (2020) contend, yoga scholar-practitioners are in a unique historical position where the knowledge about yoga emerges both from traditional sources and from empirical scholarship, and in which the academic and scientific circles tend to prevail as a valid form of advancing knowledge (cf. Atkinson, 2010, 2017; Jeffrey, 2020; Miller, 2016).



Regular yoga practitioners and the Ashtanga yoga method

Historically, the typical representation of the ancient yoga practitioner was of a male ascetic secluded and devotedly living according to yogic principles and spiritual practices (Singleton, 2010). Although tantric yoga texts mention female practitioners embodying mystical powers, they were usually from low casts, and thus less accepted compared to renounced yogis (White, 2012). Similarly, householder yogis (namely those holding family, work, and social responsibilities) were perceived as less accepted due to socio-cultural-historical influences of their time (Jain, 2017). As yoga evolved, and only until fairly recently, the practice became more open and accessible to a wider range of people, including women and householders (Jain, 2017; Jeffrey, 2020). This can be largely attributed to yoga teacher Tiramulai Krishnamacharya, who relived and adapted yoga teachings following systematic methods while considering contextual elements of the modern world, and to his students who continued disseminating his teachings across the globe (Jain, 2017).

Krishnamacharya's experience and legacy embody the influence of contextual factors and evolution of yoga. He traveled extensively, with one remarkable journey to the Himalayan caves of Tibet to learn from his teacher Rama Mohana Brahmachari, a householder yogi (Desikashar et al., 2005; Jain, 2017). Krishnamacharya adhered to parampara, or a tradition in which teachings are passed on from guru (i.e., teacher) to sisya (i.e., student) with the expectation of the student showing discipline and respect toward their teacher (Jain, 2017; Singleton and Byrne, 2008). Renowned contemporary yoga teachers who have had great influence in modern yoga practice around the world learnt under his wing, including B.K.S. Iyengar, Indra Devi, T.K.V. Desikachar, and Pattabhi Jois. Many consider Krishnamacharya as the father of modern yoga, due to his key role in devising systematized movement-based practices with far reaching influences into our current knowledge and experience of yoga (Sarbacker, 2014; Singleton and Fraser, 2014). As Jain (2017) points out, the way in which these teachers lived their lives uncovered the possibility for contemporary practitioners to pursue a yogic lifestyle along with householder responsibilities.

Krishnamacharya taught yoga extensively under the support of the Maharaja of Mysore at a yoga shala (i.e., studio) in the palace, while also traveling across India disseminating the benefits of postural yoga with his students. From his perspective, the body was a place of inquiry and experience rather than being an object to be externally examined (Jain, 2017; Nevrin, 2008). These practices were passed onto Jois, who developed a particular method focused on specific elements of practice and teaching (Sarbacker, 2014). This method is known as Ashtanga vinyasa yoga, or simply Ashtanga yoga (AY), and it is characterized by sequences of asanas or postures that are taught progressively to students, usually within a group setting using a one-on-one approach. Students are encouraged to develop a daily self-practice at their own pace, following the principles of tristhana, which means three places in Sanskrit. This means performing asanas while directing attention to a particular drishti or gazing point, and with a continuous smooth flow of breath through the nose. Additionally, asanas are threaded with vinyasa, a system of moving and breathing in which each inhalation or exhalation is corresponded with one specific movement (Jois, 2016).

While the AY method is largely considered a system of physical discipline, Jois (2018) conceptualized yoga as upaya, or a path toward the realization of the true nature of oneself. Moreover, Jois (2018) and his grandson Jois (2016) stressed the importance of ethical principles and behaviors, as well as on meditative components, pointing out that without these elements, the yoga practice is merely a physical activity. In the AY tradition, the emphasis has been placed on the “inner practice of concentration and energy control,” framing the practice within Patanjali's eightfold path, also known as Ashtanga Yoga (Sarbacker, 2014, p. 104). Here, the physical body is seen as a gateway and a vehicle by which yoga is practiced and spirituality is experienced (Sarbacker, 2014), and where the eightfold path offers a guide to an integrated practice (see Figure 1).


[image: Diagram illustrating the eight limbs of yoga. Left column includes Yama, Niyama, Asana, and Pranayama with definitions related to behaviors, ethics, posture, and breath. Right column lists Pratyahara, Dharana, Dhyana, and Samadhi, defined as mastering senses, focused concentration, meditation, and a state of oneness.]
FIGURE 1
 Ashtanga Yoga, the eightfold path of Patanjali. The word clouds were generated by NVivo12.


As the meaning of yoga has varied throughout contexts and yoga practice is closely intertwined with traditions and philosophical frameworks, we aimed to investigate the conceptualizations of yoga in general, as well as of yoga philosophy and yoga practice in particular. We believe this adds breadth and depth, and allows the exploration of differences or similarities across these concepts. As conceptualizations of yoga according to regular practitioners have not been reported in previous research, our study seeks to explore these facets of yoga as experienced by practitioners and informed by academic literature. We believe that giving voice to practitioners' perspectives can expand the representation of yoga within and outside academia, providing insightful views. Since yoga practice and teaching methods are varied, here we intentionally focus on one particular style of yoga (AY), as its distinct method is systematic and can offer consistency across practitioners.



The current study

This study follows up on previous studies investigating regular AY practitioners' (AYPs) perceptions of wellbeing (Ramirez-Duran et al., 2022a) and the dimensions of wellbeing (Ramirez-Duran et al., 2022b). Here, we examine AYPs' conceptualizations of yoga in general, yoga philosophy and yoga practice. Along with the previous studies, this study is part of a larger project examining the connections between yoga and wellbeing in regular AYPs, according to their own perceptions and experiences (Ramirez-Duran, 2023). The current study specifically focuses on examining regular AYPs' conceptualizations about these aspects of yoga separately, how these are interconnected, and how these perceptions can contribute to contemporary understandings of yoga.

To our knowledge, there are no studies about the conceptualizations of yoga from the perspective of regular practitioners. Our research inquiry was guided by constructivist and phenomenological worldviews, which highlight participants' lived experience and the co-creation of meaning through research. The study utilized an ideographic approach by focusing on participants' unique views on yoga, considering their AY background. Whilst this research uses a qualitative design, it integrated quantitative and qualitative elements during data collection and analysis. At the time of the research, the lead author (DRD) was a graduate researcher with background in psychology and wellbeing science, a qualified yoga teacher and a regular AYP for 8 years. This position was considered a strength in the research process, enabling a shared language and co-creation of meaning through developing the survey and collecting and interpreting data. The second author (MLK) has a background in psychology and wellbeing science, and the third author (HS) has a background in education and qualitative research and is a yoga practitioner.




Materials and methods


Participants

This study used a purposeful sample from a larger project focusing on AY and wellbeing, with 352 participants fluent in English and/or Spanish across 42 countries. Data were collected between April and August 2020 through an online survey (see Supplementary material 1). From the 352 participants who completed the online survey, 235 participants declared themselves as regular AYPs. A subset of 200 participants were included in this study, who met the criteria of being a regular AYP and completed at least one of three open-ended questions about yoga (see Supplementary material 1). From this sample, 188 participants described the meaning of yoga philosophy, 187 described the meaning of yoga, and 174 described their yoga practice. All participants were recruited online through social media platforms (i.e., Facebook, Instagram, Reddit, and LinkedIn) and electronic communication from yoga studios and/or teachers. Participants comprised a diversity of demographic and AY characteristics. All procedures were approved by the University of Melbourne's Human Research Ethics Committee (protocol #1955377.1).

The majority of practitioners identified themselves as female (79.5%), Caucasian (57.5%), between 25 and 44 years old (59.5%), declared living in the Americas (32.5%) or Europe (26%), held a higher education degree (85.5%), and did not follow nor identify with any specific spiritual tradition (41%). Most participants had been practicing AY regularly for 1 to 10 years (68%), between 3 to 6 days a week (78.5%) for 1 to 2 h each session (80.5%). The majority of practitioners followed an only Mysore format (44.5%) or combined it with traditional Sanskrit led classes (24.50%), and their practice mostly involved full primary series up to intermediate series (62%). The vast majority of practitioners stated that their practice included vinyasa (96%), drishti (93.5%), free breathing with sound (91%), the use of bandhas (90.5%), and chanting of opening and closing mantras (86.5%).

The majority of this sample of regular practitioners considered yoga philosophy relevant (74.5%) and engaged with it at least once a month (79.5%) by reading books and texts (81%), undertaking online courses (54.5%), following social media (54%), reading blogs (53.3%), and watching videos (49%). Over 70% of practitioners estimated to practice the four external limbs of yoga (i.e., yama, niyama, asana, pranayama) to a high extent (i.e., seven or above on a 11-point Likert scale). Finally, most participants perceived that their AY practice positively contributed to their wellbeing (i.e., seven or above in a 11-point Likert scale), especially to their physical (69.5%), emotional (68.5%), and psychological (65.5%) wellbeing (see Supplementary materials 2–6 for details).



Measures

The online survey encompassed qualitative and quantitative items and was designed to assess an array of elements from yoga, wellbeing, health, personal traits, and demographic information. The survey was offered in both English and Spanish, with participants able to choose which language to complete the survey in. The current study incorporated questions about participants' AY practice, demographic information, and three open-ended questions exploring their perceptions of yoga in general, yoga philosophy, and their yoga practice (see Supplementary material 1). Details of the full survey have been described elsewhere (see Ramirez-Duran, 2023).



Data analysis

Participants logged their responses using Qualtrics survey software (https://www.qualtrics.com/au/), which were then exported to NVivo (version 12) software for analysis. Data collection and analysis were conducted by the lead author, with sense-checking and input from the other two authors. Responses to the three open-ended questions were analyzed using Reflexive Thematic Analysis (RTA; Braun and Clarke, 2012, 2021). Word frequencies were examined and used to generate word clouds and summary tables (see Supplementary materials 7–9) to familiarize with the data as the first step of RTA. This allowed capturing conceptualizations in participants' own words for each aspect of yoga, thus providing a general understanding of data before diving into a deeper qualitative analysis (Eichstaedt et al., 2021; McNaught and Lam, 2010), whilst also offering a broad perspective for readers to better understand the reflexive and interpretative process.

RTA (Braun and Clarke, 2012, 2021) was used to systematically identify, reflect on, and interpret meaningful patterns across participants. We followed Braun and Clarke's (2012, 2021) guidelines, and applied six iterative steps to analyze data, which comprised (1) familiarization with the data, (2) generation of codes, (3) construction of candidate themes, (4) review of candidate themes, (5) definition and naming final themes, and (6) writing a report. More details about these steps are provided in the next section (also see Figure 2). This six-step process was undertaken for each aspect of yoga separately (i.e., yoga, yoga philosophy, and yoga practice), aiming to create core themes for each one of them. We then mapped themes across these aspects of yoga to visualize and identify any shared patterns of meaning and offer a general interpretation of the conceptualization of yoga according to this sample of regular AYPs.


[image: Flowchart describing six stages of thematic analysis: familiarisation, initial coding, generation of themes, review potential themes, defining themes, and writing report, with brief bullet-pointed steps under each stage in colored boxes.]
FIGURE 2
 Application of the six steps of RTA in this study. The word clouds were generated by NVivo12.




The process of generating and defining codes and themes

For the creation of codes and themes, the relevance of the content shared by and across participants was core. Following RTA, the data analysis was undertaken by the lead author, due to her expertise with psychology, yoga, wellbeing, and AY in particular. RTA acknowledges the researchers' role in shedding light, shaping and informing the data analysis from their own values, background, and interests, while spotlighting participants' voices (Braun and Clarke, 2021; Terry and Hayfield, 2020). Reflexivity is a central part of this type of thematic analysis, and in this case was achieved during the whole analysis process both by the lead author on her own and in collaboration with the other authors to sense-check thought processes and find alternate interpretations of the data (Braun and Clarke, 2021; Byrne, 2021). We acknowledge that the creation of the survey and the interpretation of results were influenced by our backgrounds, which enabled us to employ a common language with AYPs and to identify essential elements provided by participants.

The initial coding stage started after familiarizing with data, as detailed above. Preliminary codes were created by utilizing both an inductive and deductive approach, and blending latent with semantic coding, a technique often used in RTA (Braun and Clarke, 2021; Byrne, 2021). The predominant approach for coding was data-driven (i.e., inductive) to best reflect participants' viewpoints. While theoretically-driven coding (i.e., deductive) was used by considering yoga literature and frameworks and consistent with RTA, codes were not pre-defined for data analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2021). For instance, for the analysis of the conceptualization of yoga in general, the codes “A mind-body practice” and “The realization of the true Self” represented a deductive approach, while the codes “A healing tool” and “A system of self-care and self-discipline” reflected an inductive approach (see Figure 3). The combination of latent coding with semantic coding was achieved through active interpretation of underlying meanings shared across participants while considering the significance of literal meaning in their choice of words. For example, while the code “A way of grounding, centering, and calming” captured descriptions of participants' views at an explicit level, the code “A healing tool” often entailed interpretation beyond a semantic level.


[image: Infographic comparing deductive and inductive coding methods. Deductive coding uses existing theory, showing mapping of “A mind-body practice” and “The realisation of the self” to specific participant responses. Inductive and latent coding displays participant responses generating new codes like “A healing tool.”.]
FIGURE 3
 Examples of the RTA coding process. The word clouds were generated by NVivo12.


After coding was finalized for each aspect of yoga, potential themes were created and revised along with subsequent iterations of coding to refine both codes and themes to best represent the meaning conveyed by participants. Then, final themes were defined and included in this written piece, which represents the final stage of the RTA process. Figure 4 illustrates this process using a theme from yoga philosophy. During the initial coding stage, we created codes to represent participants' voices and then grouped six of these codes under the potential theme “A framework for the application to daily life” to represent different ways in which the philosophical framework of yoga was applied or was influencing participants.


[image: Flowchart illustrating qualitative coding process for yoga study with four columns: initial codes, theme generation, reviewing themes with seven colored themes, and defining the final theme as an applied framework for yoga asana practice and daily life.]
FIGURE 4
 Example of RTA stages for creating, reviewing and defining codes and themes. The word clouds were generated by NVivo12.


We then continued refining the codes and reviewing the theme, repeating this process with other codes and themes, aiming to capture participants' views more accurately while comprehensively communicating their shared meanings through coherent themes. For example, the preliminary code “A way of living” was created from semantic coding and separate from the preliminary code “A way of living, thinking and interacting” that involved latent coding. Upon close inspection, we changed the name of the latter to avoid confusion and best represent the meaning of the code by naming it “A way of being, thinking and interacting in the world.” The code “A framework that impacts the practice and behaviors” was merged with the aforementioned code and with the code “A framework to understand and support the practice.” The code “Ancient knowledge providing wisdom for life” was moved to another theme as we deemed that it best captured the shared meaning of yoga philosophy as a framework to understand the origins and background of the practice. Finally, when refinement and review of final codes and themes was completed, we defined each theme, selected representative quotes (see Table 1), and developed a summary table including word frequencies for transparency.


TABLE 1 Conceptualizations of yoga, yoga philosophy and yoga practice with themes and quotes from regular AYPs (*).

[image: Table summarizing yoga-related well-being dimensions, themes, and representative participant quotes, with columns for theme prevalence (N, %) and grouped by categories: Yoga, Yoga philosophy, and Yoga practice, covering aspects such as holistic practice, healing, knowledge, philosophy, daily elements, outcomes, challenges, and practice expansion.]




Results

We first provide a descriptive analysis of the words used by participants to describe yoga, yoga philosophy, and yoga practice, and then turn our focus onto the reflexive analysis of themes for each of these aspects of yoga. This exploration of words and their frequency was considered a key element in the familiarization phase of RTA, complementing the typical practice of reading responses in multiple occasions, with the aim of becoming closely interconnected to the data (Byrne, 2021). As stated in our previous studies (Ramirez-Duran et al., 2022a,b), we contend that the exploration of word frequencies offers a landscape of the dataset when using large datasets and when responses vary in length, and provides the reader a clear illustration of findings to follow the description, interpretation and discussion of each theme.

Participants' responses considerably varied in length (min = 1, max = 1,032), with an average of 30 words to describe each element of yoga (see Table 2). The word clouds in Figure 5 comprise the 100 most frequently used words by yoga practitioners to define yoga, yoga philosophy, and their yoga practice. Words using a larger font represent a higher frequency (min = 4, max = 225), with no specific meaning for color. Some word clouds contain more words with a larger font size, which is explained by the variation of word frequency and distribution of words (see Supplementary materials 7–9 for details).


TABLE 2 Overview of regular AYPs' responses word counts for each aspect of yoga.

[image: Table comparing descriptive statistics for Yoga, Yoga philosophy, and Yoga practice. N ranges from 174 to 188. Minimum is one for all. Maximums are 262, one thousand thirty-two, and 297, respectively. Means are 24.25, 27.78, and 38.02. Medians are 14, 13, and 26, respectively.]


[image: Three word clouds illustrate key terms related to yoga, yoga philosophy, and yoga practice. The largest and most prominent words in each include "yoga," "life," "mind," "philosophy," "practicing," and "practice." Blue text boxes label each word cloud: "Yoga" at the top, "Yoga Philosophy" on the left, and "Yoga Practice" on the right. Smaller surrounding terms include "body," "means," "connection," and "physical."]
FIGURE 5
 Word clouds of the conceptualization of yoga, yoga philosophy and yoga practice. The word clouds were generated by NVivo12.


We identified clusters of similar words within each aspect of yoga, as well as similarities across the three aspects that we investigated. For example, words such as “life” and “living,” “physical” and “body,” “mind” and “mental,” in addition to “self,” “peace,” and “connection” were commonly employed across yoga in general and yoga philosophy. The yoga practice aspect was commonly depicted by the use of words reflecting the asana sequence and additional practices, such as “day,” “weekly” and “time,” “primary,” “intermediate,” and “series,” and “asana,” “meditation,” “pranayama,” and “breathing” (see Supplementary materials 7–9 for details). Across the three aspects of yoga, it was also common to find the word “feel,” which was mainly used to describe an emotion, a sensation or an experience (see Supplementary materials 10–12 for word trees).


Conceptualizations of yoga in general

The first theme was “Yoga is a holistic and multidimensional practice” and was defined as representing a multifaceted practice entailing physical, mental, and spiritual components, which can be experienced on their own or as intertwined with others. For example, for some participants, yoga was only experienced as a physical exercise, noting for example that yoga was “a form or exercise that I enjoy, calling it anything more than that would be problematic.” Other participants specifically identified yoga as a form of mind-body practice by referring to it as “a form of exercise, not only physical, but also psychological and spiritual.” For other practitioners, yoga represented purely a spiritual practice, for instance writing that “yoga is divine connection, discipline and evolution.” Others focused on yoga as a contemplative practice, perceiving yoga as “moving meditation.” Or in words of another practitioner, yoga “provides a constant platform from which I can observe how my body and mind are feeling in that particular moment; it serves to remind me each time I practice to be more humble and forgiving of myself and to keep things in perspective.” This theme reflects the nature of yoga as offering different avenues for practitioners to engage with, and addressing physical, mental and spiritual dimensions separately and as a whole.

The second theme was “Yoga is a tool for healing, coping and cultivating health and wellbeing” which defines yoga as a tool that practitioners use for healing at a physical and/or a mental level, for coping with challenges and navigating life, and for fostering, improving and balancing health and wellbeing. Some participants specifically referred to healing effects. For example, one participant spoke about yoga as “a way of healing ourselves,” while another asserted that “yoga has provided a physical avenue to processing complex childhood trauma.” Other participants emphasized the coping skills and resilience that yoga can provide. For instance, one practitioner said, “I strongly believe that my yoga practice makes me a better person and more equipped to deal with the challenges that life throws at us.” Participants also perceived yoga as a health and wellbeing tool. One practitioner spoke about yoga as “a way to maintain my mental health,” while another said that “yoga is a way to nourish my mind and body, I have dealt with anxiety and depression for years, but the method of breathing and physical activity of yoga have helped me cope.” This theme represents the relevance of yoga as a set of skills that can assist practitioners not only to deal with and recover from health conditions and trauma, but also to foster and maintain health and wellbeing.

The third theme was “Yoga is a method for knowing, accepting and developing the self ” and was defined as a system that promotes self-care and self-discipline, that enables a process of self-inquiry and self-discovery, and can lead toward the development and transformation of oneself. For instance, the concept of discipline and care toward oneself is reflected in the word of one participant who stated, “yoga means commitment, to myself and the practice, showing up every day and constantly finding ways to improve my practice and myself.” Other participants highlighted aspects of reflection, inquiry and understanding of oneself. For example, one participant spoke about “the equilibrium and the self-knowledge that allows me to connect with my own being; transformation and growth,” while another described it as “a way of knowing my body and its limitations, as well as of my mind, it is a constant learning about my being and acceptance of life.” In terms of development and transformation of the self, some participants pointed out more egotistic elements, while others identified more transcendental elements. For example, the former was captured by a participant who expressed that “yoga makes me feel proud of myself, every time that I improve on my asanas,” and the latter is reflected in a practitioner who defined yoga as “a tool for self-knowledge and that gives me the possibility to observe myself and motivates me to want to evolve as a human being.” This theme seems to encapsulate one main purpose of yoga from different perspectives, which is related to the understanding and the evolution of the self.

The fourth theme was “Yoga is a way of being, living and seeing the world” and it was defined as the internal lens to perceive and connect with oneself, the principles and guidelines by which one lives life, and the external lens to perceive and connect to others and with the world as an extension of oneself. One aspect of this theme was the perception of yoga as a way of being more grounded, centered, and calmed. For example, one practitioner spoke about yoga as “a way for me to be better to others, and in return, I feel more grounded and able to deal with stress,” and another said that it “helps to ground me and gives a lot of meaning to my life.” Another essential aspect of this theme was the perception of yoga as a way of living. In words of one practitioner, “it means a way of life that helps me deal with all that is happening in the world and how to appreciate everything we have, even our negative feelings.” Another practitioner described it as “a way of life, it means to practice awareness and to be fully present in my life.” Some participants also highlighted the aspect of connecting with others and having a sense of community. For instance, one practitioner noted “it is a way of living, which rules the way you relate with others,” while another spoke about yoga as “a wonderful anchor that helps me stay grounded, centered and mindful; it provides me with a sense of wellbeing, curiosity, community and safety.” This theme depicts yoga as transcending the practice level and positioning itself as an embedded framework that can influence practitioners' perceptions and experiences of themselves, of others, and the world, and guide their behaviors.

The fifth theme was “Yoga is the journey toward the realization of the true Self ” and was defined as looking beyond the nature of the human mind by gaining stillness and clarity to see oneself and the true nature of the Self. Some practitioners highlighted yoga as “a way to calm the mind” or as “stilling the mind and living in equanimity.” Stilling the mind and seeing clearly entails the acknowledgment of the nature of the human mind before recognizing and tapping into the true nature of the Self. This ulterior form of awareness was expressed through two ideas. One was the experience and practice of a state of union or oneness. In words of one practitioner:

	“[yoga] is the union of the body, mind and spirit. It is a method for calming the mind, for observing myself and get to know my own essence, for connecting with my soul and with what unites me with everything in this physical plane and in a universal plane, which transcends the physical.”

The other core idea was the realization of the Self, which was portrayed by one practitioner as “the state of consciousness, union, oneness with the Self,” and by another as “discovering the true nature of oneself.” This theme conceptualizes yoga as a path or a process in which the practitioner is able to observe and embrace the nature of the human mind, developing higher levels of awareness that lead to the realization of the connection of the individual consciousness (i.e., self) with the universal consciousness (i.e., Self).

Thus, yoga was conceptualized as a practice that practitioners do, as a tool that practitioners use to improve health and wellbeing, as a method for personal growth, as a lifestyle and worldview, and as a spiritual journey. These forms of conceptualizing yoga are consistent with empirical and scientific literature where practitioners have been found to engage with yoga in one or more dimensions (Ivtzan and Jegatheeswaran, 2015) and the use of yoga as therapy (Bennetts, 2022; Van der Kolk, 2017) and for wellbeing (Gaiswinkler and Unterrainer, 2016; Ivtzan and Papantoniou, 2014). Conceptualizing yoga as a practice including physical, mental, spiritual, and contemplative elements as well as encompassing particular worldviews and behaviors encapsulates the evolution of yoga into a hybrid modern practice (Singleton, 2010). It also aligns with the yoga literature conceptualizing yoga as a practice fostering self-knowledge and transformation (Vivekananda, 2012), cultivation of higher levels of awareness and realization of the Self (Kidd and Eatough, 2017).



Conceptualizations of yoga philosophy

The first identified theme was “A collection of teachings for the knowledge and evolution of the self ” and depicted yoga philosophy as a set of teachings involving the cultivation of self-awareness and observance, and providing an avenue for the reflection, discovery, understanding and evolution of oneself. Some participants highlighted the contemplative teachings. For instance, one participant spoke about “the self-understanding of life experience and the process of thoughts in the mind.” Other participants perceived yoga philosophy as a way to connect with, accept, and understand oneself, while for others it also meant a path toward self-evolution and transformation. The following description provided by a practitioner encapsulates all these elements:

	“It is a very beautiful and loving way of looking at human existence, the processes of evolution and growth. It helps me to understand my deepest feelings and to accept the temporary transit called life, fostering self-love and it has helped me to find a sacred place, time and space for myself. Without a doubt the practice opened internal portals that nowadays make me feel more conscious and in synch with how my soul and humanity feel.”

This theme suggests that yoga philosophy can allow a deeper understanding of practitioners, as well as promote personal growth and transformation when they engage with its teachings.

The second theme was “An applied framework for the yoga asana practice and daily life,” defining yoga philosophy as applied knowledge that enables a better understanding of the yoga practice and permeates into practitioners lives by influencing their lifestyles and ways of being, thinking and interacting with the world. For some practitioners, yoga philosophy was considered a fundamental component for supporting and deepening the practice. For instance, one practitioner stated that “yoga philosophy adds another level to the Ashtanga method, it is essential to deepen the understanding of the practice.” Other practitioners stressed the role that principles and values play in their lives. For example, one participant referred to yoga philosophy as:

	“the mindset/values by which I practice, and the intention to carry that mindset/values off my mat. The more I practice yoga, the more those values are engrained in who I am. I learn what I need to focus on or change as I practice. These lessons on my mat reveal truths about my life off the mat.”

A subset of practitioners specifically mentioned elements from the Yoga Sutras in their conceptualizations, for example:

	“For me, the Ashtanga method provides a clear path for applications of the yamas and niyamas in everyday life. I find that the asana practice prescribed by Ashtanga provides experience of non-violence, truthfulness, non-stealing, moderation, forgiveness and compassion (ahimsa, staya, asteya, mitahara, ksama, and daya).”

This theme represents the embodiment of principles and teachings contained in the philosophical sphere of yoga both during the daily practice and in daily life, as well as the dynamic interconnection between philosophy and practice.

The third theme framed yoga philosophy as “A spiritual path toward the understanding of reality, human nature and beyond,” representing existential and spiritual reflections and connections within oneself, with others, and a divine plane. Some participants underscored the premise of stilling the mind and embracing impermanence as essential to understand reality. For example, one practitioner said that “yoga philosophy is a structured and well researched method to create clarity within the mind and enable true insight into the nature of reality.” Other practitioners referred to the interconnection between body, mind and spirit as one core principle of yoga philosophy. One participant spoke about “the combination of breath and movement to unite the body, mind and spirit; the deepening of a spiritual flexibility and spiritual awakening so that one can navigate through life with grace, integrity and peace.” Some participants specifically addressed the issue of realizing the true nature of oneself, as being one with a universal consciousness. In words of one practitioner: “Yoga is a roadmap to liberation. It is the path to self-knowledge, to the re-encounter with our essence and recognize ourselves with divinity. For awakening from our spiritual amnesia and remind us of our natural state: love.” This theme represents the spiritual quest in which participants may embark through the engagement with yoga philosophy, whether that represents developing a deeper connection to oneself and achieving mental steadiness and clarity, or with everything surrounding oneself, including the divine.

The fourth theme was “A framework to understand the foundations and origins of the practice” and was defined as perceiving yoga philosophy as an ancient cosmovision that needs to be acknowledged and provides a foundation for the contemporary practice. For one practitioner, yoga philosophy “is the understanding where yoga came from, what a yoga practice is all about and what benefits can provide the mind and the body.” Another participant noted that “I like knowing as much about the philosophy underlying yoga as I can […] because I feel that taking the time to understand it is the most respectful way to engage with a culture and tradition that are not originally my own.” Other participants also pointed out similarities with other philosophical or spiritual traditions that were relevant to them and connected with their understanding of yoga. For example, one practitioner stated that “I can relate parts of yoga to Buddhism, and being with the breath is the same as trying to live in the moment, which you can find in Buddhism.” Another aspect that was spotlighted by some participants was the way in which yogic worldviews are closely intertwined with yoga practices. In the words of one practitioner, yoga philosophy was depicted as it follows:

	“It's a way of life… and we cannot become sages overnight… so I personally believe that every day we work on ourselves. May it be on the mat or in situations or reacting to unwanted things… I find yogic philosophy in it, some way or the other it is related to everything we think, feel and do in life.”

This theme reflects the importance of acknowledging the heritage and understanding the worldviews that gave birth to yoga as a comprehensive system of philosophy and practice, which may resonate in particular ways due to the practitioners' belief system and life experiences.

The fifth theme was “Attitudes and engagement with Yoga Philosophy” and represented the range of attitudes and behaviors held by participants in regard to yoga philosophy. A number of practitioners explicitly reported having minimal engagement with yoga philosophy or considering it as not relevant. For example, one practitioner said that “I don't pay much attention to the philosophy,” while another mentioned that “I'm not particularly affiliated with any yoga philosophy, as I don't think about it often when I practice.” Other practitioners expressed the feelings that it evoked, such as “overwhelmed,” “inspirational” or “humbled.” Participants also referred to the importance of self-study and to acquiring their own understanding of aspects of philosophy that could resonate with them and thus, apply to their lives. For instance, one participant noted that “I started studying [yoga philosophy] because I started to see certain relationships between meditation, yoga and Buddhism,” while another stated that “I am rather not dogmatic […], my philosophy covers several fields and would not only refer to a single discipline.” This theme represents the diversity of views and complexities in understanding and relating with yoga philosophy as a broad umbrella term gathering different teachings that can be connected to other fields.

In summary, yoga philosophy was conceptualized as a collection of ancient teachings reflecting ways of understanding human nature and higher levels of consciousness, organized into an applied framework that serves yoga asana practice, guides ways of living, and supports personal and spiritual development. Consistent with previous research on yoga practitioners, attitudes toward philosophy and immersion in yoga as a broader system are varied, which relates to different experiences regarding the practice and its benefits (Gaiswinkler and Unterrainer, 2016). Although some may argue that AY is mostly a physical practice (Sarbacker, 2014), it seems that regular practitioners value traditional teachings about spirituality, the nature of reality, and ethical principles, combining Eastern and Western ideas with their own personal values.



Conceptualizations of yoga practice

For conceptualizations of yoga practice, the first identified theme was “A description of the elements of the yoga practice” and reflected the most representative set of features that are usually practiced. It mainly reflected descriptions of the asana sequence, the modality of the practice, the frequency and time dedication, as well as chanting, meditation and pranayama at the beginning and/or at the end of the practice. For example, one practitioner described their practice as “I go to a shala about 3 to 4 times a week for Mysore style practice, plus led class once a week.” Another practitioner said:

	“My asana practice consists of surya namaskar A and B, standing poses, full or half primary and second until dwipada, urva dhanurasana plus drop backs and closing […] In addition to my asana practice I do alternate nostril breathing, try living my life being kind toward myself and others, and try observing my mind and not grasping onto my emotions.”

This theme seemed to reflect and expand on what participants had previously reported in the online survey by completing closed ended questions, occasionally providing further details that were not captured in the survey.

The second theme was “Outcomes and applications of the yoga practice” and reflected the benefits practitioners experience from the practice as well as the applications off the mat and into daily life. This was comprehensively expressed by one practitioner:

	“I practice on my own, in my lounge room, as I live in a regional area without an Ashtanga yoga teacher. I attend classes or workshops when I can, or if I'm visiting the city. I have young children, so my practice often occurs alongside someone asking where their socks are, what's for lunch or to tell me that their brother hit them! I consider this to be part of my practice. Nothing is perfect. The idea of always practicing in a perfect, quiet yoga shala rarely occurs for me! If I want to practice yoga, I need to choose to accept that my environment is not always the stereotypically perfect yoga environment. But it's perfect to me.”

Another practitioner spoke about the practice in terms of the benefits, saying “I'm less concerned about the physical aspect, although it has been incredible, and more about what the practice brings me mentally and spiritually.” This theme reflects how the practice is lived by practitioners beyond the formal asana practice, how it is carried out in real life settings and the benefits that they perceive that they are gaining from having that regular practice.

The third theme was “Adapting the Ashtanga Yoga practice and learning from challenges,” which was defined as tailoring the yoga practice to the practitioner's personal needs and circumstances and learning from the challenges that may lead to such adaptations. While practitioners described how they would modify their practice, they still recognized following the foundations of the AY method. For some practitioners, these adaptations were directly related to the COVID-19 pandemic, in terms of shifting to a home practice, online practice, or due to mental challenges related to lockdowns. For example, one practitioner spoke about “After COVID my practice has been a home practice, I struggle without having the environment of teacher and other students to inspire me to stay present for the entire practice.” Other participants described the way in which they navigated changes and adapted the practice accordingly, due to injuries, motherhood, time, work commitments, or other constrains. In words of one practitioner: “Now that I'm in my late 50′s, it is more challenging with aches and pains, but I can feel how good it is for me. I'm steady but the energy levels shift a lot. I just show up and do what I can.” Other practitioners specifically referred to how they were challenged by the practice or how they struggled while practicing. For example, one practitioner mentioned “It is quite challenging physically and mentally. Some postures are very demanding, and I work a lot to get better in them.” This theme represented how practitioners at different times in their life may encounter obstacles to practice the way in which they were once able to do so, representing an opportunity for growth and learning, with many persevering through and adapting to the challenge.

The fourth theme was “Expanding the Ashtanga yoga practice through additional elements” and was defined as complementing the AY method with other practices that help to bring a balance or enhance the experience of the practitioner. For example, some practitioners referred to incorporate another asana practice alongside the AY practice. One practitioner mentioned that “two to three times a week I will practice Yin/restorative yoga in the evenings as I find this helps to balance out the Yang nature of the Ashtanga Yoga practice.” Other participants stated that studying yogic texts and yoga philosophy was part of their practice. For instance, one participant said that “I read philosophy and writings on philosophy daily, I try to incorporate mindfulness into my daily life.” Other practitioners mentioned the relevance of their teacher in supporting them to find ways to adapt or balance their practice. For example, one practitioner expressed that “I have in the past modified my practice alongside the advice of my teacher to make it easier to manage in times of stress to remove the thinking element of whether I should show up or not.” Similar to the prior theme, this theme speaks about building a personal practice by seeking elements, not only within, but also outside the AY method to support, deepen and expand the yoga practice.

Overall, the yoga practice was conceptualized not only in terms of the elements and features contained in the daily AY asana practice, but also in terms of how the practice is malleable and evolving according to particular circumstances and needs, how it can draw upon wisdom from other practices and how the practice permeates into daily life. Although most of the aspects contained in this general conceptualization of yoga practice have not been reported in studies, it seems to match anecdotal evidence on what happens in AY studios. It also seems to represent the constant evolution of the yoga practice through various contextual influences (Jain, 2014a). Importantly, the applied aspect of the practice onto daily life is aligned with the argument that the AY practice was developed and intended to be practiced by people with social and family commitments (Maehle, 2006).




Discussion

Findings from our RTA yielded between four and five themes for each of the three aspects of yoga that we focused on for this study. In this section, we synthesize and integrate the themes identified in yoga, yoga philosophy and yoga practice by looking across them in more detail. We discuss shared perspectives amongst participants, to extend our current understanding of yoga from regular AY practitioners' viewpoints.


Shared meanings across yoga, yoga philosophy and yoga practice

After conceptualizing each aspect of yoga according to practitioners' perspectives, we examined themes across yoga, yoga philosophy, and yoga practice. We identified three common threads depicting yoga as intertwining theoretical and philosophical aspects with traditional and contextual practices that practitioners adopt according to their own lived experiences and belief systems. We have grouped these common threads into three overarching themes, which are discussed in the next sections and illustrated in Figure 6 (also see Supplementary materials 14–16 for examples).
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FIGURE 6
 Overarching themes across yoga, yoga philosophy and yoga practice. The word clouds were generated by NVivo12.




Yoga as an embodied framework to be used on and off the mat

The first common thread across the three yoga aspects was found amongst the themes “Yoga is a way of being, living and seeing the world” from yoga in general (fourth theme), “An applied framework for the yoga asana practice and daily life” from yoga philosophy (second theme), and “Outcomes and applications of the yoga practice” from yoga practice (second theme). We synthesized this common thread into the overarching theme “Yoga as an embodied framework to be used on and off the mat,” which conceptualizes yoga as a worldview that imbues not only the formal practice, but also the way in which practitioners lead and live their lives. By embodied, here we refer to both the embodied practice that usually takes place on the mat in the form of asana practice combined with other elements (e.g., pranayama, meditation), and to the embodiment of values, principles and beliefs connected to the yoga tradition (e.g., yama, niyama) through the enactment of habits and behaviors in real life and beyond the formal practice. Within this overarching theme, participants often referred to yoga and yoga philosophy as “a way of life,” and their descriptions provided details of how this was enacted through the application of the practice to thoughts, emotions and behaviors, or experienced via mental and spiritual benefits. Aligned with contemporary yoga literature, yoga is conceptualized beyond the physical practice, as a lifestyle system sustained in philosophical and ethical guidelines emanating from diverse sources of teachings (Feuerstein and Wilber, 1998; Jain, 2014b; Jeffrey, 2020).

What practitioners eloquently expressed in terms of lifestyle and ethical practice is consistent with both traditional and contemporary literature. For instance, Jeffrey (2020) argues that yoga has been referred to as a way of living as early as in pre-classical and classical yoga texts, such as the Rig Veda (1,500–1,000 BCE) and the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali (200–400 BCE), evolving ever since into contemporary embodiments of yoga practices and worldviews by regular practitioners. In this study, the most cited text was the Yoga Sutras, with some practitioners referring to the Vedas or other traditional texts as ethical guidelines for a way of living. This might be due to the widespread of the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali in the West through different gurus, such as Swami Vivekananda (White, 2014). Besides practitioners referring to what can arguably represent some of the eight limbs of yoga when describing the yoga practice (i.e., asana, pranayama, pratyahara, dharana, and dhyana), they mentioned qualities that explicitly or implicitly represented aspects of yama and niyama. These principles that apply to the attitudes and behaviors toward others and to oneself and have been encouraged to be followed within and outside the AY tradition (Iyengar, 2005; Jois, 2016). Similar to our research, Jeffrey (2020) also noted how long-term yoga practitioners adopted and adapted ancient and traditional ethical teachings into their own lives and contexts in their own meaningful ways. These yogic ethical adoptions and adaptations offer the opportunity to reconsider what is the purpose of yoga in our current day and age, and the influence that yoga practitioners' viewpoint can bring to the table.

This overarching theme also indicates that this group of regular AY practitioners have what Buckingham (2017) refer to as an “integrated practice,” or the postural practice underpinned by the ethical practice. As discussed in the previous sections, this lifestyle can take manifold shapes according to participants' perspectives, including aspects concerning health and wellbeing, personal environment, interactions with others, patterns of thoughts and behaviors, and the relationship to higher consciousness (Vivekananda, 2012). Adaptations to the applications of traditional yoga teachings with the evolution of modern yoga as experienced by practitioners has its counterpart in the scholarly world. For instance, the interpretations of the Yoga Sutras, and thus the 8-fold path of Patanjali across time and place, have multiple views that can vary significantly depending on the author and their context (Jeffrey, 2020). Additionally, some scholars interpret both yama and niyama as principles that can be applied simultaneously to oneself and others (e.g., Bennetts, 2022). For example, ahimsa traditionally speaks about no harm, yet recent literature speaks about embodying positive qualities such as kindness, empathy, and compassion, not only in regard to others, but also toward oneself (Desikachar, 1995; Bennetts, 2022). Thus, how yoga practitioners interpret and use these teachings can influence contemporary conceptualizations of yoga as much as what yoga scholars and teachers interpret and communicate about the theory and the practice.



Yoga as an embodied path for self-knowledge

The second common thread was identified between the themes “Yoga is a way of knowing and developing the self ” from yoga in general (theme 3), “A collection of teachings for the knowledge and the evolution of the self ” from yoga philosophy (theme 1), and “Adapting the practice and learning from challenges” from yoga practice (theme 3). We integrated these themes into the overarching theme “Yoga as an embodied path for self-knowledge,” which conceptualizes yoga as a system comprising both a framework with teachings and insights into human nature and its evolution, and the set of practices that enable the experience and application of such framework in the formal yoga practice and in daily life. The core idea of this overarching theme is the embodied understanding and development of oneself. This means that self-knowledge occurs not only as cognitive and meta-cognitive processes by reflecting upon and observing oneself, but also occurs at an experiential level by feeling body sensations, abilities and limitations, and by enacting self-caring lifestyle behaviors and mindful interactions with others. This further implies that self-knowledge and self-transformation can take place both during the formal practice and the lifestyle practice.

While this overarching theme illustrates what has been documented in modern yoga literature as representing yoga as “a system of personal inquiry and experience” (Vivekananda, 2012, p. 11), it also resonates with Krishnamacharya's and Jois' view of the physical body as a place of attention, observation, and experimentation (Sarbacker, 2014). Here, however, practitioners have highlighted that this personal inquiry and experience transcends the physical practice, and flows into daily life, either as an intentional practice or as a state. Fiori et al. (2017) propose that since the practice of AY is personal and often embedded as a lifestyle, the increased dedication and immersion may lead to an enhanced level of self-awareness, self-compassion, and a greater focus on self-realization. Although we cannot draw casual relationships in this study, this might be the case for this group of practitioners. In a previous study with the same group of regular practitioners, participants' embodied perceptions of wellbeing spoke about heightened levels of self-awareness through the body (Ramirez-Duran et al., 2022a). Their conceptualizations of yoga as an embodied path for self-knowledge also speaks about this continuum between increased awareness of external and internal body sensations, emotions, thought patterns and behaviors, leading to increased consciousness of how oneself operates in and relates with the world. Thus, this path of self-knowledge may have ripple effects from within oneself, to social relationships, to the environment.

This further echoes Buckingham (2017)'s conceptualization of yoga as a “technology of the self” (p. 144), which is defined as “a microprocess, an ethical and aesthetic practice, a practice of the self […], a way of acting with faithfulness to oneself” (p. 143). Here, practitioners articulated how yoga in general terms, and its philosophical and practical elements, encompass methods to constantly calibrate and re-calibrate oneself through observation, acceptance, and actions. These actions can be seen as dynamic entangled processes involving what Barad (2007) calls intra-actions (i.e., in relation to oneself) and inter-actions (i.e., in relation to others). As argued by Buckingham (2017), the integrated yoga practice (i.e., on- and off-the-mat) seems to interweave the personal work practitioners do on themselves with their relationship with others and the world around them. By integrated, she refers to the personal, social and political practice, entailing an embodied, ethical, and ecological approach (Buckingham, 2017).

On the one hand and at a personal level, this common thread conceptualizes yoga as a path for developing an enhanced version of oneself, equipped with tools to navigate life. This speaks to recent research looking at postural yoga as contributing to self-regulation and resilience in regular practitioners (Sullivan et al., 2018; Tyagi et al., 2016; Upadhyay et al., 2022). On the other hand, the ethical framework of yoga (i.e., yama and niyama) may support practitioners into a constructive engagement with themselves, others, and their environment. Satya, one element of yama, is closely intertwined with this, as it speaks to truthfulness and integrity in the relationship with oneself, others, and every other aspect of life (Bennetts, 2022). Elements from niyama are also represented in this overarching theme. While references to self-acceptance can arguably represent saucha, which has been interpreted as honesty, forgiveness, and self-compassion; self-discipline can be seen as tapas, which has been interpreted as determination, consistency, regular practice and mindful decision making (Bennetts, 2022). Hence, self-knowledge arises from within and from the relationships we establish in our worlds.



Yoga as a path for spiritual awakening and connection

The third common thread was found across the themes “Yoga is a journey toward the realization of the Self ” from yoga in general (theme 5), “A spiritual path toward the understanding of reality, human nature and beyond” from yoga philosophy (theme 3), and “Expanding the yoga practice through additional elements” from yoga practice (theme 4), in particular the sub-themes related to the study of texts and yoga philosophy and to the connection to other belief systems. This thread was synthesized into the overarching theme “Yoga as a path for spiritual awakening and connection,” which defines yoga as an avenue that practitioners may choose to further develop themselves in terms of spirituality and transcendence. This spiritual journey can take diverse shapes according to each practitioners' belief system, context and experiences. The central idea shared by participants here is the relevance of the practice and state of mental steadiness and clarity as a steppingstone into the experience of union and oneness within oneself, with others, and a divine plane, and into the awareness of the true nature of reality and being. This eventually encompasses the realization of the Self as the true nature of being and a broadened or heightened consciousness, which may be facilitated not only through the formal practice, but by the engagement with the spiritual and philosophical foundations.

Within this overarching theme we can see what Sarbacker (2014) refers to as spiritual development collapsing into physical development in different modern postural yoga traditions, including AY. Through this knowledge, the links to spiritual and physical foundations are made visible and coherent (meaning making) for practitioners. Here, participants' conceptualizations account their lived experiences through the practice with links to the meta-physical elements of yoga-related frameworks. While considering yoga as the evolution of the self, this spiritual-physical collapse can be interpreted in relation to the pancha kosha (i.e., five sheaths) framework conceived within Vedantic philosophy. This model encompasses five levels of awareness in human existence, from gross to subtle: the physical body, the vitality body, the mental body, the wisdom body, and the bliss body, leading to the realization of our spiritual nature at the core (Feuerstein, 2013; Vivekananda, 2012). Through the expansion of awareness through each of these layers, yoga practitioners would be able to embark in the quest toward the realization of the true self, pure awareness or Self, which in Vedantic philosophy is the Atman. Noteworthily, this concept is also acknowledged in other yoga-related frameworks such as Samkhya and The Yoga Sutras of Patanjali, as well as in forms of Buddhism and Jewish mysticism (Feuerstein, 2013), which might explain how this state of oneness and higher consciousness resonates with practitioners from diverse backgrounds and beliefs.

It has been argued that modern postural yoga has gained greater popularization due to meeting the expectations around physicality and remaining secular yet mystical and spiritual enough to be appealing for practitioners seeking personal and spiritual development (Sarbacker, 2014). This seems to be the case for this group of practitioners. Indeed, the philosophical and spiritual underpinnings of yoga combined with its physicality is what distinguishes it from other forms of purely physical or purely spiritual practices (Jeffrey, 2020). What practitioners reported in this study also speak about what the main proponents of modern postural yoga, and AY in particular, envisioned and underscored: the relevance of spiritual development through the physical practice (Sarbacker, 2014). While embodying these teachings, still some practitioners conceptualized yoga as an either purely physical or mental practice. This aligns with previous research showing that practitioners may start a regular practice for physical and/or mental health reasons, developing spiritual motivations as they deepen their practice (Büssing et al., 2012; Ivtzan and Jegatheeswaran, 2015; Park et al., 2014, 2019). It also aligns with research showing different types of practitioners, some focusing on physical elements and others on mystical components (Cagas et al., 2022; Henrichsen-Schrembs and Versteeg, 2011). This goes back to hatha yoga and the idea that the physical practice brings about mental and spiritual benefits, irrespectively of which is the underlying motivation for practicing (Sarbacker, 2014).

Finally, linking back this overarching theme to the ethical framework and practice of niyama in particular, key elements shared by practitioners reflect how these teachings permeate their experiences and perceptions of yoga. For example, santosha can be understood as contentment or equanimity, involving the acceptance of internal and external circumstances, and thus mental steadiness (Bennetts, 2022; Jois, 2016). Svadhyaya is interpreted as self-study leading to self-knowledge, which may entail personal habits, as well as thought and behavioral patterns, implying the ability to observe and accept oneself before being able to transform aspects of oneself (Bennetts, 2022; Jois, 2016). Isvara pranidhana means surrendering and devoting oneself to the divine or to a higher purpose, being able to transcend the ego, often implying a spiritual devotion, which from a psychological point of view can be considered as relevant for building resilience (Bennetts, 2022; Jois, 2016). These aspects seem to summarize what has been previously interpreted and articulated throughout this common overarching theme.



Integration of common threads

These three common threads represent the interconnection or entanglement of philosophy, theory, and practice in yoga as experienced and perceived by this group of regular AY practitioners. These threads reveal that themes and aspects of yoga cannot be viewed entirely siloed and separate from one another. This entanglement truly represents yoga as a system of philosophies and practices that are in constant interaction with the context in which they continuously emerge, evolve, and become, as experienced, interpreted, and communicated by regular practitioners, scholars, teachers, and communities. In this group of regular practitioners, it seems that perceiving yoga as a firmly embedded lifestyle encompassing the formal AY practice (i.e., on-the-mat) as well as embodied adoptions and adaptations of traditional teachings, creates a fertile ground for an inner journey toward self-knowledge and spiritual growth. The “practice of the self ” seems to happen in the space between where the physical and the spiritual collapse. Through micro-processes or intra-actions, practitioners gain an increased understanding of themselves, allowing them to transform aspects within themselves and in their relationships with the outer world. This might lead to heightened levels of awareness and into spiritual journey toward the realization of their true self. Hence, similar to what has been reported in the mindfulness literature, yoga may be considered both a practice that can be performed and a state that practitioners can experience occasionally, as well as a way of being.



Implications and future directions

This study contributes to existing literature by focusing on the experiences of long-term yoga practitioners to understand what yoga means in the modern world. While the open-ended questions enabled participants' voices to come through as rich insightful responses, the lead author's background provided depth and nuance to our findings. Next, we discuss a number of implications emanating from this research.

Conceptualizations of yoga by this group of regular AY practitioners reveal the entanglement of philosophical, ethical, and spiritual elements along with the formal postural practice, usually comprising asana, pranayama, and meditation. This suggests that scholars and researchers should not precipitate drawing assumptions about how practitioners perceive yoga as essentially a physical activity for physical fitness, health, or wellbeing. While this still might be true to many practitioners, it seems that higher levels of immersion with yoga (i.e., moving from practice to lifestyle) bring about an integrated practice that is experienced as a state of being-in-the-world. This aligns with previous research unveiling different types of practitioners (e.g., Henrichsen-Schrembs and Versteeg, 2011; Cagas et al., 2022). Thus, future research could focus on longitudinal investigations on yoga practitioners to further understand the perception, evolution and entanglement of these elements, as well as the experienced pathways in which yoga provides benefits.

Furthermore, as an ancient tradition that has interacted in various contexts and with diverse cultures, worldviews, and practices, yoga keeps evolving within the modern world. While practitioners and scholars invest their efforts in acknowledging and understanding its roots, it seems necessary to also embrace the process of continuous de-construction and construction of yoga philosophy and practice as experienced by practitioners and scholars today. This implies incorporating practitioners' and research participants' viewpoints on what yoga means to them, before imposing a pre-determined conceptualization devised unilaterally by researchers. These pre-determined definitions reflect assuming that yoga only entails a few elements, which might not be completely relevant to all practitioners. Similar to recent research on lay conceptualizations of wellbeing (e.g., Sollis et al., 2024), applying a participatory lens in yoga research can contribute to the design of more inclusive and accessible yoga programs. These can be co-created with and tailored to participants' needs, characteristics and contexts, whilst considering their understanding of yoga.

Another important implication is the dissemination of research to a broader audience. Learning about what do long-term practitioners perceive and experience in relation to yoga may help in debunking myths set by mass media and popular beliefs. This means moving away from yoga stereotypes in which only few people with certain attributes (e.g., healthy, fit, flexible, and young women) are improperly perceived as able to practice or to benefit from the practice. In doing so, there is an opportunity to broaden the scope and attract the attention of a wider range of practitioners. The “scholar-practitioner” may play a key role in shifting paradigms in terms of yoga research and practice, contributing in different ways of generating knowledge in the field and making it more accessible.



Limitations

There are several limitations in this study that need to be acknowledged. Participants in this study were self-selected, which means that they were motivated to take part in the research and had access to digital platforms. This might have affected their responses as well as the variety in characteristics of the sample. Most of the participants included identified as middle-aged females, Caucasian, and well-educated. This position may reflect more privileged experiences in life and with yoga, which might have influenced the content of the responses in terms of how yoga is practiced and conceptualized. We recognize that, for future research, a greater variety of practitioners needs to be considered. Nonetheless, the issue of privilege in yoga confirms what has already been reported in existing literature and reflects the need for an intersectional lens in yoga research.

Another limitation is that findings from this study may not apply to other regular yoga practitioners, or to other groups of regular AY practitioners, as meaning and knowledge created through qualitative research is situated and contextual. We acknowledge that whilst some yoga practitioners might resonate with our findings, others might not. Additionally, we followed an interpretative approach. While we estimate that our backgrounds and experience with yoga, psychology, and wellbeing science were central in shaping the findings from this study, we also acknowledge that there might be other ways of organizing and interpreting the information gathered in this investigation.

Finally, our review of the yoga traditional and empirical literature, although thorough and rigorous, was not exhaustive by any means. We recognize the complexity of the history and roots of yoga, and have humbly synthesized the most relevant information to provide both breadth and depth to the background, analysis and discussion sections of this article. This study could be followed up by in-depth interviews to further explore this topic.




Conclusion

Regular yoga practitioners have a complex and nuanced understanding of what yoga means to them, which can open up avenues for discussion, investigation and practice. Yoga was defined as a practice for health and wellbeing, a method for personal inquiry and growth, a way of living, and a spiritual quest. Yoga philosophy definitions intertwined with overall conceptualizations of yoga, and with perceptions of the yoga practice in particular. Yoga philosophy was defined as the collection of ancient teachings to understand human functioning and levels of consciousness, which offered a foundation and support for the yoga practice and living life. Yoga practice was defined as the formal daily AY practice, adaptable, ever-changing, and both permeable to other complementary practices and permeating into daily life. The entanglement of philosophical, spiritual and ethical underpinnings with the practice was noted in three common threads revealing the significance of yoga as an integrated practice, as an embodied path for self-knowledge, and as a path for spiritual development. Thus, yoga appears to be a “practice of the self” in which regular practitioners can enhance their understanding of themselves through intra-actions, evolving intrapersonal and inter-relational aspects within themselves, with others, and the world. The prevailing image of yoga as a physical practice for fitness, health and wellbeing seems to be more reflective of societal and scientific trends rather than being representative of regular yoga practitioners. Giving voice to them can contribute in continue shaping the ever changing yoga landscape in our current globalized world.
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Buddhist meditation, encompassing practices such as Samatha (focused attention), Vipassana (open monitoring), and Metta (loving-kindness), offers unique pathways for transforming consciousness beyond conventional mindfulness. In this article, we review the studies that explore how these distinct meditative techniques systematically cultivate meta-cognitive insight, emotional regulation, and self-inquiry, facilitating profound shifts in awareness and personal growth. Recent neuroscience and psychology studies show that these techniques influence the mind in different ways: they strengthen attentional stability, reshape self-referential thinking, and reorganize emotional patterns. Such modifications are evident in reorganized brain networks (for example, the default-mode network) and in characteristic EEG patterns. While sharing some parallels with Western mindfulness and hypnosis, Buddhist meditation uniquely emphasizes ethical integration and profound introspection. Challenges remain in objectively measuring advanced meditative states, particularly the experience of “no-self” (anattā), due to the reliance on subjective self-report. Future research should incorporate culturally sensitive methodologies, objective behavioral tasks, and interdisciplinary approaches like neurophenomenology to integrate traditional contemplative wisdom with rigorous scientific inquiry.
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1 Introduction

Consciousness deepening involves a progression from basic awareness to increasingly refined states of meta-cognitive insight (Travis and Shear, 2010; Poletti et al., 2024). This transformation involves not only noticing thoughts, emotions, and sensory experiences but also adopting a broader perspective on these mental processes. As such, it goes beyond ordinary self-monitoring by altering how one relates to internal phenomena. Recently, neuroscientists have turned their attention to these advanced contemplative states, especially within the context of Buddhist meditation.

Buddhist meditation offers a special way to examine how our minds change. It mainly involves two practices: Samatha (focused attention) and Vipassana (open monitoring). While many Western mindfulness approaches emphasize present-moment awareness, Samatha-Vipassana frameworks integrate both concentrated stabilization and discernment of mental patterns (Sharf, 2015). Consequently, Buddhist meditation presents an opportunity to investigate pathways of consciousness deepening that go beyond symptom reduction or stress management, identifying underlying processes of self-transformation and insight.

Current research is centered on several important areas. First, researchers examine the neurological mechanisms during Buddhist meditation, such as significant shifts in the default mode network (Trousselard et al., 2014; Chowdhury et al., 2023; Laukkonen et al., 2023). Second, work on second-generation mindfulness-based interventions (SG-MBIs) has expanded beyond superficial applications toward deeper clinical integration (Crane et al., 2017; Van Gordon and Shonin, 2020). Finally, debates concerning cultural adaptation and the risks of secular oversimplification raise essential ethical and philosophical questions (Kelly, 2023; Neves-Pereira et al., 2018).

Accordingly, this paper aims to (1) explore how Buddhist meditation can foster more profound levels of consciousness, (2) synthesize major psychological findings, and (3) propose directions for future study, including neuroethical considerations and culturally sensitive frameworks. By doing so, it aspires to bridge traditional Buddhist insights and contemporary scientific understandings of mental health and well-being. Figure 1 presents a neurocognitive pathway model of how core Buddhist meditation practices facilitate consciousness transformation in a systematic manner.
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FIGURE 1
Neurocognitive pathways of consciousness transformation.




2 Exploring consciousness: psychological mechanisms of Buddhist meditation

Buddhist meditation traditions transform the mind to a greater depth than what ordinary mindfulness exercises can achieve. By training in a structured way, practitioners learn to notice their thoughts and feelings. This awareness paves the way for insights into the fluid and interdependent nature of experiences. This section explores the conceptual underpinnings guiding these transformations and how they integrate with psychological mechanisms for profound personal change over time.


2.1 Buddhist meditation classifications and pathways for deepening consciousness

Buddhist meditation practices focus on organized ways to stabilize and sharpen the mind. This training facilitates the progression of the deepening of consciousness among practitioners. Three core practices—Samatha, Vipassana and Metta—are highlighted both in classical Buddhist scriptures and in modern empirical research. Each of these practices employs distinct mechanisms to transform cognitive processes and emotional states (Lutz et al., 2008; Vago and Silbersweig, 2012; Lippelt et al., 2014; Yordanova et al., 2020).

Samatha, or “focused attention” meditation, involves sustained concentration on a chosen object—often the breath or a visual focus. It aims to achieve a state of absorption. During advanced stages, one may notice a marked decline in distractibility accompanied by greater inner calm (Neri et al., 2024). Concentrative meditation (e.g., Samatha) is associated with increased frontal midline theta activity, correlating with attentional stability and reduced discursive thought (Cahn and Polich, 2006).

Vipassana, or “open monitoring” meditation, differs from Samatha. Vipassana meditators observe the uninterrupted flow of stimuli—sensations, thoughts and emotions—without labeling or reacting. Empirical findings indicate that people who have practiced Vipassana meditation for a long time show increased gamma brain activity in a specific brain area (parieto-occipital). This may relate to the adoption of a mindful and receptive awareness and enhanced perceptual clarity of moment-to-moment experience (Cahn et al., 2010). Additionally, mindfulness induces a sense of selflessness. Simultaneously, it reduces gamma activity in the prefrontal cortex, which serves as evidence suggesting that Vipassana meditation undermines the narrative ego (Dor-Ziderman et al., 2013).

Metta, or “loving-kindness” meditation, centers on cultivating unconditional goodwill and compassion toward oneself and others. Metta helps reshape the way we organize and experience our emotions. It can thereby reduce ingrained reactions such as hostility, anxiety, or fear (Hofmann et al., 2015; Stefan and Hofmann, 2019; Frick et al., 2020; Stangier et al., 2021). Metta meditation reduces self-other P300 amplitude differences in EEG/ERP studies, indicating balanced emotional processing. Moreover, long-term adherence to this practice engenders self-transcendence and concomitantly enhances interpersonal connectedness and altruistic tendencies (Trautwein et al., 2016).

Table 1 shows the different psychological mechanisms, neurophysiological correlates, and clinical outcomes for these three main meditation techniques. A key marker of this consciousness deepening is the shift from the “narrative self,” characterized by autobiographical identity and persistent internal dialogue, to the “minimal self,” which centers on momentary experience (Berkovich-Ohana et al., 2013, 2024). As practitioners move along this continuum, many report reduced cognitive fusion with personal stories and heightened awareness of immediate phenomena (Yang et al., 2024). Closely related to this transition is the cultivation of equanimity. Equanimity is a calm, balanced mind that stays steady no matter what thoughts or situations arise. Researchers measure equanimity as a key sign of advanced meditation, and they find that cultivating this quality can really change the way people deal with difficult situations (Desbordes et al., 2015; Hadash et al., 2016; Yang et al., 2024).


TABLE 1 Core Buddhist meditation techniques: mechanisms and outcomes.


	Technique
	Primary objective
	Mechanism
	Neural correlates
	Clinical applications





	Samatha
	Attentional stability, absorption
	Enhanced attentional control, reduced distractibility
	↑Frontal midline theta (attentional control) (Cahn and Polich, 2006)
	ADHD, attentional deficits (Neri et al., 2024)



	Vipassana
	Insight into impermanence, non-self (anattā)
	Non-reactive observation of sensory/menta1 phenomena
	↑Parieto-occipital gamma (Cahn et al., 2010); ↓Prefrontal gamma (Dor-Ziderman et al., 2013)
	Depression treatment, chronic pain (Zeidan et al., 2019)



	Metta
	Cultivation of unconditional compassion
	Affective training toward self/others
	↓Self-other P300 amplitude difference (Trautwein et al., 2016);
	Chronic depression (Stangier et al., 2021)








2.2 Psychological mechanism framework

Buddhist meditation’s effects can be illuminated by several psychological theories that detail its underlying mechanisms. These theories show that structured mindfulness practice can improve attention, influence emotions, and change how people see themselves. Thus, meditation builds a strong base for deeper self-discovery and personal growth.

At a foundational level, Meditation operates through dual cognitive systems: a reactive “hot” system driving impulsive responses during stress, and an adaptive “cool” system enabling reflective insights and flexible coping (Lehman et al., 2025). Meditation, specifically Samatha and Metta, appears to modulate this system through distinct pathways: the former enhances attentional stability and meta-awareness to reduce experiential fusion, while the latter cultivates prosocial affect and cognitive reappraisal to reinforce adaptive emotional patterns (Yordanova et al., 2020).

A growing body of research further suggests that what we commonly regard as a fixed “self” is better understood as a dynamic construct that can be broken down and reassembled over time (Berkovich-Ohana et al., 2024). Through consistent contemplative practice, the self-model can reorganize in non-linear ways, occasionally giving rise to experiences of “no-self” (anattā), where the usual boundaries of identity are perceived as porous or illusory (Laukkonen and Slagter, 2021; Cooper et al., 2022). Through its open-monitoring style, Vipassana meditation proves especially effective in cultivating the crucial insight. It brings to light the transient and constructed nature of thoughts, emotions, and bodily sensations (Dahl et al., 2015).

Finally, emerging frameworks in cognitive science, such as predictive coding, shed light on how meditation might recalibrate the brain’s Bayesian inferences (Lutz et al., 2019; Dutta, 2025). From this viewpoint, the mind perpetually generates predictions about incoming sensory information and updates them based on the precision of actual sensory data. Meditation practices, by reducing habitual patterns of reactive thought and enhancing mindful observation, can optimize this Bayesian inference process. As a result, practitioners become better at telling the difference between top-down expectations (our biases and beliefs) and bottom-up sensory signals (the raw data of experience). This refined capacity for sensory discrimination and error minimization contributes to a more vivid, less assumption-laden experience of reality (Manjaly and Iglesias, 2020).

Taken together, these theoretical models converge on a central theme: Buddhist meditation practices systematically reshape how individuals process and interpret their inner and outer worlds. From moderating emotional reactivity (dual-system theory) to reconfiguring the sense of self (PTS), or refining top-down and bottom-up perceptual loops (predictive coding), each framework underscores the transformative potential of contemplative training.




3 Empirical evidence: from neural correlates to clinical outcomes

Researchers are paying more attention to Buddhist meditation’s impact on the brain. Neuroimaging studies show advanced practitioners display distinctive brain activation and connectivity, especially in self-referential, attentional, and emotion-regulation networks (Guendelman et al., 2017; Guidotti et al., 2023). This leads to potential clinical benefits. Preliminary research suggests that practitioners who engage in long-term meditation experience less anxiety, depression, and stress. This section examines the evidence base, linking Buddhist contemplative methods to measurable outcomes in neuroplasticity, cognition, and therapeutic efficacy.


3.1 Neuroplasticity evidence

Extensive research indicates that Buddhist meditation promotes a flexible restructuring of the brain’s neural pathways. This process can lead to more stable attention, better emotional control, and enhanced meta-awareness. One of the most widely discussed findings involves modifications in the default mode network (DMN), a set of brain regions associated with self-referential thought and mind-wandering (Bremer et al., 2022). Through consistent mindfulness and concentrative practices, meditators enhance the ability to regulate interactions between the brain’s default mode network (DMN) and the salience network. This improves flexible shifts between internal reflection and external focus by optimizing attention allocation to relevant events (Raffone et al., 2019).

Additionally, long-term practitioners of Buddhist meditation exhibit strengthened connections in the brain circuits linking the prefrontal and parietal lobes (Kemmer et al., 2015; Yordanova et al., 2021). Meditation training consistently enhances theta synchronization in left parietal regions across practices (FAM/OMM/LKM), while beta-band connectivity in medial frontal networks distinguishes focused attention (FAM) from open monitoring (OMM). This reflects functional integration of fronto-parietal and cognitive monitoring networks, demonstrating meditation’s role in higher-order cognitive engagement beyond relaxation.

Electroencephalogram (EEG) and event-related potential (ERP) studies provide additional support for these findings by identifying neural signatures associated with specific meditation practices. Concentrative meditation, emphasizing sustained attention, demonstrates robust frontal midline theta enhancement, particularly in advanced practitioners. This theta activity, generated by anterior cingulate and prefrontal regions, indexes focused internal attention and reduced distractibility. While alpha increases may occur during relaxation, theta is the primary electrophysiological marker of concentrative proficiency, distinct from generalized alpha patterns associated with calm alertness (Cahn and Polich, 2006). Moreover, practitioners with extensive mindfulness retreat training demonstrate enhanced exogenous alerting in behavioral tasks, reflected by faster detection of uncued targets and reduced reliance on temporal warnings (Jha et al., 2007). These findings align with the idea that meditation training not only enhances focus but also modulates attention allocation by changing the neural dynamics of the brain (Lutz et al., 2004).

In the domain of higher meditative states, researchers observe a reduction in gamma-band power, an oscillation usually tied to demanding cognitive work (Dor-Ziderman et al., 2013). Its suppression in advanced meditation might reflect a refined meta-cognitive insight, wherein the practitioner observes mental content without becoming entangled or over-identified with it. This attenuation of gamma band activity could thus serve as an indicator of deeper introspective access and altered self-referential processing, linking to Buddhist concepts of selflessness or non-attachment.



3.2 Cognitive and behavioral effects

Beyond the neural level, a range of empirical studies has explored how such meditative training translates into cognitive and behavioral outcomes. Key among these is the enhancement of metacognition, or the capacity to monitor and regulate one’s own cognitive processes. Experienced meditators, for instance, detect the very first stirrings of intention with greater clarity (Jo et al., 2015; Lush et al., 2016). This suggests that Buddhist meditation might systematically cultivate introspective acuity, enabling practitioners to notice subtle mental cues before they escalate into broader courses of action.

In a similar way, meditation has been linked to a noticeable decrease in mind-wandering, which is the tendency for attention to stray from its main focus (Feruglio et al., 2021). By training attention in Samatha practice, individuals learn to sustain focus on a singular object or sensation (e.g., the breath) and to gently redirect stray thoughts back to the task at hand. Over time, this disciplined practice of returning to a focal point appears to restructure cognitive habits, resulting in less spontaneous wandering and a more deliberate mode of mental engagement.

The clinical implications of these cognitive changes are now well documented. In the realm of depression treatment, there is growing interest in combining Metta with mindfulness-based approaches (Frick et al., 2020). Metta, which cultivates loving-kindness and benevolence toward oneself and others, directly targets chronic depression by enhancing prosocial motivation and reducing self-criticism (Stangier et al., 2021). Pain management research also underscores the efficacy of Buddhist meditation. Functional MRI reveals that mindfulness deactivates thalamic pathways and default mode networks, reducing pain unpleasantness more effectively than hypnotic suggestions in some contexts (Zeidan et al., 2019; Wipplinger et al., 2023). Further studies are needed to compare specific meditation types (e.g., Vipassana vs. Metta) for targeted pain conditions and clarify their neural substrates.




4 Bridging paradigms: contrasting Buddhist and western psychological practices

Buddhist meditation and Western psychological approaches share goals like reducing distress and enhancing well-being. Yet, they differ in views of the mind, self-transformation, and ethical or philosophical matters. Comparing them reveals that each Buddhist pathways highlights ethics and deep introspection. This section contrasts hypnosis-induced attentional states and mainstream mindfulness interventions with Buddhist methods, highlighting differences in mental training. These contrasting perspectives ultimately complement and challenge each other in achieving holistic well-being. Table 2 lays out the major distinctions between Buddhist meditation, Western mindfulness, and hypnosis.


TABLE 2 Comparative analysis of contemplative practices.


	Dimension
	Buddhist meditation
	Western mindfulness (MBIs)
	Hypnosis





	Philosophical basis
	Integrated ethics (sīla), non-self (anattā), compassion
	Secularized, detached from religious frameworks
	Suggestion-based, no inherent ethical system



	Primary goal
	Consciousness transformation, ultimate liberation
	Stress reduction, symptom management
	Behavioral modification, symptom relief



	Cognitive mechanism
	Internally-driven meta-awareness
	Present-moment awareness
	Externally-induced “cold control” (Dienes, 2012)



	Cultural adaptation
	Context-dependent (e.g., monastic guidance)
	Cross-cultural simplification; risk of “McMindfuhiess” (Kelly, 2023)
	Culturally neutral



	Key limitations
	Advanced states (e.g., nirodha samāpatti) hard to quantify
	Ethical dimensions overlooked; limited therapeutic depth
	Dependent on suggestibility







4.1 Cognitive mechanisms compared to hypnosis

Buddhist meditation and hypnosis share surface-level similarities in eliciting absorption states and promoting autonomic regulation, often manifesting as relaxation that soothes body and mind. These parallels stem from both practices’ capacity to heighten focused attention or leverage suggestibility to guide experiential states (Holroyd, 2003; Penazzi and De Pisapia, 2022). In hypnosis, externally driven suggestions engage cognitive pathways aligned with “cold control” theory (Dienes, 2012; Lush and Dienes, 2019). Under this model, these suggestions temporarily disconnect executive control from conscious awareness, such that people feel their actions occur automatically.

Conversely, Buddhist meditation employs internally guided techniques (e.g., Samatha or Vipassana) to cultivate meta-awareness, allowing practitioners to observe thoughts, emotions, and sensations non-judgmentally (Lehman et al., 2025). Although both practices can lead to altered states, the underlying metacognition is opposite. Hypnosis involves inaccurate metacognition of intentions (experiencing voluntary actions as involuntary), while meditation cultivates enhanced metacognitive access to intentions. Thus, hypnosis relies on disrupted higher-order awareness of volition, whereas meditation refines conscious insight into intentional processes (Lush and Dienes, 2019).



4.2 Distinctions from mainstream mindfulness interventions

Modern mindfulness-based interventions (MBIs) are usually presented as secular tools for stress relief and symptom control. This contrasts with traditional Buddhist mindfulness, which is deeply intertwined with moral and ethical precepts in texts such as the Vinaya and the Abhidhamma (Shulman, 2024; Rohde et al., 2024). In Buddhist contexts, ethical conduct, compassion, and community life are foundational elements that shape how mindfulness is cultivated and applied. When these aspects are removed for secular therapeutic settings, the practice may lose some of its transformative potential and philosophical depth.

Furthermore, second-generation mindfulness-based interventions (SG-MBIs) seek to integrate contemplative elements of Buddhist psychology—such as loving-kindness and non-self teachings—into clinical protocols (Van Gordon and Shonin, 2020; Gamaiunova et al., 2022). These SG-MBIs strive to go beyond mere symptom alleviation by exploring deeper existential or spiritual dimensions. In doing so, they underscore the importance of a holistic and ethically grounded framework, thus representing a closer parallel to the original intentions and scope of Buddhist meditation while still addressing contemporary clinical needs.




5 Critical gaps and future directions

Despite a large number of studies on Buddhist meditation emerging in recent years, which have greatly enhanced our knowledge of this ancient practice, progress is still impeded by a stubborn gap between subjective reports (e.g., emergent phenomenology) and objective measurements (e.g., neurobiological states). A central challenge is bridging contemplative frameworks—such as the Buddhist doctrine of not-self (anattā)—with empirical paradigms to develop testable models of mental phenomena (Wright et al., 2023). Reliance on self-report data risks measurement bias and incomplete insights, highlighting the necessity of complementary behavioral methodologies (Nyklíček, 2020). Such approaches reveal divergent aspects of self-awareness—undetectable via questionnaires—and demonstrate added value in capturing nuanced phenomenological experiences like interoception during spontaneous states.

Addressing these gaps requires practical strategies that emphasize cultural sensitivity. For example, the concept of “mindfulness” varies significantly between traditions. Many Buddhist schools associate sati with ethics and philosophy, whereas Western psychology treats it mainly as an attentional or cognitive-behavioral skill (Krägeloh, 2018; Cassaniti, 2022). When there is disagreement among people regarding the intended objectives of meditation, it leads to ambiguity about its purpose. Consequently, this ambiguity permeates the planning of studies and the application of clinical treatments. Additionally, Western-developed scales may fail to capture the ethical or relational dimensions essential to practices like Metta or Chinese Chan (Zen) meditation. Hirayama et al. (2014), for instance, found that direct translations of the Freiburg Mindfulness Inventory were insufficient to encompass essential aspects of Eastern contemplative experiences. Equally crucial is guarding against the commodification of mindfulness, which Kelly (2023) argues risks reducing meditation to a superficial, market-driven commodity (“McMindfulness”). This commercialization not only dilutes mindfulness’s transformative potential but also fosters “spiritual bypassing.”

Interdisciplinary collaborations promise new insights into how meditation shifts consciousness at both subjective and neural levels. Methodological innovations from neurophenomenology offer a way to synchronize first-person reports of meditative experience with objective neurobiological measures (Lutz et al., 2024; Yang et al., 2025). In parallel, Bayesian predictive coding models demonstrate that Insight meditation enhances the brain’s capacity for self-assessment. This improvement is likely to facilitate the reversal of detrimental learning patterns in individuals with functional neurological disorders (Dutta, 2025). Bringing predictive coding together with meditation research will allow future studies to map in detail how Buddhist contemplative methods transform cognition, emotion, and self-perception.

Overall, investigations into Buddhist meditation have consistently reported robust effects on neural networks, emotional regulation, and meta-cognitive awareness. However, cultural and research-related challenges still persist, which means we require more advanced measurement tools and analytical methods. Strengthening interdisciplinary ties, embracing culturally informed approaches, and upholding ethical rigor are essential to unlocking the full potential of Buddhist contemplative methods in both clinical and broader societal contexts.



6 Conclusion

In conclusion, this review underscores how Buddhist meditation offers a transformative pathway that extends beyond conventional mindfulness. By systematically cultivating concentrative focus (Samatha), insight-oriented awareness (Vipassana), and compassion-based practices (Metta), practitioners can progressively deepen consciousness and develop refined meta-cognitive insights. The integration of attention training, emotional regulation, and self-inquiry emerges as a distinct framework that can help dissolve habitual thought patterns and foster greater authenticity in daily life. Notably, these practices point toward insights like no-self (anattā), challenging the limitations of self-report measures that may fail to capture the breadth and depth of such advanced experiences.

To strengthen validation of subjective accounts of transformative states, researchers and practitioners ought to collaborate on the design and application of objective or semi-objective methodologies. Such approaches may encompass carefully controlled behavioral tasks as well as precise introspective timing paradigms. In doing so, they can support practitioners’ observations and minimize possible biases in collecting data. Future research will benefit from culturally sensitive and ethically informed approaches, ensuring diverse populations are included and respected. Ultimately, bridging traditional Buddhist contemplative insights with modern scientific investigations may yield a more robust understanding of consciousness, informing therapeutic interventions and enhancing mental health across various contexts.
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This paper proposes a transpersonal reframing of the Hard Problem of Consciousness by positing that consciousness is ontologically primary—not an emergent property of neural processes, but the foundational reality from which mind and matter arise. Integrating insights from non-dual spiritual traditions such as Advaita Vedanta and Tibetan Buddhism, contemplative science, and the work of transpersonal theorists including Jorge Ferrer, Ken Wilber, and Stanislav Grof, the study argues that a consciousness-centered metaphysics offers a more coherent model for explaining subjectivity, intentionality, and qualia. In critiquing materialist reductionism, it highlights the limitations of third-person methodologies and emphasizes the legitimacy of first-person and participatory ways of knowing. The paper also explores the broader epistemological, ethical, cultural, and ecological implications of adopting a transpersonal cosmology—one that bridges science and spirituality without collapsing their distinctions. By shifting the ontological center from matter to consciousness, this framework invites a pluralistic, integrative paradigm for understanding reality, advancing both human flourishing and scientific inquiry.
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Introduction

The so-called “hard problem of consciousness,” famously articulated by philosopher David Chalmers (1995), asks why and how physical processes in the brain give rise to subjective experience. Why does neural activity in the visual cortex generate the qualia of red, or neurochemical shifts involving oxytocin result in the felt sense of love? Despite significant advances in cognitive neuroscience, this explanatory gap remains unresolved (Koch et al., 2016). Consciousness, the very medium through which experience arises, continues to resist capture within strictly reductive or materialist paradigms (Kelly et al., 2015). Transpersonal psychology, rooted in an expanded ontology that embraces the spiritual dimension of human life, offers a compelling framework for reimagining consciousness beyond mechanistic assumptions. This paper proposes that consciousness is not a byproduct of brain activity but rather ontologically fundamental. In this view, the brain acts as a filter or interface for a more pervasive, nonlocal consciousness: a model echoed in contemplative traditions, spiritual phenomenology, Indigenous epistemologies, and postmaterialist research (Tart, 2009; Greyson, 1983; Beauregard, 2014). Far from dismissing scientific inquiry, this perspective seeks to enrich it through integration with millennia of contemplative practice, cross-cultural wisdom, and first-person methodologies (Vieten et al., 2013).



The materialist paradigm and its limits

The dominant scientific framework for understanding consciousness remains grounded in materialism, or physicalism, which holds that consciousness emerges from complex neurobiological interactions. According to this paradigm, the brain is the sole generator of subjective experience. However, despite decades of research in cognitive neuroscience, no empirical mechanism has been identified that explains how neuronal processes give rise to qualia—the ineffable textures of experience such as the redness of red or the warmth of compassion (Chalmers, 2020). While neuroimaging studies have established correlations between brain states and subjective reports, correlation is not causation. As many philosophers of mind have argued, these correlations fail to bridge the explanatory gap: one cannot deduce the qualitative content of experience from neural data alone (Nagel, 1974; Levine, 1983).

Materialist accounts also struggle to assimilate insights from physics, particularly quantum mechanics and systems theory, which increasingly suggest a participatory universe. The observer effect in quantum experiments, whereby the outcome appears dependent on the act of measurement, raises profound questions about the role of consciousness in shaping reality (Rosenblum and Kuttner, 2011; Stapp, 2017). While such claims are often overstated in popular science, careful interpretations indicate that consciousness may not be an epiphenomenon of matter, but rather a fundamental component of it: an idea congruent with panpsychism, dual-aspect monism, and idealism (Goff, 2019; Kastrup, 2020). Systems theory and non-linear dynamics also point to emergent phenomena and self-organizing systems that challenge reductionist assumptions, opening space for more integrative models of mind and matter (Capra and Luisi, 2014).

In addition, materialist models struggle to accommodate empirical reports of transpersonal experiences—such as near-death experiences (NDEs), shared death experiences, veridical out-of-body experiences, and spontaneous mystical states—which often occur under conditions of significantly diminished or absent brain function (Greyson, 1983; Lommel, 2010). Neuroimaging studies of psychedelics have also shown that reduced activity in certain brain regions (especially the default mode network) corresponds to heightened subjective richness and spiritual unity, contrary to expectations of materialist predictions (Carhart-Harris et al., 2014). These findings suggest that the brain may act more as a filter or receiver of consciousness, rather than its producer, reviving older models like the transmission or filter theory proposed by thinkers such as William James and Henri Bergson (Kelly et al., 2015).

Additionally, materialism provides little explanatory power for why certain ordinary or spontaneous states, such as awe in nature, meditative absorption, or sudden feelings of bliss and sacredness, carry an ineffable, often transformative quality. These experiences are increasingly recognized not as fringe anomalies, but as integral to psychological resilience and human flourishing (Garcia-Romeu et al., 2015). William James (1902/2002), in his seminal work The Varieties of Religious Experience, argued that mystical and spiritual experiences reveal a more expansive layer of consciousness that is foundational to human identity and meaning-making. This dimension, long neglected by materialist models, is being reintroduced into mainstream psychology through the growing fields of transpersonal and contemplative science (Vieten et al., 2013).



The transpersonal reframing: consciousness as primary

Transpersonal psychology, emerging from the work of Abraham Maslow, Stanislav Grof, and later theorists such as Ken Wilber, posits that human consciousness possesses dimensions that transcend the individual ego and material body. Rather than being confined to neuronal processes, consciousness is seen as ontologically fundamental—a dimension of reality itself. Jorge Ferrer (2002) critiques the individualist and representational bias in classical models and introduces a participatory paradigm, wherein transpersonal knowing arises through embodied and relational engagement with a multidimensional reality. In this reframing, consciousness is not merely subjective experience produced by the brain, but a participatory field in which minds, bodies, and the world interpenetrate and co-emerge (Ferrer and Sherman, 2008).

This view resonates with non-Western philosophical traditions, particularly Advaita Vedanta, which asserts that consciousness (Brahman) is the sole reality and the empirical world is Maya—an illusory appearance (Shankara, n.d.). The Mandukya Upanishad proclaims, “All this is indeed Brahman. This Self is Brahman.” In this model, the individual self (Atman) is not distinct from the universal consciousness, it is a localized, conditioned expression of it. The brain and body, therefore, do not produce consciousness but serve as filters, modulators, or receivers of it—a notion increasingly supported by contemporary neuroscience of psychedelics and NDEs (Carhart-Harris et al., 2014; Martial et al., 2020; Greyson, 2021).

Parallel views can be found in Tibetan Buddhist Dzogchen and Mahamudra teachings, which describe the mind’s essence as rigpa—a self-knowing, luminous awareness that is empty of inherent form yet inherently awake. These traditions emphasize direct realization through meditation rather than philosophical speculation, pointing to consciousness not as a metaphysical abstraction but as an immediate, experiential ground of being. The phenomenological consonance between these teachings and non-dual awareness reported in Western contemplative and psychedelic research (Millière et al., 2018; Letheby, 2021) underscores the cross-cultural consistency of consciousness as foundational.

Likewise, mystics across traditions—from Meister Eckhart and Teresa of Avila to Ramana Maharshi and Sri Aurobindo—have described states of awareness in which the usual subject-object duality collapses. These unique experiences reveal a non-dual ground of being that is both ineffable and intrinsically meaningful. Rather than dismissing such experiences as pathological or anomalous, transpersonal psychology regards them as windows into the nature of reality itself. Empirical studies on non-dual awareness and mystical states increasingly support this view (Garcia-Romeu et al., 2015), especially in clinical contexts where these experiences catalyze post-traumatic growth and existential transformation.

Ken Wilber’s Integral Theory expands this framework by portraying consciousness as the apex of an evolutionary spectrum moving from matter to body to mind to soul to spirit. His AQAL (All Quadrants, All Levels) model synthesizes developmental psychology, spirituality, and systems theory into a comprehensive paradigm, suggesting that the cosmos is not only conscious but evolving toward ever-greater integration and awareness (Wilber, 2017). This integrative vision is echoed by contemporary thinkers like Thomas Metzinger (2020) and Thompson (2021), who, despite differing ontologies, explore consciousness in a relational and dynamic light. Together, these approaches reinforce the view that consciousness is not a byproduct of the brain but a fundamental feature of existence—one that can no longer be ignored in psychological science.



The filter theory and transpersonal consciousness

One influential model that integrates transpersonal insights with contemporary scientific perspectives is the filter theory of consciousness. Originally suggested by thinkers such as James (1898/2002), Huxley (1954a), and Huxley (1954b), this theory posits that the brain does not generate consciousness but functions as a filter, receiver, or reducing valve. In this analogy, just as a radio tunes into and selects specific frequencies from the broad spectrum of electromagnetic waves, the brain filters and constrains a vast, undifferentiated field of consciousness into a form adapted for practical survival and everyday functioning within the material world (James, 1898/2002; Huxley, 1954a; Huxley, 1954b).

More recently, this idea has been revitalized and elaborated upon by philosophers and transpersonal psychologists. Kastrup (2020), in his analytic idealism framework, argues that mind, rather than matter, constitutes the fundamental ontological category, with the brain acting as a complex filter that shapes conscious experience. Similarly, Stanislav Grof’s extensive research on holotropic states highlights how consciousness transcends the personal ego and physical body, extending into archetypal, ancestral, and even cosmological dimensions of awareness (Grof, 1985; Grof and Grof, 2017). Grof’s model situates the brain as an interface that modulates access to these transpersonal domains based on physiological and psychological states.

Empirical research supports this filter model in several ways. Neuroimaging studies of psychedelic states reveal decreased activity in the brain’s default mode network, correlated with a loosening of ego boundaries and expansive conscious experience (Carhart-Harris et al., 2018). Near-death experience (NDE) research similarly suggests that consciousness can persist or even intensify despite significant reductions or alterations in brain activity (Timmermann et al., 2021; Greyson, 2021). These findings challenge the classical materialist assumption that consciousness is strictly contingent on normal brain functioning and instead align with the filter hypothesis.

The filter theory also gains tentative support from psi research investigating phenomena such as precognition, telepathy, and remote viewing (Radin, 2006). While controversial, such findings, when carefully controlled, suggest that consciousness may not be entirely confined by classical space–time limitations, further destabilizing reductionist assumptions. If consciousness indeed extends beyond the brain and body, then understanding its nature requires integrating these anomalous phenomena rather than dismissing them outright.

Importantly, this model explains why non-ordinary states of consciousness, whether induced by trauma, meditation, psychedelics, or mystical absorption, often feel subjectively “more real” or authentic than ordinary waking consciousness (Greyson, 1983; Vago and Zeidan, 2016). The filter, when relaxed, allows access to a broader spectrum of awareness that is normally constrained by neurobiological and cognitive limits. Contrary to the assumption that reduced neural activity corresponds to diminished consciousness, many such states demonstrate a paradoxical intensification of conscious experience.

Cross-cultural spiritual traditions corroborate this perspective. Indigenous epistemologies frequently describe consciousness as an expansive field accessible through altered states, with the physical body serving as a limited conduit (Cajete, 2000; Kimmerer, 2013). Similarly, Eastern contemplative traditions emphasize the modulation rather than the creation of awareness by the body–mind system (Wallace, 2007; Lutz et al., 2019). This convergence of modern science and ancient wisdom lends credence to the filter model as a robust framework for reconceptualizing consciousness beyond the materialist paradigm.



Phenomenology and the intimacy of experience

Transpersonal psychology places significant emphasis on first-person phenomenology—the rigorous, introspective study of subjective experience—as an essential approach to understanding consciousness. The deeply subjective nature of qualia, or what-it-is-like aspects of experience, cannot be fully captured through third-person scientific observation alone (Chalmers, 1995; Varela, 1996). This epistemological insight underscores why spiritual practices such as meditation, prayer, and mindfulness are not merely therapeutic interventions but systematic methods for investigating the fundamental nature of mind and reality.

Contemplative traditions across cultures provide detailed phenomenological maps that describe progressive transformations in identity, perception, and intentionality. In Tibetan Buddhism, for example, the sequential stages of shamatha (calm abiding) and vipassana (insight) meditation lead practitioners to the direct experiential realization of the “nature of mind,” which is often described as luminous, empty, and self-knowing (Wallace, 2007; Lutz et al., 2019). These states transcend conceptual thought and evoke a mode of awareness that is both non-dual and primordial. Similarly, advanced practitioners of Transcendental Meditation (TM) report encounters with pure consciousness—a contentless, yet fully present awareness—that suggests an ontologically basic level of mind distinct from ordinary waking cognition (Travis and Shear, 2010; Metzinger, 2020).

Crucially, such non-ordinary experiences appear consistently across diverse cultures and historical periods, reflecting a potentially universal human capacity to access consciousness beyond the confines of egoic selfhood and neural activity (Ferrer, 2017; Hartelius and Ferrer, 2020). These states are not pathological or hallucinatory distortions but are often correlated with enduring psychological benefits, including enhanced clarity, compassion, emotional integration, and resilience. Such qualities align with core markers of psychological health within the transpersonal framework (Walsh and Vaughan, 1993; Baer, 2003).

Recent advances in contemplative neuroscience provide empirical support for these phenomenological insights. Long-term meditation practitioners exhibit increased high-amplitude gamma oscillations, particularly in prefrontal cortical regions associated with attention and emotional regulation (Lutz et al., 2004). Structural neuroimaging studies reveal cortical thickening and enhanced connectivity in areas implicated in meta-awareness and self-regulation (Fox et al., 2014). However, these neural correlates, while informative, do not exhaustively explain consciousness itself; rather, they illustrate how disciplined contemplative practice can transform the brain’s function and structure while affirming the primacy of subjective experience as the irreducible core of consciousness (Vago and Zeidan, 2016).

Moreover, phenomenological methodologies, such as micro-phenomenology and neurophenomenology, are bridging first-person accounts with third-person scientific data, enriching our understanding of consciousness as a dynamic, embodied process (Petitmengin, 2006; Varela et al., 2016). This integrative approach challenges reductive materialism and supports a more holistic science that honors the intimacy of experience without losing rigor.



Addressing objections and the need for epistemic humility

Critics of the non-materialist view often argue that without direct empirical evidence, proposing consciousness as fundamental amounts to metaphysical speculation. However, this criticism assumes that metaphysical naturalism is the only valid philosophical position. As Ferrer (2002) and others have pointed out, the dominance of scientific materialism itself rests on metaphysical assumptions rather than proven facts. Every worldview inevitably makes basic foundational commitments that cannot be empirically verified.

If we take subjective experience seriously, as something real rather than an illusion or mere byproduct, a consciousness-centered model becomes more straightforward. It does not have to explain how non-conscious matter generates awareness; instead, it views matter as a manifestation or modulation of mind. Although this shift may seem radical, it is not opposed to science. Rather, it calls for a broader approach to knowledge, one that values both first-person insight and third-person observation. This perspective demands epistemic humility. The nature of consciousness might never be fully explained by objective methods alone. As transpersonal psychologist Washburn (1995) observes, the psyche contains depths beyond the reach of egoic awareness. Spiritual traditions have long recognized this, emphasizing contemplative practice not only for healing but for deep ontological understanding.

Moreover, it is important to acknowledge the complexity and diversity within foundational models of consciousness. Not every mystical or transpersonal experience leads to the same metaphysical conclusion. Interpretations differ widely depending on cultural, linguistic, and doctrinal backgrounds. Rather than a weakness, this diversity reflects the richness of human engagement with consciousness.



Toward a transpersonal epistemology and future directions

Reframing consciousness as ontologically foundational opens not only new theoretical vistas but also profound epistemological and practical implications. If consciousness is primary, then the methodologies we use to investigate reality must expand beyond conventional third-person empirical inquiry to include first-person experiential methods, introspective phenomenology, and contemplative wisdom. Ferrer’s (2002, 2017) participatory epistemology provides a vital framework here, emphasizing that knowing arises through embodied, relational engagement with a multidimensional and co-creative cosmos. This approach invites the cultivation of inner capacities such as mindfulness, intuition, and contemplative awareness—not solely for accessing transient altered states but for stabilizing enduring insights that illuminate the deeper nature of being and reality.

Such a transpersonal epistemology challenges the rigid dichotomy between subject and object, science and spirituality, and opens avenues for integrative approaches across education, psychotherapy, and healthcare. Contemplative pedagogy, for instance, nurtures whole-person learning by incorporating mindfulness and introspective practices, fostering not only cognitive understanding but transformative wisdom (Hartelius and Ferrer, 2020; Lutz et al., 2019). In psychotherapy, integrating transpersonal perspectives can deepen healing by recognizing expanded states of consciousness as authentic dimensions of human experience rather than symptoms to suppress (Grof and Grof, 2017; Lukoff et al., 1998). Integrative medicine similarly benefits by acknowledging subtle energetic and spiritual aspects of health, reflecting an embodied and participatory worldview (Kelly et al., 2015).

Importantly, this expanded epistemology embraces mystery and the sacred as essential to scientific inquiry rather than obstacles to be eliminated (Ferrer, 2017). It opens space for a multidimensional science that respects the lived, subjective reality of consciousness while maintaining rigorous inquiry through interdisciplinary dialogue (Varela et al., 2016). By valuing spiritual insight alongside empirical data, this approach fosters a more holistic and inclusive understanding of mind, body, and world.



Cultural implications and the need for a new metaphysical narrative

The implications of adopting a consciousness-centered ontology extend far beyond academic theory, reaching deeply into cultural and civilizational domains. Our prevailing metaphysical narrative, anchored in scientific materialism and mechanistic paradigms, has contributed to widespread alienation, ecological destruction, and a profound crisis of meaning and belonging (Berry, 1988; Macy, 2013). This story reduces the Earth and other beings to inert resources, thereby fueling exploitation and disconnection. Reframing consciousness as the foundational ground enables a radical renewal of values centered on sacredness, interconnectedness, and reverence for life itself. Indigenous epistemologies provide powerful examples here, emphasizing relationality and the Earth as a living, sentient subject imbued with spirit (Cajete, 2000; Kimmerer, 2013; Santos-Granero, 2018). These perspectives resist the Cartesian split between human and nature, underscoring that consciousness and life are co-creative and interdependent processes.

Thinkers like Thomas Berry (1988) and Macy (2013) describe this needed cultural transformation as the “Great Turning”: a shift from an industrial growth-oriented society to an ecological civilization grounded in respect, reciprocity, and ecological wisdom. In this emerging worldview, consciousness is not private or isolated but fundamentally relational and ecological, embedded within webs of life that include humans, nonhuman beings, and the Earth itself. Ethics expand accordingly, moving from control and domination toward communion, care, and stewardship (Kimmerer, 2013; Ferrer, 2017).

Thus, embracing consciousness as foundational is not merely an intellectual exercise but a call to reimagine our place in the cosmos and our responsibilities to one another and the planet. It invites a new metaphysical narrative that can inspire sustainable living, social justice, and spiritual flourishing in the Anthropocene and beyond.



Cross-cultural perspectives on primordial consciousness

Across a wide array of spiritual and cultural traditions, the experience of expanded, unitary, or non-dual consciousness is a recurring and striking motif. In the Upanishads, ātman is equated with Brahman, revealing an identity between individual consciousness and the ultimate reality. Sufi mystics like Rumi speak of annihilation of the self (fanā’) into divine love, mirroring Buddhist notions of egoless awareness (anattā) and Christian mystics’ descriptions of union with God (Underhill, 2002). Indigenous shamanic cosmologies, too, often center on the permeability between spirit, self, and nature, underscoring a non-dualistic cosmology in which consciousness is not isolated to the human but distributed across the living world (Eliade, 2004; Harvey, 2005; Kopenawa and Albert, 2013).

Despite doctrinal and cultural differences, these diverse traditions share a phenomenological pattern: encounters with a deeper field of being, often described as luminous, infinite, and ineffable. Transpersonal scholars have termed this shared motif a perennial thread, not in the sense of a universal dogma, but as a convergence of direct experiential insight into the nature of consciousness and reality (Huxley, 1945; Wilber, 2000; Ferrer, 2002). These cross-cultural resonances lend credence to the hypothesis that consciousness is not merely a culturally constructed or neurochemically generated epiphenomenon, but a fundamental and perhaps ontologically real dimension of existence.

This coherence across traditions challenges both pathological and relativistic interpretations of spiritual experiences common in reductionist frameworks. Rather than viewing mystical states as cognitive distortions or culturally specific illusions, these experiences may reflect authentic insights into a participatory cosmos accessible through diverse epistemic lineages (Ferrer, 2017; Hartelius et al., 2013). Ferrer’s notion of epistemological pluralism becomes essential here: it posits that different cultures and spiritual traditions offer unique but complementary access points to a multidimensional reality. This pluralism resists both colonial universalism and radical relativism by emphasizing co-validity rather than hierarchy or equivalence among traditions.

Additionally, modern contemplative neuroscience is beginning to map neural correlates of these expanded states, such as decreased default mode network activity and increased gamma coherence, suggesting that spiritual practices are not anomalous but measurable and trainable capacities of consciousness (Lutz et al., 2004; Josipovic, 2014). These findings offer empirical bridges between ancient wisdom and contemporary science, inviting integrative frameworks that honor both subjective depth and objective rigor.



A challenge to scientific orthodoxy

Reclaiming consciousness as ontologically primary directly confronts the metaphysical underpinnings of modern science. While science remains an indispensable and powerful epistemic method, it has long been tethered to the assumptions of physicalism and reductionism, which define consciousness as an emergent byproduct of complex neural computation. This stance, however, remains deeply contested and arguably incomplete, especially in light of the enduring “hard problem” of consciousness—namely, the challenge of explaining how subjective experience arises from objective brain processes (Chalmers, 1995).

The integration of contemplative and transpersonal approaches expands the scientific project into a broader, more inclusive epistemology, one capable of investigating the full spectrum of consciousness, including its non-ordinary and transformative dimensions. This shift is increasingly being championed by philosophers and scientists who are revisiting ancient ideas in light of contemporary evidence. Thinkers such as Strawson (2006) and Goff (2019), have revitalized interest in panpsychism and cosmopsychism, positions that view consciousness as a fundamental, ubiquitous aspect of the universe, rather than a localized anomaly of human brains.

Similarly, idealist and non-dualist metaphysical models, long marginalized within academic discourse, are gaining renewed attention for their explanatory power. Bernardo Kastrup (2020), for example, proposes analytic idealism, suggesting that all physical reality arises from patterns of consciousness, a view that converges with classical Vedanta and aspects of Mahayana Buddhism. These views challenge the epistemic hegemony of materialism and open the door to interdisciplinary dialogue across philosophy, physics, neuroscience, and contemplative traditions (Varela et al., 2016; Jonas, 2016).

By moving beyond the inherited metaphysics of control and objectivity, this emerging paradigm makes room for a science that is participatory, reflexive, and open to the sacred. It urges us to reexamine not just what we know, but how we come to know—and who we become in the process. As such, a transpersonal vision of science offers not only epistemological expansion but ethical and existential depth, suggesting that the inquiry into consciousness may ultimately be inseparable from the transformation of the knower.



Existential and ethical reflections

If consciousness is foundational, then the moral fabric of reality is transformed. Every being, and potentially every phenomenon in the cosmos, merits intrinsic reverence. Ethics, from this standpoint, is not merely the product of social contract theory or utilitarian reasoning, but an outgrowth of ontological intimacy: the realization that all entities arise within and as expressions of a unified conscious field. This resonates with the ethical implications found in non-dual traditions, where the perception of separateness dissolves and compassion becomes spontaneous (Wilber, 2000; Josipovic, 2014).

The spiritual realization of non-duality does not encourage withdrawal from the world but grounds engagement in humility, care, and service. As contemplative traditions across cultures affirm, awakening to a deeper stratum of being tends to foster an ethos of interconnection and moral responsibility (Tolle, 2005; Kabat-Zinn, 2003). In this sense, spiritual realization becomes an ethical imperative, particularly in the context of ecological degradation, systemic injustice, and cultural fragmentation.

The transpersonal perspective offers not merely psychological relief but existential orientation. In an age marked by anxiety, isolation, and meaninglessness, reframing consciousness as primary provides a pathway toward wholeness—a remembrance of embeddedness within a sacred, living cosmos. Meaning is no longer externally imposed or constructed in the aftermath of nihilism; it is discovered in the depths of conscious presence itself. This reframing has the potential to recalibrate not only individual lives but collective values, inviting a cultural ethos grounded in reverence, presence, and co-flourishing.



Ontological reversals and participatory realism

Recent developments in philosophy of mind and consciousness studies suggest a growing openness to models that invert the traditional ontological order. Building on phenomenology and quantum theory, argues that consciousness cannot be derived from material conditions because it is the precondition of all knowing. In his view, consciousness is not located within space and time but is the a priori condition for space–time’s very appearance. Thompson (2015), informed by Buddhist philosophy and cognitive science, articulates an “enactive” framework in which mind, body, and world co-arise in a process of dynamic interdependence. This intersubjective and embodied model challenges Cartesian dualism and supports a more fluid, emergent understanding of consciousness.

These insights find resonance in Ferrer’s (2002) participatory realism, which maintains that spiritual realities are not fixed metaphysical entities but are enacted through participatory engagement. According to this view, mystical and transpersonal experiences are not reducible to subjective illusions, nor are they revelations of pre-existing absolutes. Instead, they are co-arisen events, emergent phenomena that result from the intersection of personal intention, cultural-symbolic systems, and deeper ontological potentials.

This participatory framework avoids the extremes of metaphysical relativism and naïve realism. It allows us to take spiritual and transpersonal experiences seriously without claiming final or absolute authority for any one interpretation. The cosmos, from this perspective, is not a closed system but a co-evolving field of becoming—responsive to intention, capable of surprise, and suffused with sacred potential (Ferrer, 2017; Kelly et al., 2015). Rather than viewing mystical insight as hallucinatory or fantastical, participatory realism treats it as a kind of ontological dialogue, wherein human consciousness and the greater field of being interpenetrate to generate meaning and manifestation.

Such a vision has profound implications. It suggests that the structure of reality is neither inert nor indifferent but is permeable to consciousness itself. Spiritual realization is no longer a retreat from the world, but an act of world-making, a co-creative engagement with the deeper currents of existence. This model reorients metaphysics around communion rather than control and points toward an integrative future in which science, spirituality, and culture may converge in a renewed exploration of consciousness and cosmos.



Toward a transpersonal cosmology

If we take the foundational nature of consciousness seriously, then our cosmology (the story we tell about the universe) must be radically reimagined. In a transpersonal framework, the cosmos is not a cold, mechanistic expanse but a living, evolving field of intelligence. This reframing aligns with traditions such as process theology, articulated by Alfred North Whitehead (1929/1978), which views reality as dynamic and relational, with God as a participatory process unfolding through time. Contemporary theologians such as Keller (2008) have expanded on this vision, emphasizing relationality, creativity, and the sacredness of becoming.

Such a cosmology mirrors the insights of transpersonal psychology: the universe is not inert but awakening. Human beings are not isolated accidents of evolutionary chance but nodal points in an intelligent web of consciousness. This view resonates with Indigenous cosmologies, such as those of the Ainu, Navajo, or Aboriginal Australians, where the cosmos is understood as alive, sentient, and sacred (Cajete, 2000; Atleo, 2011). These traditions have long held that consciousness is not limited to human minds but pervades all aspects of nature.

A transpersonal cosmology also supports a form of deep ecological ethics. If consciousness is ontologically primary, then nature is not a passive resource but a participant in a sacred unfolding. Such a framework challenges anthropocentrism and invites reverence for all life forms. It bridges science and spirituality not by collapsing one into the other, but by recognizing that multiple epistemologies—empirical, contemplative, participatory—can illuminate different dimensions of reality (Ferrer, 2002). This cosmology affirms that meaning, value, and intelligence are embedded within the very fabric of existence.



Discussion

The arguments presented in this paper call for a fundamental shift in how consciousness is approached within psychology, neuroscience, and the philosophy of mind. Recognizing consciousness as ontologically primary disrupts the materialist orthodoxy that dominates contemporary discourse. Rather than treating subjective experience as a byproduct of neuronal activity, a consciousness-centered ontology places awareness itself at the foundation of reality. This perspective aligns with a growing number of interdisciplinary thinkers who challenge reductive paradigms. Scholars such as Thompson (2015), and Thomas Metzinger (2009) have argued for approaches that integrate phenomenology, enactivism, and contemplative science. Their work underscores that consciousness cannot be adequately explained from a third-person perspective alone. Instead, the first-person dimension—subjective, immediate, and irreducible—must be given equal epistemological weight.

The transpersonal perspective validates the insights of contemplative traditions that have long emphasized inner knowing, spiritual transformation, and non-dual awareness. Far from being idiosyncratic or culturally bounded, the recurring phenomenological structures of mystical experience across traditions suggest a deeper commonality (Hood, 2001). The widespread reports of unity, timelessness, ego dissolution, and sacred presence indicate that such experiences may reveal fundamental aspects of consciousness, not mere neurobiological anomalies.

One of the most important implications of this view is the need for epistemological pluralism. As Ferrer (2002) has argued, knowledge about consciousness should not be limited to detached, third-person observation. Participatory knowing, rooted in transformation, relationship, and experiential depth, is a legitimate and necessary complement. Such pluralism does not undermine scientific integrity but enriches it. Integrative methodologies, such as neurophenomenology (Varela, 1996), first-person science (Depraz et al., 2003), and contemplative inquiry, can broaden psychology’s scope and offer a more complete picture of consciousness.

This framework also invites interdisciplinary collaboration. Philosophers, neuroscientists, anthropologists, theologians, and contemplative practitioners each contribute unique insights into the nature of mind and reality. Future research might include longitudinal studies of spiritual development, neurophenomenological studies of altered states, or comparative analyses of mystical experiences across traditions. The emerging field of contemplative science (Davidson and Goleman, 1977; Dahl et al., 2015) offers promising directions for empirically studying these experiences while honoring their inner depth.

Finally, this consciousness-centered paradigm invites not just intellectual reconsideration but cultural and ethical transformation. A worldview in which consciousness is sacred, participatory, and relational reframes our responsibilities to each other, to the planet, and to the unfolding of meaning itself. Such a view offers a remedy for the alienation and fragmentation of modernity. In a participatory universe, meaning is not imposed externally but arises organically through engaged awareness.



Conclusion

The persistence of the Hard Problem of Consciousness is not due solely to the limits of neuroscience, but to the metaphysical assumptions that underlie dominant scientific paradigms. Transpersonal psychology, drawing from ancient contemplative wisdom, contemporary philosophy, and experiential exploration, offers a compelling alternative: consciousness is not a latecomer in the cosmic story but the very ground of being. By embracing this ontological reversal, we do not reject scientific inquiry but expand it. Rather than confining consciousness to neural correlates, we explore its role as a co-creative force in the unfolding of reality. This paradigm shift holds profound implications. It reorients psychology toward meaning, ethics, and the sacred. It offers a framework in which human suffering can be transmuted into growth and spiritual awakening. It invites us to recognize our embeddedness in a conscious, evolving universe.

In such a worldview, the study of consciousness is not merely an academic endeavor but a sacred vocation. It calls for a union of intellect and intuition, rigor and reverence, analysis and awe. As we move toward a science of consciousness that is inclusive of inner life, cultural wisdom, and spiritual insight, we come closer to a vision of reality that is not only more complete but more deeply humane.
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Studies on consciousness need to develop further a mixed methods research design that effectively integrates first-, second- and third-person research approaches. Mixed methods research has not fully explored the methodological potential of the participant–observer role and the interdependence of knowledge across disciplines to gain a deeper understanding of such inquiries. This paper describes a theoretical and methodological framework that integrates phenomenological, psychological, and electrophysiological methods for the study of consciousness and the mind. This methodological approach includes the purposive sampling of contemplative practitioners extensively trained to observe their mental states and processes with sustained attention, mindfulness, and introspection. By reporting the theoretical and methodological framework here, it is anticipated that the authors' experience of having used this in a small pilot study will offer valuable guidance to fellow researchers seeking to maximize the rigor of their in-depth studies on consciousness and the mind.
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Introduction

Researchers have articulated the importance of Mixed Methods Research (MMR) in understanding the phenomena being studied (Achepohl et al., 2022; Huynh et al., 2019; Mascaro et al., 2022). In this paper, Mixed Methods Research (MMR) is used as a comprehensive term to encompass diverse procedures involved in combining, integrating, linking, and applying multiple data collection methods as well as both qualitative and quantitative research approaches (Creswell, 2003; Martiny et al., 2021). This paper illustrates MMR which integrates phenomenological, psychological, and electrophysiological methodologies to explore and investigate consciousness and the mind. A large body of scientific research has highlighted the health benefits of meditation (Gamaiunova et al., 2021; Deolindo et al., 2020; Gotink et al., 2015; Jamil et al., 2023; Josipovic and Baars, 2015; Lawrence et al., 2024; Rich et al., 2022; Ryff, 1989), and whilst MMR has been somewhat widely used in the study of the phenomena (Goyal et al., 2025; Mascaro et al., 2022; Keyworth et al., 2014), there are a number of limitations of the MMR protocols that have been utilized. In spite there being a history of neurophenomenology in mixed method research (Bitbol and Petitmengin, 2017; Berkovich-Ohana, 2017; Huynh et al., 2019; Petitmengin et al., 2019; Varela, 1996, 1999), there remains scant inclusion of comprehensive and reliable first-person and second-person perspectives and how this data has been integrated with third- person research approaches (Northoff and Ventura, 2025; Olivares et al., 2015). There are relatively few instances of employing a phenomenological mixed method where phenomenology informs both qualitative and quantitative data generation, integrated analysis, and interpretation (Martiny et al., 2021). Furthermore, whilst the impact of meditation on health and wellbeing has been widely studied, the application of meditation to the study of the nature of consciousness itself and the mind (rather than its correlated brain functions) has been largely overlooked in the scientific literature. Additionally, if meditation has been used in the study of consciousness, participants are mostly novice meditators (Abdoun et al., 2019; Bordbar et al., 2024; Mascaro et al., 2022) rather than those who have undergone rigorous long-term training in contemplative practices designed specifically to explore the nature of consciousness and the mind itself. Indeed, most scientific studies on consciousness are designed to look at brain function and its relationship with consciousness as well as the epiphenomena of consciousness (Josipovic, 2021, 2024; Laukkonen and Slagter, 2021; Metzinger, 2020, 2024; Sattin et al., 2021).

The theoretical and methodological frameworks and protocols outlined here are intended to introduce an innovative use of Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis and its application to first-and second-person inquiry, and how this can be integrated or synthesized with third-person quantitative data from questionnaires and EEG recordings. Furthermore, these frameworks also explore the potential for the utilization of meditation practices in the scientific study of consciousness and the mind, by including first-and second-person phenomenological data from highly advanced contemplative practitioners. These practitioners have finely trained their attention, introspection and mindfulness to specifically gain insight into the nature of consciousness and the mind itself.

For the purposes of this paper, it is important here to examine what is meant by “consciousness” and “the mind”. The first-person experience of thoughts, emotions, and other mental processes initially provide a direct means for looking at states of consciousness (Wallace, 2012) where “consciousness is not just another object of knowledge, but also, and more fundamental, that by which any object is knowable” (Frank et al., 2024, p. 187). Indeed, consciousness includes a process of awareness as the only mode of observation that can illuminate the nature of mental events themselves (Wallace, 2012). According to Buddhism, the defining characteristics of consciousness are sheer luminosity and cognizance, which are non-conceptual (Wallace, 2011). To our knowledge, the inter-dynamic relationship between consciousness and mental processes has not been explored or investigated in Western psychology and related disciplines.

While contemplative traditions, such as Buddhist psychology, refer to non-referential awareness as an original and unconditioned reality (Kudesia and Nyima, 2015), in Western psychology, the term awareness has often been used to refer to being conscious of something or someone (American Psychological Association, 2025a,b). In Buddhist psychology, this awareness of something, or someone is known as consciousness, which engages with perceptual, cognitive, and affective phenomena. In other words, this distinction between awareness (rig pa) and consciousness (shes pa) is not made in Buddhism. Furthermore, in Buddhism, consciousness and awareness are not considered epiphenomena of neurological processes or brain structures. Based on this view of consciousness and awareness, a contemplative who has been adequately and rigorously trained in attention, mindfulness, introspection, and discernment may let their

	…awareness rest in its own nature, witnessing the sheer luminosity and cognizance of awareness itself. When awareness illuminates its own nature, this metacognition is the awareness of awareness (Wallace, 2011, p. 136).

While the mind includes a wide array of mental states and processes, consciousness, as stated previously, is characterized by both luminosity and cognizance. Cognizance refers to the non-material, space-like quality of consciousness, which is entirely devoid of color, shape, form, or physical dimensions (Rabten, 2008, p. 31). However, despite its lack of these physical properties, it is not merely an abstract entity like space. Unlike space, luminosity is coupled with the essential characteristic of cognizance. Cognizance is the conscious faculty that enables us to perceive forms and sounds, as well as engage in various forms of reflection, inference, and understanding. While it may be subtle in nature, cognizance is a momentary phenomenon that maintains its own causal continuum (Rabten, 2008).

For the purpose of this theoretical and methodological framework, the mind (Tib. sems, Skt. citta) refers to the dualistic awareness that clings to appearances, conceptually observes its own processes, and arouses pleasure and pain through intellectual fabrications and the acceptance and rejection of virtue and vice (Wallace, 2020).

It is from this stance that the MMR design was developed. In psychological terms, this vigilance—the awareness of awareness—refers to meta-awareness (Frank et al., 2024). The process of meta-awareness, distinguished but coupled with dualistic awareness that conceptually observes its processes in the form of the first- and second person reporting of such experiences, is paramount to MMR designs for studying the nature of consciousness and the mind. Despite the significance of this, such methods still need to be explored in Western psychology, neuroscience, and related disciplines. The aim of the paper is to depict this exploration.

This oversight in MMR design was highlighted more than a century ago by William James (Wallace, 2012). Notably, James (1950/1890) proposed that the study of the mind, including attention, introspection, and cognition, should proceed in a three-fold fashion: (i) behavioral study (through objective, physical, and quantifiable phenomena); (ii) studying the neural correlates that help give rise to subjective experience (neuropsychology); (iii) direct empirical observation of mental phenomena themselves. The first two approaches have been thoroughly researched, while the direct empirical observation of mental phenomena has largely been ignored. It would be imperative to include direct empirical observation of mental phenomena in studies of consciousness using MMR. Accordingly, this would underscore the necessity of reliable and credible introspection in such MMR studies on consciousness. In fact, neuroscientists, psychologists, and physicists collaborated toward the end of the last century to emphasize this necessity (Hut and Shepard, 1996; Frank et al., 2024; Varela, 1996).

The direct empirical observation of mental phenomena has presented somewhat of a conundrum to scientific theory and methods. Whilst the inclusion of first-and second-person perspectives is acknowledged, but not routinely included, exactly how to integrate these perspectives has been problematic. Particularly in light of what is understood by the term introspection, and its application as a scientific tool and subjective skill (Wallace, 2004). Introspection refers to the process of attempting to directly access one's own internal psychological processes or states (American Psychological Association, 2025a,b).

Furthermore, in Buddhist psychology introspection is a mental faculty by which one monitors how one's body, speech, and mind are functioning (Wallace, 2019, 2020), and it is a trainable skill by way of meditation. Thus, it is argued that in this instance Buddhist psychology has quite a bit to offer scientific inquiry, specifically within the context of Western psychology. Indeed, the combination of both Buddhist and Western psychology may prove to be particularly meaningful in the scientific study of the nature of consciousness and the mind. In this context, contemplative practices as a form of meditation in Indo- Tibetan Buddhist tradition can offer unique insights into the subjective experiences and reporting on consciousness and the mind. When this is formally and routinely integrated into MMR, it has the potential to reveal unique insights into the science of consciousness and the mind.

In this context, contemplative practices specifically refer to methods developed to train attention, mindfulness, and introspection. Mindfulness and introspection have a specific definition and involve specific training methods which are rooted in the Indo- Tibetan-Buddhist tradition.

Asanga, an Indian Buddhist scholar and contemplative in the 5th century C.E., emphasized that mindfulness prevents the mind from wandering, while introspection identifies when this wandering occurs. Asanga states, “[Mindfulness] is non-forgetting by the mind (citta) with regard to the object experienced. Its function is non-distraction” (Abhidharmasamuccaya, 5th century C.E./2001, p.9). Additionally, Buddhaghosa, one of the most authoritative Theravādin Buddhist commentators of the same era (5th century C.E./1979), characterized mindfulness as “a gatekeeper because it guards the gate of the eye and so on” (p. 141). In essence, mindfulness refers to the faculty of sustained, voluntary, continuous attention focused on a familiar object without forgetfulness or distraction (Asanga, 2001; Buddhaghosa, 1979; Wallace, 2011).

At the same time, the faculty of introspection, a powerful tool for self-exploration, enables the quality control of attention, examining and explaining the components of the contemplatives' conscious experience (Wallace, 2012). Specifically, the mental faculty of introspection involves first-person exploration of the mind, to observe a broad range of mental phenomena, including our subjective experiences of thoughts, our emotions, and perceptions (Wallace, 2011). Thus, when based on rigorous contemplative training methods, inclusion of first- and second-person perspectives could yield refined phenomenological reports to improve the understanding of neuropsychological results in the study of consciousness and the mind (Lutz et al., 2008; Martiny et al., 2021; Petitmengin, 2006; Schleim, 2022).

The second-person methodological approach here refers to the reporting of observations and feedback derived from two distinct types of data collection methods. One type would include reporting from experienced meditation mentors regarding the progress of full-time contemplatives. Another type would include second-person from researcher observations and phenomenological field notes, highlighting the idea that “the researcher is the instrument” (Patton, 2002, p. 14) who provides valuable reports and data. It is crucial to emphasize that the credibility of this method depends significantly on the skill, competence, and rigor of the individual conducting the fieldwork, and it must take into account any personal distractions that may affect the researcher (Guba and Lincoln, 1981; Patton, 2002).

Thus, in the Mixed Method Research (MMR) design described here which was developed for use in a pilot study, researchers and mentors who provide the second-person data had themselves been engaging in long-term contemplative practices. That is, they had, themselves, been training their attention, mindfulness, introspection, and further, their skills in the observation and assessment of the full-time contemplatives in training. This process was based on the premise that the second-person mentors should have more knowledge and experience of meditation than the participants in the study, so they are able to detect distortions in their first-person reporting. They should also be familiar with the scientific studies that are implemented, so these mentors can also serve as intermediaries between the third-person researchers and the first-person researchers.

Apart from micro-phenomenology within the “neurophenomenological” program, there are few MMR studies on meditation, consciousness and the mind (Bitbol and Petitmengin, 2017; Berkovich-Ohana, 2017; Petitmengin et al., 2019; Varela, 1996, 1999) that explores and includes second- person reporting. One study, the Shamatha Project utilized the second-person mentor and reporting methodology (King et al., 2023; Rosenberg et al., 2015; Saron, 2013; Zanesco et al., 2021). Additionally, the participants also undertook journaling to document their first-person experiences. They submitted these daily journals to the researchers, who then conducted various third-person, psycho-physiological measurements (Rosenberg et al., 2015; Saron, 2013). This innovative methodology was integrated into the data-gathering process, but it is important to note that the second-person data collected remains unpublished.

In summary, most studies on meditation, consciousness and the mind have yet to employ mixed methods research (MMR) that rigorously combines qualitative first- and second-person data collection with quantitative measures, scales, and recordings, particularly with advanced contemplatives (Berkovich-Ohana, 2017; Huynh et al., 2019; Frank et al., 2024; Lutz et al., 2008; Northoff and Ventura, 2025; Olivares et al., 2015). This paper demonstrates how MMR was applied in collaboration with the researchers and the contemplatives. We incorporated first-person experiential methods for refining attention, mindfulness, and introspection (contemplation), together with second-person qualitative methods (reports) and third-person experimental data (measures). With such integration of MMR, the theoretical and methodological frameworks outlined here aimed at providing an in-depth understanding of the experience of full-time contemplatives who were highly trained in attention, mindfulness, and introspection. The main objective was to explore the nature of consciousness and gain a deeper understanding of the individual experiences of full-time contemplatives, while integrating their phenomenological experience with electrophysiological measures (EEG) and intersubjective, second-person reporting.



Interpretative phenomneological analysis—IPA

In response to the challenges of documenting subjective phenomenological (first-person and second-person) experience, Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) (Smith, 2024; Smith et al., 2009; Smith and Nizza, 2022) was innovatively employed as a structured methodological approach in psychology designed to reveal, analyze, and interpret contemplative practitioners' unique perspectives and meanings. IPA emphasizes the individual perspectives and meanings situated within specific contexts (Smith, 2024). This method is compatible with various qualitative and quantitative techniques, including journal writing, interviews, questionnaires, observations, and EEG and other neurological measurements.

IPA offers a depth of understanding of individual perspectives and interpretations that surpasses most other forms of thematic analysis within phenomenological psychology. It focuses on the individual's interpretation of their lived experience within a given context, involving both interviews and textual analysis (Smith, 2024). IPA also acknowledges the researcher's interpretation as part of the analysis, recognizing the inter-dynamic method between the researcher and the participant, where both the researcher and participant engage in meaning-making (Smith et al., 2009; Smith and Nizza, 2022). Indeed, IPA is particularly effective with smaller sample sizes, enabling an in-depth exploration of individual narratives. Researchers acknowledge that both the researcher and the contemplative practitioners play interpretive roles in this process. Essentially, IPA entails double hermeneutics (Smith and Osborn, 2003, p. 51), whereby participants make sense of their experiences while researchers endeavor to understand these interpretations (Smith and Nizza, 2022). As such, IPA utilizes a strong idiographic approach and transcends mere descriptions of experiences; it seeks to reveal the meanings and interpretations individuals assign to their experiences, accounting for their unique contexts and perspectives (Smith and Nizza, 2022; Smith et al., 2021). IPA allows conclusions to emerge from the data findings rather than merely testing existing theories, which is generally the focus of deductive reasoning (Smith, 2024; Smith et al., 2009; Smith and Nizza, 2022).

IPA proves especially valuable for exploring complex, ambiguous, and emotionally charged topics. Meditation and contemplative practices exemplify such phenomena: they are elusive, involving intricate psycho-somatic interactions that can be challenging to articulate. In this context, IPA is beneficial because it fosters attention, mindfulness, and introspection, enabling participants to provide a comprehensive account of their experiences. This process demands a high level of skill from the interviewer or journal reader, requiring a blend of strong empathic engagement and a finely tuned ability to delve deeper into the most pertinent aspects of the participant's narratives (Smith and Nizza, 2022). This distinctive quality makes IPA a powerful method within the landscape of qualitative research (Eatough and Smith, 2017), especially in the study of consciousness and the mind (Lawrence et al., 2024).

The theoretical and methodological framework outlined here was implemented in a small pilot study, for which the research design was ultimately guided by three questions aimed at comprehensively understanding participants' perceptions, interpretations, and awareness of their experiences. Firstly, it investigated the dynamics of attentional imbalances and how those imbalances can be overcome. Secondly, it examined the impact of long-term, full-time retreat on the quality of the contemplative subjective experiences of their mind and consciousness. Thirdly, it focused on how to identify distinct incremental stages of attentional and emotional development in individuals undertaking long term, full-time contemplative training (i.e., immersive training in attention, mindfulness, and introspection). Methodologically, these three foundational questions integrated and enriched a fourth inquiry, namely, how EEG recordings may change in response to different stages of training and types of meditation.

This paper also emphasizes that introspection, integrated within the framework of Mixed Methods Research (MMR) design, can serve as a reliable and valid instrument for the scientific exploration of the complexities inherent in the mind and the nature of consciousness. In doing so, it aspires to contribute to the body of academic knowledge by presenting a distinct application of MMR in the investigation of consciousness and the mind.



Background of the study

All participants received attention training through mindfulness of breathing and other methods for attaining śamatha—the Sanskrit term for serenity, quiescence, or tranquility (Wallace, 2006). This term also refers to a peaceful stillness of the mind in which all discursive thoughts have vanished into the space of awareness while retaining stable and vivid cognizance—as taught and practiced in the Indo-Tibetan Buddhist tradition (Wallace, 2006). Samatha training brings calm and joy to the mind and improves the “psychological immune system, making the mind less vulnerable to mental afflictions” (Wallace, 2012, p. 196). Afflictions denote a process of disturbance occurring within the mind that causes agitation, such as aversion, anger, jealousy (Tsering, 2006).

A variety of śamatha meditation techniques exist within the Indo-Tibetan Buddhist tradition. The participants in this training had the opportunity to practice mindfulness of breathing, in which they direct their attention to the tactile sensations in the body that arise in response to the breathing process. Additionally, the participants practiced a technique known as settling the mind in its natural state, in which their focus was on “the space of the mind and whatever events arise within that space” (Wallace, 2006, p. 83). These two methods were categorized as śamatha with a sign, where a sign in this context is “any object of attention that can be identified within a conceptual framework” (Wallace, 2006, p. 131). In addition, the participants also practiced a technique known as śamatha without a sign or awareness of awareness. In this method, the contemplatives simply let their awareness rest, without any referent, in its innate luminosity and cognizance (Wallace, 2006). Buddhist meditation texts commonly recommend that śamatha practice be complemented by meditative techniques known as the practice of the four immeasurables: loving-kindness, compassion, empathetic joy, and impartiality. These techniques contributed to the participants' cultivation of benevolent qualities that lead to ethical behavior and thus a conducive environment for training the attention. The Indo-Buddhist tradition regards these benevolent qualities and ethical behavior to be essential for training in śamatha (Wallace, 2006).

In addition to attention skills, the participants have trained in vipaśyanā or insight meditation, as found in the Indo-Tibetan Buddhist tradition (Wallace, 2011). Vipaśyanā meditation refers to contemplative science, which, for this training, guided the participants to explore the nature of their minds with insight. The contemplatives who participated in this study were also trained to investigate the nature of phenomenological reality—including the concept of “I or mine” (Wallace, 2012, p. 201), as well as feelings, thoughts, mental processes, and varieties of mental phenomena. Such training was expected to help the contemplatives cultivate compassion toward themselves and others, as well as altruism and resilience.



The conceptual framework

In this framework, the researchers' epistemological stances influenced their research questions and selection of methodological approaches. As a result, this interdisciplinary team thoroughly examined and clarified the fundamental assumptions guiding each researcher's position at the outset of this research endeavor. The researchers built a conceptual framework by using various ways of knowing, leading to a deep understanding of the phenomena under investigation (Timans et al., 2019).

This conceptual framework derived from the philosophical doctrine of phenomenology, in which subjective experience truly matters (Frank et al., 2024). Phenomenology is a way of knowledge—a phainomena, or that which appears, including an internal experience of which one is aware and refers to “the data of personal experience” (Reber and Reber, 2001, p. 533). In this study phenomenology was radically participatory and involved the first-person standpoint, the openness of being in the world, and the umwelt of the contemplatives who participated in the study (Bitbol, 2019). More specifically, phenomenological psychology with its fundamental concepts—such as evidence, intentionality, intuition and intersubjectivity—was also included in this conceptual process (Spinelli, 2005; Wallace, 2001). Intersubjectivity encompasses the shared interpretations created among researchers and participants during the research process. The concept of intersubjectivity lies at the very core of Indo-Tibetan Buddhist views of the world, where an individual experience or an examined phenomenon is understood as a matrix of dependently related events, all constantly changing and dependent on each other (Wallace, 2001). In addition, this conceptual framework included hermeneutics—a philosophy and method for interpreting contemplative texts (Smith et al., 2021)—to reach a deeper understanding of the participants, who were active explorers and interpreters of their conscious experiences (Langdridge, 2018; Spinelli, 2005).

The conceptual framework also included narrative psychology (Crossley, 2000) and Buddhist psychology (Rabten, 1992; Tsering, 2006). In particular, the Buddhist Dzokchen contemplative tradition (Wallace, 2024). While narrative psychology primarily focuses on construction of meaning through storytelling and the intricate connection between language and experiences (American Psychological Association, 2025a,b; Frankl, 1992; Smith et al., 2021), Buddhist psychology provides methods for observing, developing, and transforming the mind and its enduring affective traits (Rabten, 1992; Wallace, 2006, 2005). Narrative and phenomenological psychology thus guided the research process. Buddhist psychology provided an interdisciplinary bridge or method for a deeper understanding of the contemplatives' subjective experiences and the challenges of long-term contemplative training. It provided a method to directly observe how consciousness engages with perceptual, cognitive, and affective phenomena in the space of awareness—the very space in which the engagement occurs (Kudesia and Nyima, 2015).

The quantitative information was conceptualized as “a pattern of organization of matter and energy” (Wallace, 2018, p. 33). This conceptualization served as the foundation for integration of the third—person data (i.e., the standardized questionnaires and the data acquired by electroencephalography—EEG). The overall data integration demonstrated the underlying interdependence of the first-, second-, and third-person methods. In other words, the researchers have intentionally integrated their philosophical assumptions—ontological, epistemological, axiological, rhetorical, and methodological to create the MMR (Patton, 2015; Timans et al., 2019) where phenomenology, hermeneutics and neuropsychology became equal contributors in the study design and procedure.



Study design and procedure

Mixed methods research design is strengthened when acknowledging the distinctions between methodology, methods, and the practical steps involved in the study method and implementation. The sample design determined the sampling technique: a specific recruitment method known as emergent or purposive sampling (Patton, 2015). Specifically, the participants were selected on the basis of their background in and experience with attention, mindfulness and introspection training. The sampling frame included continuous sample adjustment to focus on what was relevant to the research questions. Participants were recruited from a group of contemplatives who were already engaged in long-term and full-time contemplative training. For example, a typical training day consisted of 6–13 h of meditation practice, depending on the stage of contemplative training the practitioners had attained. During this period, there was minimal interaction with the external world. Thus, this specific purposive sampling method was imperative for selection of the research participants who had to be able to generate and sustain attention, introspection and awareness of awareness (Frank et al., 2024). Thus, the purposive sampling technique contributed to more refined phenomenological reports and, therefore, enhanced the usefulness of neuropsychological results (Lutz et al., 2008). Moreover, this type of sampling yields rigorous qualitative data reports that impart meaning to the EEG data and expose activity patterns that would otherwise go undetected. Indeed, sample selection has been recognized as one of the most essential stages of MMR (Sharp et al., 2012). It was imperative to study consciousness with appropriately and rigorously trained participants. This type of participant selection is also known as information-rich case sampling (Patton, 2015). An essential criterion for participants was that they had had years of experience in attention, mindfulness, and introspection training and had practiced these daily. Additionally, there was a requirement for participants to be enrolled in a designated 8-week contemplative training program at the beginning of the study.

As mentioned, some of the researchers conducting the study, particularly those who contributed the second-person data, had undergone the same attention, mindfulness, and introspection training and had personal experience in the phenomena being explored. The researchers' insider and outsider positionality and reflexivity played a crucial role in the quality of sampling and importance of the relationship between the researcher and potential research participants (Braun and Clarke, 2013; Patton, 2015). However, this insider-outsider positionality in this study was flexible, dynamic, and constantly evolving, depending on the context and it impacts the potential participant's responses to the researchers. Overall, this process with clear roles, ethics and transparency was explicit in this study. It fostered trust and minimized the potential for an uneven power balance during the sampling (Patton, 2015).

After contemplatives expressed their interest in the study, the researchers contacted potential participants and booked an induction to the research to ascertain their participation in the study. This induction process created the researcher–researched relationship and established a starting point for completing the informed consent form. The process included discussions and explanations about the phenomenological aspects of the project and enabled power-sharing between participants and the researchers. Developing an equitable participant-researcher relationship allowed a genuinely respectful and collaborative research environment, credible and valid data collection (Riessman, 2008). In this context, the researchers informed and debriefed participants, listened to their questions, and later in the study, contributed to collecting ethical, comprehensive, and meaningful data (Milicevic et al., 2020). Such an approach to selecting the participants also refers to a multistage sampling design used to recruit the participants with a suitable background, making them true representatives of the population studied and who are best suited to answer the research questions (Sharp et al., 2012).


Participants

For the first phase of this study, 20 contemplatives were invited to participate. Ten participants were assigned to the experimental group and the remaining ten to the control group. Eight participants left the study leaving twelve participants (six in each group) for the first phase of the study. As such the total number of participants was twelve (N = 12). Those who withdrew from the study did not want to commit to writing weekly journals for over 6 months.

The control group consisted of experienced contemplatives with a median duration of 16 years practice. They participated in an 8-week contemplative training program, but after this program they returned to their daily lives. The experimental group consisted of experienced contemplatives with a median duration of 15 years practice. They underwent the same eight-week contemplative training, but remained in full-time, long-term meditation retreat undergoing training in attention, mindfulness and introspection in solitude for years. The age range of all participants was from 25–85 years.

In the second phase of the study, six full-time contemplatives (from the experimental group) agreed to continue participating in the research protocol. In this second phase the participants agreed to accept reflective journal writing and participate in EEG recordings. In phase two, another contemplative who was in long term retreat, but did not participate in phase one, joined the study. Overall, there were seven participants in phase two (N = 7). A sample size of seven accords with Patton (2015) and Smith et al.' (2021) rationale for a relatively small number of individuals enabling a rich portrayal of phenomena studied. More specifically, when integrating the first- second - and third-person inquiry, the main concern was to fully appreciate each participant's contemplative account.



Data collection

There were two approaches for collecting data: quantitative and qualitative data in phase one and in phase two of the study. In phase one the quantitative measure included standardized questionnaires. The rationale for utilizing these questionnaires stems from their established validation in the research literature as reliable instruments applicable to diverse participant groups. Additionally, these questionnaires have been employed in previously published studies conducted by the research team. These questionnaires were administered at the start of the 8-week training program (i.e., baseline), and, at 3 months, 6 months, and 12 months post baseline. The seven questionnaires took approximately 40 min to complete, and they were:

(1) Self-Compassion Scale Short Form- SCS-SF (Raes et al., 2011); (2) Compassion of Other' Lives Scale—COOL (Chang et al., 2014); (3) Dispositional Positive Emotion Scale—DPES—Compassion Subscale (Shiota et al., 2006); (4) Depression, Anxiety and Stress Scale−21 Items—DASS-21 (Lovibond and Lovibond, 1995); (5) The Positive and Negative Affects Schedule—PANAS (Watson and Clarke, 1999); (6) The Mindful Attention Awareness Scale—MAAS (Brown and Ryan, 2003); (7) The World Health Organization-Five WellBeing Index—WHO-5 (World Health Organization, 1998).

In phase one the qualitative data collection involved weekly, reflective journal writing from baseline. These journal entries were structured according to a set of open-ended thematic questions. These questions can be found in Appendix A. Further qualitative data included an open interview with one of the two mentors enrolled in the study. This mentor feedback provided data on participants' progress in their attention, mindfulness and introspection skills. The mentors guided the participants' contemplative progress during the study without having access to their journals or written descriptions of their practices. The mentors then provided independent observations (second-person reporting) of the participants' progress, separate from the participants' reflections (first-person reporting). The mentor interview was conducted once at 12 months post baseline of phase one. This approach fostered intersubjectivity in the study.

Four months after the completion of phase one, phase two of data collection commenced. This phase of the study was initiated as an independent exploratory phase and only included participants from the experimental group for data collection. That is, this group consisted of participants from the Phase 1 experimental group who undertook full-time, long-term, open-ended contemplative training. This research phase aimed to investigate the fourth research question. Namely, if changes in EEG recordings are associated with the different types of meditation and the development of training over time. In phase two, the quantitative data collection included EEG recordings. At baseline, the EEG recordings were taken monthly, with one recording session per participant, for the first 4 months. Following the baseline phase, the recordings were then taken in six-month intervals following the final recording at the end of the first 4 months. Six monthly recordings were taken over 2 years. Each session included a recording of a 5-min baseline resting state (R) in which a participant was sitting with eyes open, non-meditating. After this 5-min resting state condition, participants engaged in three different types of meditation, each 24 minutes in duration. The types of meditations were Awareness of Awareness (AA), Loving Kindness (LK), and Mindfulness of Breathing (MB) (Wallace, 2018, 2005, 2006). The order of the meditations was randomized within and across sessions.

Before each recording (not during) the EEG researcher conducting each session provided standardized instructions, including both written and spoken meditation guidance, to the participants. The EEG researcher remained in the room during the recordings to monitor the quality of these recordings. The researcher was strategically positioned behind the participant in a corner of the room at the desk. Each participant was positioned in the middle of the room, facing a blank wall. This aimed to minimize any visual external distractions during recording sessions. Importantly, the EEG recordings were taken within the naturalistic environment where the contemplatives resided and practiced. The EEG researcher was an experienced contemplative practitioner and a member of the contemplative community with whom the participants were familiar. The EEG researcher role was strictly limited to the acquisition of EEG recordings, and they were not involved in the subsequent analysis of the data. Such standardization of the protocol and environment, defined by consistently applied procedures, served to minimize any influences on the participants and the data collection process related to potential for the “observer effect” and the “novelty” of situation (Barto et al., 2013; Darfler et al., 2022; Huguet et al., 1999; Patton, 2015). For instance, indications of these effects may include alterations in attentional focus, heightened self-consciousness, or changes in task performance, which can potentially distort EEG data (Darfler et al., 2022). Behavioral changes were monitored through further indicators of such influences, including participants' journaling regarding their feelings about being observed, and other relevant reporting or data collected. Specifically, participants' reflective journaling occurred immediately after the EEG recording sessions.

The primary objective of this journaling exercise was to extract information pertaining to the participants' subjective experiences during the meditation sessions conducted in conjunction with the EEG recordings. The participants were instructed to carry out this journaling activity at their own discretion and in a private setting, on the same day as the EEG session. These journal entries were structured according to a set of open-ended thematic questions. These questions can be found in Appendix B.

Further data collection included observations and feedback from the EEG researcher. Notably, two distinct categories of notes were generated by the EEG researcher: Technical Notes and Researcher-Participant Notes. The Technical Notes were focused exclusively on the EEG signal quality and equipment and were not classified as data. EEG analysts utilized these notes to identify any equipment-related issues that could compromise data quality, such as noise, artifacts, and impedance mismatches. The Researcher-Participant Notes referred to the qualitative data generated by the EEG researcher in their role as a participant observer (2nd-person data), comprising phenomenological, personal observations and reflections (Patton, 2002). Following each participant EEG session, the EEG researcher responded in writing to two open-ended questions: (i) Describe your experience of being involved in the entire EEG process; (ii) Reflect on your observations of the meditators during the EEG process. Only the Researcher Participant Notes were designated as 2nd-person data and included in subsequent IPA. These second-person observational notes highlight the principle that “the researcher is the instrument” (Patton, 2002, p. 14), offering nuanced insights crucial to the research data collection, analysis and the findings. This overall data collection method enhanced the validity, reliability and credibility of the research process and provided a more in-depth understanding of the context and phenomenon being studied (Patton, 2015).



Participant observer method

The researchers introduced a participant observer role and utilized participant observation as a method. Whilst the researchers' observations, as the second-person reports, confirmed the richness of the mixed methods, the contemplatives in this study bridged the gap between external and internal descriptions or observations and shed light on the difference between the activity of the mind, the way it functions, and its innate nature (Varela, 1996; Varela et al., 1991). Specifically, the full-time contemplatives who participated in this study had undergone years of training to understand the nature of the mind, which is different from the functions of the mind (i.e., how the brain works and how we think, feel, and behave). Namely, the contemplatives in this research had undergone rigorous and authentic training in śamatha meditation. This type of mediation is designed to develop exceptional attention, mindfulness, and introspection skills (Wallace, 2006). These skills allow the contemplatives, who were, in fact, the participant observers, to create credible, valid, and reliable direct perceptions (i.e., free of conceptual elaboration) which enable them to directly observe the nature of consciousness, the mind, and awareness (the first-person perspective). Moreover, the first-person perspective method included direct empirical observation of, and reporting on mental phenomena (i.e., the state of consciousness). These observations were reported by participants in their reflective, phenomenological journaling in phase one and phase two. These journal entries formed the transcripts that subsequently underwent IPA.

Whilst the contemplatives as participant-observers were reporting upon their own experience of consciousness, this internal process of investigation into states of consciousness, exploring their own lived experience, renders them as participant researchers (Dieumegard et al., 2021). In this study, the participants' empirical observations, awareness of awareness, introspection, and insight meditations as part of Samatha (stability of mind) and Vipaśyanā (discerning intelligence) training were used as research methodologies rather than variables measured for the impact on participants wellbeing or brain function (Wallace, 2018, 2006). This training of direct empirical observation of mental phenomena, including states of consciousness and its cultivation, was essential for studying consciousness, and the mind in this research.

Furthermore, second-person reporting was an integral part of the research process, encompassing a nuanced approach and providing a crucial basis for a thorough and insightful comprehension of the phenomenon under study. As noted, the second person observational data was collected by interviews with the participants' mentors, and observational notes by the EEG researcher. This acquisition of second-person data was based on a variety of linked theoretical models, such as the embodiment approach to psychology (Varela et al., 1991), phenomenology (Husserl, 1970), intersubjectivity (Wallace, 2001) and interdependence (Wallace, 2011). By bridging the divide between first-person and third-person perspectives in this research, second-person data collection elevated a form of triangulation, enhancing the credibility, authenticity, and conviction of the findings and conclusions (Patton, 2015). It described the lived experience through a relational process and enabled immediate and distinct intersubjective and interdependent knowing (Dieumegard et al., 2021; Wallace, 2011).

For this research, the participant observer utilized a second-person data collection method designed to go beyond evaluations, field notes, the degree of participation, or the insider and outsider perspectives (Mascaro et al., 2022). In summary, this research had three types of participant observer: (i) professional contemplatives who observed their inner processes; (ii) mentors who were interviewed on the progress of the contemplative training, and (iii) researchers who took phenomenological notes of their observations during EEG recordings.

Overall, the participant-observer's role in this research was that of a professional contemplative who has undergone rigorous training in developing and applying direct perception to examine and explore the nature of the mind (Rabten, 1992; Wallace, 2006). That is, the contemplatives viewed the nature of consciousness and the mind from within. The contemplatives who participated in this research have been trained over many years to report direct observations of the mind and consciousness that are credible, valid, reliable and verifiable (Frank et al., 2024; Rabten, 1992; Wallace, 2018, 2006). On this background, this research, therefore, considered professional contemplative practices such as meditation as a technology, which is a process or skill that involves the development and cultivation of mental faculties and the application of direct perception to observe the nature of mind (Wallace, 2018). In other words, meditation is a systematic approach to exploring and cultivating the mind and consciousness. By cultivating direct perception and insight, the participants who were full-time contemplatives–in-training provided not only the first-person data and perspective on the meditative experiences per se, but developed as participant researchers exploring nature of mind and consciousness. In conclusion, this study integrated first -second-third person data collection and established a unique MMR design by implementing the following:

	1. Participants' introspective and reflective weekly journal writing throughout 6 months of the retreat (first-person reporting).
	2. Participants' brief reflective writing exercises after each EEG recording (first-person reporting).
	3. Researcher's observation (second-person reporting).
	4. Mentors' observation (second-person reporting).
	5. Results from standardized psychological questionnaires (third-person reporting).
	6. Results from EEG recordings (third-person reporting).

Overall, intersubjectivity and interdependence as a way of knowing were central features of this applied MMR. This is illustrated in Figure 1. Integration as a meaningful two-fold process allowed the researchers to realize the benefits of mixed methods to produce meaningful, in-depth data and interpretations greater than the sum of the individual qualitative and quantitative parts (Plano Clark, 2010; Patton, 2015).


[image: Flowchart illustrating a two-phase mixed-methods research design. Phase 1 involves contemplative-participant writing journal entries, teacher-participant sharing verbal reports, and researcher administering standardized questionnaires. Phase 2 includes post-EEG reflections, teacher and researcher observations, and EEG recordings, categorized as first-, second-, or third-person data.]
FIGURE 1
 Integrated first-, second-, and third-person MMR design. The research diagram employs distinct line types to represent each research role. It only illustrates relationships within the structure of person-activity- data (read from tail to head).




Data analysis

Quantitative and qualitative data analyses were conducted in phases one and two of the study. The Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis - IPA focused on attentional, cognitive and emotional entities where the researchers attempted to reveal the participants' thoughts and feelings, which were then subjected to a thematic analysis (Smith et al., 2021). Hence, the IPA required an idiographic approach, where data for each participant were thoroughly analyzed in terms of their themes by initially performing a single-case analysis of the journal transcripts (Smith and Osborn, 2003). This idiographic approach began with reading, annotation, and coding of the transcript, focusing on the meaning rather than the frequency of words in the transcript. Each transcript was analyzed in detail before proceeding to the next one. The key points of the IPA analysis included a step where the researcher creates extensive notes and codes on language, tone, and mood while engaging in bracketing to acknowledge their own assumptions and expectations, and allowing for the emergence of new concepts. Subsequent re-readings were performed to identify significant issues related to key terms that influence the interpretative frameworks (Patton, 2002; Storey, 2007). The coding process was utilized to recognize connections and contradictions among key terms, relating meanings to research questions and analytical goals. Next, the researcher applied a stage of Mapping—addressing the “How” and the “What.” This stage of analysis included a holistic form-dimension (Bleakley, 2005). According to Bleakley, this refers to examining how the pattern of the story unfolds in analyzing the entire experience expressed in each journal as a narrative. The research synthesized insights and engaged in meaning-making, addressing cues of shared understanding. A key component at this stage was to define, label, and develop preliminary themes and sub-themes (Smith et al., 2021; Storey, 2007). This approach combines in-depth analytical techniques with purposeful reflection to examine participants' experiences, while also addressing the emergent hierarchy of the themes (Smith and Nizza, 2022).

In phase one, the analysis of questionnaire data examines both within and between group differences over time. Directional hypotheses were set within each of the two groups (i.e. experimental and control groups) and between these groups across the data collection points. T-tests are used to examine expected differences between and within groups. Any concerns about the small number of participants were mitigated by having directional hypotheses and having two stable participant groups.

EEG recordings were acquired using a 24-channel research EEG system (Mobi24) with electrodes mounted in standard 10–20 locations, and electrode impedances of 10K ohms or less. The data was imported to EEGLAB 2019.1 and pre-processed for removal of bad channels and band pass filtered at 1–55 Hz. This was followed by manual artifact rejection, spherical interpolation for replacing rejected channels, ICA decomposition and removal of IC's corresponding to eye movement or muscle activity. A final review for manual removal of any remaining artifact. The cleaned data files were included in a Study structure within the EEG lab with information regarding condition and session for each epoch. Global processing was used to calculate Σ, Φ and Ω for each epoch, and the mean values for the global variables were then calculated for each session.

Global EEG analysis was applied as the initial method for quantifying brain functional states using three descriptors derived from multi-channel sampling of the electrical field of the brain appearing on the scalp (Wackermann, 1999). This method was considered to be a holistic description of the brain's activity, allowing access to patterns of whole-brain electrical activity. The descriptors were global field strength Σ, generalized frequency Φ, and spatial complexity Ω. These descriptors form a three-dimensional system for mapping the trajectory of brain “macro-states” and have been applied in sleep research, clinical neurophysiology, psychopharmacology, perceptual and cognitive processes, and more (Gao et al., 2018; Wackermann, 1999; Wackermann and Allefeld, 2007). Typically, global descriptors are calculated across segments of EEG ranging from two to eight seconds in length, thus compressing the multi-channel EEG data to only three quantities per segment. For the purposes of this research, EEG recordings for the participant were divided into 4 s epochs and the global descriptors for each segment were calculated. Then for each session the means of each global descriptor were obtained.

The later phase of the EEG analysis also included EEG microstates segmentation, in which the EEG signal was represented as a series of stable and recurring topographic patterns to study the participants' internal states on a millisecond scale (Koenig et al., 2002) which resulted from the synchronized activity of spatially distributed electrical sources (Delorme and Makeig, 2004; Khanna et al., 2015).

In summary, the IPA findings, systematically conducted across both phases 1 and 2 at set intervals, provide a comprehensive subjective account of changes over time (Smith and Nizza, 2022). The IPA analyses would be combined with the quantitative data from phase 1. Furthermore, the IPA findings in phase 2 would be compared with the quantitative data (EEG). The integration of the qualitative and quantitative findings from phase 1 would then be compared and contrasted with systematic qualitative and quantitative data from Phase 2, where applicable and by the types of data.




Integrating the analysis

The process of integration, a cornerstone of MMR, was of paramount importance in this research. It involved synthesizing insights from diverse sources to gain a comprehensive understanding of the phenomena under investigation (Uprichard and Dawney, 2019). This approach transcended the limitations of a single method or paradigm, adopting a holistic perspective that incorporated the integration of data and outcomes (Bazeley, 2011; Patton, 2015). In this research, integration has been implemented at various levels, including epistemological, design, methods, and analysis, across all three types of data (the first, second, and third person). This comprehensive integration strategy has been instrumental in complementing and confirming the results and findings of each component of the research process. More specifically, such integration included the qualitative approach—the Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), concerned with the detailed examination of personal lived experience, the meaning of experience to participants and how they make sense of that experience (Busetto et al., 2020; Dieumegard et al., 2021; Milicevic et al., 2020; Smith et al., 2021). IPA also included the analysis of transcripts from one-to-one interviews with the mentors by the researcher and the EEG researcher observation notes (the second-person data). The interviews revealed the mentors' observation of and feedback on participants‘ progress.

Thus, the IPA was committed to exploring the linguistic constructs and meanings throughout the narrative and journal writings. The aims and research questions of this study were designed to focus on specific contextual expertise while remaining intentionally open and exploratory (Smith et al., 2009; Smith and Nizza, 2022). The following example presents a case study and provides high-level insights into a segment of data integration from Phase 2 of the pilot study. The integration process comprised two stages. First, the results obtained from IPA coding and thematic analysis over the four months period. The second stage demonstrates how the IPA themes, subthemes, and codes were corroborated by EEG data and the types of meditation practiced over time.


IPA findings—Stage 1

The findings reveal aspects and dimensions of the participants' experiences, as journaled in solitude, immediately after the EEG recording sessions. A central experiential theme that emerged from these qualitative findings was Interdependence. The theme of Interdependence emerged as a superordinate theme, providing a framework for the context of other experiential themes and subthemes. Interdependence consisted of three main themes: (1) Conation, (2) The Meaning of Life, and (3) Resurgent Attention, along with a subtheme, (4) Eudaimonia. Collectively, these themes reflect the participant's desires, discernment, introspection, attentional qualities, cognitive, emotional, and spiritual balance. The findings demonstrated potential benefits and underscored the Interdependence between contemplative practice and the experience of genuine well-being, as well as exploring the nature of the mind and its relationship to reality.

Further phenomenological information was collected as part of the ongoing process during the EEG recordings, which included observations from the resting state. The researchers adapted and enriched their method by adding 'resting state' related questions into the participants' journal. The experiential themes about the resting state were vital for a refined understanding of the EEG results and their complexity. After the above IPA findings (Stage 1), the text structure was further organized by meditation type within each recording session. The intention was to gain a more in-depth understanding of the phenomenological data so that it can be readily integrated with the structure of the EEG analysis. The overall findings from this further coding process (Stage 2) were consistent with the Stage 1 original IPA findings presented in Table 1.

TABLE 1  The themes and sub themes emerged through analysis.


	Thematic level
	Code
	Themes





	Superordinate theme
	1.0
	Interdependence



	Master theme
	1.1
	Conation



	Master theme
	1.2
	The meaning of life



	Master theme
	1.3
	Resurgent Attention



	Subcategory
	1.3.1
	Eudaimonia




Code indicates thematic hierarchy of themes and corresponds to the four relevant EEG recordings. For further thematic illustration, please refer to Appendix C, which contains specific examples and quotations that exemplify the emerging themes.





Integrating IPA findings with EEG results—Stage 2

The integration and further IPA coding as corroborated by the EEG data, are illustrated in Table 2. This table presents the coding process in accordance with EEG recordings by mediation type over time.

TABLE 2  IPA coding by EEG mediation type.


	Session
	Coding
	Emergent themes





	
	amp freq cmplx



	September
	AA 7.2 13.3 2.6
	MB 7.4 12.9 2.9
	LK 8.5 16.2 3.1
	



	Inspiration/joy
	First EEG/intention/discernment
	Conation
	Intentionality



	October
	AA 6.8 16.0 5.0
	MB 8.4 13.6 3.2
	LK 8.7 13.4 3.2
	



	Introspection
	Continuity/meaning/focus
	Conceptual mediation
	Meaning



	November
	MB 8.0 13.8 3.3
	AA 8.0 13.3 3.0
	LK 7.8 12.0 2.7
	



	Continuity/bliss
	Resurgent attention
	Mindful loving kindness
	Purpose/eudaimonia



	December
	MB 7.1 13.4 2.9
	LK 7.8 14.1 2.6
	AA 8.8 13.0 2.6
	



	Tranquility/peace
	Eudaimonic conation
	Continuity/less cognition
	Interdependence





In the second phase of the study, the IPA was a revealing analytical technique that informed and guided the EEG data analysis and emphasized the active role of the researchers. Specifically, the EEG data analysis had a hierarchical structure. That is, the repeated measures were always nested for the participants. The outcomes of the EEG analysis were integrated with findings from the first-person reflective journal writing (by the participants) as well as second-person IPA outcomes (based on the EEG researcher' observational notes). This integration offered a new perspective and interpretation of the comprehensive findings. Integrating the second-person IPA findings contributed to a more profound comprehension of the contemplatives' progress in their attention, mindfulness, and introspection. It facilitated intersubjective validation between the mentor and contemplatives, emulating the validation method employed within the meditative tradition of Indo- Tibetan Buddhism for millennia (Frank et al., 2024; Rabten, 1992; Varela et al., 1991; Wallace, 2006).



Expansion and the anticipated results

On multiple occasions, the research revealed the importance and complexity of integrating the first-, second-, and third-person MMR approaches. For example, in one instance, analysis based on the mean global values for each meditation session—assessing relative amplitude, frequency and complexity (Wackermann, 1999; Wackermann and Allefeld, 2007), suggested that the participant's EEG readings were indicative of heightened cognitive activity. Specifically, during this meditation session, the EEG displayed frequencies in the beta range accompanied by a complex topographical pattern. It contrasted with other sessions in which the same participant exhibited the lowest frequency and second-lowest complexity values across all recordings, consistent with alpha-range activity, and interpreted as reflecting a more relaxed neural state (Deolindo et al., 2020). The presence of beta-range frequencies and high complexity raised questions about whether the participant was genuinely in a meditative state, as such patterns typically diverge from the neural signatures associated with calm, focused awareness.

During the same session in which EEG readings suggested heightened cognitive activity, the EEG researcher reported the participant's slow physical movement, which appeared to be, in their assessment, due to discomfort from the experimental cap. In contrast, the first-person phenomenological data revealed that the participant was experiencing a deep meditative state. The participant self-reported being aware of and had intentionally incorporated the EEG experiences, including discomfort, into the meditative practice. Notably, the first-person data analysis revealed that the participant had cultivated a mindset of impartiality toward all phenomena being experienced and observed during this meditation. Despite the complexity of this meditation session, the EEG recording did not capture a meditative experience. Such instances have resulted in so-called expansions when the employment of multiple disparate methods allows one to expand insights, even when those methods yield divergent findings (Fetters et al., 2013).

Importantly, such expansions in understanding can occur not only with respect to the analysis or interpretation of one's data but also with respect to the application of one's methods. In other instances, the integration of analyses guided and helped to confirm the original findings of a subset of data (Fetters et al., 2013). For example, as illustrated in Table 2, the emergent themes of the IPA analysis were compared with the EEG analysis. Furthermore, the EEG analysis guided a different approach to the IPA analysis. The coding and emergent themes were explored by meditation type across the four recording sessions. The emergent themes of these two approaches to the IPA analysis resulted in the same superordinate theme.

In another example, the participant was found to be in a state of deep meditation while simultaneously experiencing a high volume of conceptual phenomena. This observation prompted a closer look at the EEG results, with the potential to examine the relative activity of brain regions in reference to large-scale neural networks (Menon, 2023). The aim was to elucidate the cognitive neuropsychological findings.

An additional example referred to the integration of the results demonstrating no difference between the EEG resting states and meditative states in these advanced contemplatives. As a result, the experimental design was revised to include phenomenological reporting and analysis of the resting state. This integrative MMR process is recognized as expanding insights or confirming findings (Fetters et al., 2013). All approaches to the analysis were brought together with the assumption that integration is both theoretically and practically feasible, as long as epistemological differences can be bridged and integrated into underlying interdependence and coherence.




Discussion

This paper contributes to the literature on the study of consciousness by demonstrating integrative MMR to study the mind, particularly attention, mindfulness and introspection (Gotink et al., 2015; Huynh et al., 2019; Mascaro et al., 2022; Rich et al., 2022). Importantly, this MMR design and procedures have illustrated the necessity of including first - person reliable, credible and valid direct observation of consciousness itself and the mind (Bitbol and Petitmengin, 2017; Berkovich-Ohana, 2017; Frank et al., 2024; James, 1950/1890; Medeiros et al., 2021; Petitmengin, 2006; Schleim, 2022; Varela, 1996; Wallace, 2018, 2006).


Contribution to mixed methods research and consciousness research

This article contributes to the MMR design which is embedded in the interdependence of knowledge (Mascaro et al., 2022; Spinelli, 2005; Wallace, 2001), revealing how each conceptual framework in the respective discipline could be flexible, inter-dynamic and ultimately integrated. It is imperative to emphasize that the aim to investigate consciousness and the mind has determined the methodology, methods, and the participants. We have put forward an overview of the significance of integrating first-, second-, and third-person perspectives (Achepohl et al., 2022; Busetto et al., 2020; Huynh et al., 2019; Lumma and Weger, 2023; Mascaro et al., 2022). This approach aligns with a methodological study of consciousness which necessitates participants who have extensive training to generate and sustain attention, mindfulness and introspection in the study of consciousness and the mind (Frank et al., 2024; Lutz et al., 2008; Wallace, 2012).

This integration, as a meaningful two-fold process, allowed the research to harness the benefits of MMR, producing profound, in-depth data and interpretations that surpass the sum of the individual qualitative and quantitative parts (Katyal and Goldin, 2021; Patton, 2015; Plano Clark, 2010; Posner et al., 2014; Yoshida et al., 2020).

The IPA findings have enriched the interpretation of the EEG results bringing meaning and context to the participants' contemplative practice and insights into their experience of consciousness and the mind. The interpretation of the synthesis of the EEG and IPA results have elicited further qualitative analysis. Despite the potential benefits of such an integration, more research is needed in this area. Further investigation into this type of integration could lead to new insights into the relationship between the researcher and the research participants, enabling further development of MMR (Hut and Shepard, 1996; Kudesia and Nyima, 2015; Varela, 1996). To this end, it is essential that researchers are aware, transparent, and flexible about their philosophical assumptions (Braun and Clarke, 2013; Reber and Reber, 2001; Riessman, 2008). This includes their assumptions about ontology, epistemology, axiology, rhetoric, and methodology (Patton, 2015; Timans et al., 2019). By doing so, each perspective and scientific view can contribute equally to the study design and procedure, resulting in a well-rounded and comprehensive scientific outcome.

Furthermore, this paper illustrates the importance of a specific purposive sampling method as instrumental in meeting the research's need for participants who could contribute to more refined phenomenological reports and enhance the usefulness of neuropsychological results (Patton, 2015; Sharp et al., 2012; Lutz et al., 2008; Varela, 1996). The purposive sampling method was used in this research to select participants with the ability to generate and sustain attention, mindfulness, and introspection. The researchers employed information-rich case sampling within their insider and outsider positionality and reflexivity (Braun and Clarke, 2013). This process was imperative for maintaining trust and equality of the power balance crucial for the in-depth study of consciousness. In this paper, we have outlined the faculty of introspection as a reliable, verifiable, and credible tool for self-exploration, and as the quality control of attention which in turn examines the components of the long-term, full-time contemplative experience (Wallace, 2012). This paper argues that introspection can be considered a trainable subjective skill, as has been understood in the Indo- Tibetan Buddhist contemplative tradition (Frank et al., 2024; Lutz et al., 2008; Wallace, 2012). A skill that can imminently be incorporated into MMR design. This design lends itself to the formulation of research protocols investigating the nature of consciousness and the mind itself. It is further posited that consciousness and the mind, as they are understood in the Indo-Tibetan Buddhist tradition, can in the context of scientific inquiry, be considered as phenomena in and of themselves, not necessarily as inherent epiphenomena of brain function (Josipovic, 2021, 2024; Laukkonen and Slagter, 2021; Metzinger, 2020, 2024; Sattin et al., 2021). Specifically, they have identifiable characteristics which can be directly observed and reported on by those who have trained and sustained skills in introspection, attention and mindfulness and therefore can be investigated through scientific inquiry.

More research is required on the direct empirical observation of consciousness and its inclusion in MMR. The inclusion of direct empirical observation by way of first and second-person reporting enables researchers to open themselves to the research experience, developing new concepts with an exploratory approach rather than expectation to prove any theoretical framework (Busetto et al., 2020; Fetters et al., 2013; Milicevic et al., 2020; Smith et al., 2021). In this way, the third—person reporting of the results from EEG recordings (Deolindo et al., 2020; Khanna et al., 2015; King et al., 2023; Koenig et al., 2002; Menon, 2023; Rosenberg et al., 2015; Saron, 2013; Wackermann, 1999; Zanesco et al., 2021) goes beyond highly specialized but isolated interpretations and becomes a segment of intersubjectivity and interdependence as a way of knowing and understanding the studied phenomena (Husserl, 1970; Uprichard and Dawney, 2019; Wallace, 2001).




Limitations and conclusions

Bringing multiple, seemingly disparate methods together can teach us not only about data but also about these methods, including their limitations. For instance, the purposive, information-rich sample was recruited from a population within one contemplative tradition; as such, the findings cannot necessarily be generalized to contemplatives across different traditions worldwide. However, limiting the participation to highly trained individuals within a single tradition allowed for precise reporting and in-depth analysis of the phenomena being investigated. Another limitation was the large age range and different cultural and professional background of the contemplative participants. However, the sample nonetheless achieved cohesion by the fact that all the participants were advanced contemplative practitioners on entering the study. A further possible limitation was that phase one of the study included only one interview with the mentors because of their limited availability while in their own meditation retreats. However, this interview was purposely scheduled at the end of phase one of the study so that the mentors would have greater insight regarding the progress of their students. In addition to the above considerations, it should be noted that many of the researchers were also contemplative partitioners. As such this contributed to the MMR design and the participant—researcher role (Dieumegard et al., 2021; Mascaro et al., 2022).

In summary, this paper aimed to demonstrate the necessity of integrated MMR design in the study of consciousness and the mind. Within this design we emphasized the importance of reliable and valid first-person perspectives in integrating second- and third -person research methods to serve as a touchstone for advancing understanding of consciousness and the mind. The meaningful understanding of research on consciousness can only come from interdependent knowledge across seemingly diverse disciplines. Historically, this is not an unusual approach (Tsering, 2006). Though it has been overlooked (Bitbol, 2019; Bitbol and Petitmengin, 2017; Frank et al., 2024; Josipovic and Baars, 2015; Lutz et al., 2008; Varela, 1996; Varela et al., 1991; Wallace, 2018, 2012). By outlining this approach, we invite fellow researchers to further our knowledge through collaboration.
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Over several decades, Liangkang Ni has developed a distinctive perspective on the parallels and divergences between Edmund Husserl’s phenomenology and Buddhism, particularly Yogācāra Buddhism. Despite the significance of his contributions, Ni’s writings remain largely unavailable in English and have thus had limited exposure in Western phenomenological discourse. This article addresses that gap by offering a thematic reconstruction of Ni’s key insights. The first part examines Ni’s reading of Husserl’s own philosophical reflections on Buddhism in relation to phenomenology. The second part explores Ni’s reconstruction of genetic and structural parallels between Husserl’s genetic phenomenology and Yogācāra doctrines such as vijñaptimātra (consciousness-only), ālaya-vijñāna, and manas. The article assumes some familiarity with Husserl and uses his framework as an entry point to introduce Buddhist concepts. Rather than offering new empirical data, the article provides conceptual clarification and theoretical integration aimed at informing contemporary debates in consciousness studies.
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1 Introduction1

Over the past three decades, Liangkang Ni has developed a distinctive perspective on the relationship between Husserlian phenomenology and Buddhism, particularly Yogācāra Buddhism. While Ni’s writings are recognized and discussed in Chinese academic circles, they have thus far remained relatively unknown in English-speaking philosophical discourse. One reason is the limited availability of his work in English translation (Ni, 2007, 2010d; Ni, 2010c). This article seeks to address that gap by presenting and reflecting on some of the most thought-provoking aspects of Ni’s approach. The article is divided into two main parts. The first examines Ni’s commentary on Husserl’s own reflections on the affinities and divergences between transcendental phenomenology and Buddhism (Section 2). The second explores Ni’s comparative analysis of Yogācāra Buddhism and Husserlian phenomenology, with a focus on their respective accounts of the structure and transformation of consciousness (Section 3).

Why address this topic in a journal devoted to psychology? Although early psychologists such as Brentano, Külpe, and Binet attempted to develop introspective methods for investigating mental life, psychology has largely abandoned these efforts in favor of behaviorism and verbal report protocols (Depraz et al., 2003, pp. 129–154). In recent years, however, there have been renewed calls to reintegrate rigorous forms of introspection into psychological research (Shear and Varela, 1999; Weger et al., 2019). We argue that the transcendental investigations undertaken by phenomenology and Buddhism are crucial to this endeavor. If psychology is to avoid becoming a “psychology without a soul” (Lange, 1887, p. 465), it must attend to the kinds of methodological guidance that approaches like phenomenology and Buddhism provide.2 Husserl saw phenomenology and psychology as intimately related (Husserl, 1976, p. 178), and de Bary writes about Buddhism: “The fundamental truths on which Buddhism is founded are not metaphysical or theological, but rather psychological” (de Bary, 1972, p. 9). Both traditions offer systematic tools for distinguishing—within lived experience—between such phenomena as attention, reflection, awareness, consciousness, dispositions, and acts, distinctions that remain a desideratum in contemporary consciousness research. And even if the deeper strata of consciousness ultimately extend beyond the scope of psychology narrowly conceived, recognizing and articulating this boundary is itself of critical importance for psychological inquiry.

Given the space constraints of this article, we assume that readers are already familiar with the basics of Husserlian phenomenology. Our aim, then, is to build on this familiarity to introduce key Buddhist concepts. This method mirrors the classical Chinese translation practice of geyi (格义), which Ni discusses in one of his early articles—a practice in which foreign ideas are initially rendered through familiar categories as a first step toward deeper intercultural understanding.3



2 Husserl’s own reflections on phenomenology and Buddhism


2.1 Husserl and Ni on commonalities between Buddhism and phenomenology

Husserl’s reflection on the relationship between Buddhism and phenomenology was prompted by his review of a German translation of Buddha’s teachings.4 Later, in January 1926, Husserl wrote a manuscript titled Socrates-Buddha that stands in the context of reflections on “European science vis-à-vis the Indian manner of thinking” (Luft, 2010, p. 4). In it, the name ‘Socrates’ stands for Greek philosophy, and Husserl sees transcendental phenomenology as its continuation (Ni, 2011, pp. 145–146). Believed for some time to be fragmentary (Schuhmann, 2004, p. 151, note 52; Luft, 2010, p. 2), the text was studied only in part (Schuhmann, 2004; Lau, 2010) until Luft discovered the missing pages and published it in full (Husserl, 2010). Ni discusses the full version alongside Husserl’s previous review (Ni, 2011).5 In the manuscript, Husserl meanders between describing phenomenology and Buddhism, frequently not indicating the shifts, which is why Ni’s commentary provides a helpful guide through the maze.

Ni highlights that although Husserl lacked expertise, he nonetheless adopted a remarkably “respectful attitude toward Buddhist thought,” paired with a “genuine will to a better understanding of the foreign tradition” (Ni, 2011, p. 143). He argues that Socrates-Buddha is noteworthy for offering “Husserl’s transcendental philosophical interpretation of Buddhism” (Ni, 2011, p. 144). Ni also observes that while Husserl’s review was practically oriented—seeking to rejuvenate European spiritual life through engagement with Indian thought—Socrates–Buddha presents a more theoretical comparison (Ni, 2011, p. 146).

Ni identifies and evaluates five points of convergence and four differences between phenomenology and Buddhism as articulated by Husserl. We begin by examining the points of convergence that Husserl himself recognized.


2.1.1 Transcendentality

Ni cites Husserl’s description of Buddhism as a form of religious life “purely turned inward in contemplation and striving action—I would like to say, not ‘transcendent’ but ‘transcendental’” (Husserl, 1989, p. 125; Ni, 2011, p. 147). Ni concurs, noting that unlike most other religions, which posit an external, transcendent deity, Buddhism emphasizes “inner insight and practice” (Ni, 2011, p. 147). To support Husserl’s view of a shared transcendental orientation, Ni draws on the Sandhinirmocana-sūtra, citing the Buddha’s account of the first two of the ‘six supports’: knowing well the abiding and the arising of thought. He interprets ‘knowing well’ in terms of Husserl’s intuition of essences (Wesensschau), while the ‘abiding of thought’ parallels static phenomenology’s investigation of cross-intentionality (Querintentionalität). In contrast, the ‘arising of thought’ corresponds to genetic phenomenology’s analysis of longitudinal intentionality (Längsintentionalität) (Ni, 2011, p. 147).



2.1.2 Seeing the world as a phenomenon

Another reason why Husserl attributes “transcendentalism” to Buddhism is its view of the world as “merely a phenomenon in subjectivity” (Husserl, 2010, p. 16; Ni, 2011, p. 147). Ni identifies this as a second parallel: the Husserlian epoché—the bracketing of worldly existence to focus on the world as phenomenon—mirrors the Buddhist practice of world-renunciation (Weltentsagung). As Ni has more recently put it, while the epoché constitutes a theoretical call to disinterest in the world, Buddhism advances a practical call to non-attachment (Ni, 2022). He notes that this resemblance is particularly evident in the Yogācāra doctrine of “consciousness-only” (vijñapti-mātratā), which is coupled with the affirmation of the “non-existence of external objects” (anartha) (Ni, 2011, p. 147). He cites Husserl, who interprets Buddhism as adding a practical dimension to the epoché, after which “the ego, withdrawn into itself, lives in willful will-lessness, in theoretical and practical renunciation of the world” (Husserl, 2010, p. 16; Ni, 2011, p. 148). We return to the role of theory and practice in both traditions further down.



2.1.3 Striving for autonomy

Ni quotes Husserl’s remark that, like phenomenology, “Indian cultural life also leads to autonomy—to autonomous knowledge, through which an inherently true path to bliss, through which truth in itself for right action, autonomous truth in the knowledge of ethical-religious norms, can be gained.” (Husserl, 2010, p. 5; Ni, 2011, p. 148) Ni concurs, emphasizing that in Buddhism, the distinction between philosophy and religion is absent. He adds: “Everyone is their own inner judge and is not governed by external laws. In this sense, it becomes clear once again that Buddhism is not transcendent, but transcendental, that is, ‘purely inward-looking’” (Ni, 2011, p. 149).



2.1.4 Universal truths

Ni next turns to Husserl’s observation that both Buddhism and phenomenology “intend a kind of general reflection or a transcendental generality” (Ni, 2011, p. 149). Yet here, a first difference emerges: phenomenology is epistemically oriented, whereas Buddhism is ethically oriented. Ni explains: “The epistemic attitude proves to be a general ‘theoretical interest’ directed toward the truth of judgment and having its correlate in being-in-itself; correspondingly, the ethical attitude proves to be a general ‘ethical interest’ directed toward the truth of the will and having its correlate in goodness-in-itself.” (Ni, 2011, p. 149) We discuss this difference in more detail in Section 2.2.



2.1.5 Intuition of essences

Ni highlights how Husserl praises “Buddha especially for ‘his consistency, his lack of prejudice, his determination […] in expressing his evaluations in judgments of essence’” (Husserl, 2010, p. 13; Ni, 2011, p. 149). Although Husserl refers only to judgments of essence, Ni assumes Husserl attributes to Buddhism also the capacity for the intuition of eidetic laws.6 Buddhism’s practical orientation, however, again marks a point of divergence. As Husserl notes, “for such an Indian attitude there is no world science as a goal, and knowledge of truth has meaning only as knowledge directed toward establishing the transcendental standpoint, that is, the world as a phenomenon, furthermore toward the most general nature of universal will-life in general and toward its possible purpose.” (Husserl, 2010, p. 16; Ni, 2011, p. 150).

The attentive reader will have noticed a tension in Husserl’s characterization: How can a Buddhist be ‘withdrawn into themselves, live in willful will-lessness, in theoretical and practical renunciation of the world,’ while simultaneously being directed toward the ‘truth of the will’ and ‘goodness-in-itself’? This tension stems from Husserl’s distinction between rationality and irrationality, which leads us to the four key differences between Buddhism and phenomenology that Ni identifies in Husserl’s perspective.




2.2 Ni on the distinctions between Buddhism and phenomenology as seen by Husserl


2.2.1 Formalization or logification

Despite acknowledging Buddhism’s transcendental orientation and eidetic insight, Husserl writes that “for the Indians, the thinking of the doctrine of salvation was not distinguished in its form (and logic, so to speak) from natural thinking” (Husserl, 2010, p. 5; Ni, 2011, p. 151). Ni therefore notes that a “key criticism of Husserl’s Buddhist doctrine of salvation is that it has not undergone any formalization or logification, as is known from ancient Greek philosophy” (Ni, 2011, p. 150). He rightly counters Husserl’s assessment by pointing out that later Buddhist traditions developed sophisticated logical systems, such as Hetuvidyā and Nyāya. Husserl likely raised this point because the Buddhist texts he knew lacked treatises on logic.



2.2.2 The foundational relation between theory and practice

Husserl holds that theory—understood as First Philosophy—is the foundation of practice. Viewing the Buddhist as existing “in a universal practical attitude” (Husserl, 2010, p. 17; Ni, 2011, p. 152), he “considers phenomenology to be a general epistemology and Buddhism to be a general ethics” (Ni, 2011, p. 152). If this is correct, then “phenomenological philosophy and Buddhist thought” would stand “in the relationship between foundational and founded” (Ni, 2011, p. 152).

This claim warrants deeper reflection. We wish to expand and support Ni’s discussion with some additional considerations. Ni refers to the Crisis, where Husserl equates practically oriented sciences with a mere techné (τέχνη), lacking the striving for universality (Husserl, 1962, p. 201; Ni, 2011, p. 152). A similar stance appears in Socrates–Buddha, where Husserl writes: “Practice is limiting—in general. […] Trying to solve epistemological problems with a finite, practical purpose never results in science” (Husserl, 2010, p. 9). Here, Husserl positions phenomenology in opposition to a pragmatic attitude. After all, the ends-in-view or foreseen consequences of my practical attempt to solve a given problem may be fully realized, even if the epistemic assumptions underlying my conduct are flawed. This is because in the pragmatist framework, the adequacy of a perspective is measured not by being true to ‘the things themselves’, but by its operational success. For instance, as previous centuries tell us, one can practically navigate much of one’s everyday life effectively while believing the Earth to be flat. This exemplifies what Husserl finds lacking in pragmatic views: they bypass the question of whether the epistemic intentional comportment toward the world is faithful to the things themselves. Conversely, pragmatism renders Husserl’s epistemological standard superfluous by prioritizing practical success in the external world over truth.

Buddhism, however, is not about solving worldly problems. Its transcendental orientation sets its practical goals on a plane fundamentally different from that of pragmatism. This distinction prepares the ground for Ni’s critique of the foundational relation between theory and practice that Husserl advocates. Ni argues “that scientific endeavors also represent a kind of practice” (Ni, 2011, p. 153). Somewhat surprisingly, however, he does not cite the sentence in Socrates–Buddha that most directly supports his point. Husserl writes: “Every epistemic truth corresponds to a practical truth, if it is true that every judgment directed toward truth is, as a practical action, a practical truth” (Husserl, 2010, p. 15). This suggests that the act of forming true judgments is itself a kind of practice—albeit a mental one. Unlike common forms of practice aimed at changing the external world, this epistemic practice involves an inward transformation. In seeking truth, the subject changes not the external world, but itself: it needs to originally institute (urstiften) within itself new judgments, concepts, or types such that its conscious experience develops toward better aligning with the world as it is.

On the one hand, Husserl is right to insist that the ideal basis for effective external action is accurate knowledge of external states of affairs. The less we understand the situation we face, the less likely we are to achieve our aims. In this sense, theory provides the foundation for practice. But in another sense, the act of acquiring new apperceptive types and concepts to then form true judgments is itself a kind of inner practice that grounds epistemic knowledge. We believe that this clarification of the dual meanings of ‘practice’ we added here deepens the understanding of both Ni’s and Husserl’s views, while also resolving the tension in Husserl’s account. Specifically, Husserl sees Buddhism as ‘willful’ in its inward pursuit of ethical autonomy and truth, but ‘willless’ in terms of external conduct.



2.2.3 Striving for theoretical versus practical autonomy

Since Husserl identifies a difference in how both traditions value theory and practice, he also discerns a corresponding difference in the form of autonomy they pursue. He sees phenomenology as striving for “epistemic autonomy,” while Buddhism aims at “practical autonomy” (Ni, 2011, p. 153; Husserl, 2010, p. 6; Ni, 2009, pp. 37–38). Epistemic autonomy consists in forming judgments based on evident self-givenness, rather than accepting claims based on external authority (Ni, 2011, p. 154). By contrast, as Ni summarizes Husserl’s view, the “autonomy sought by the Buddha is based on insight into a practical truth” (Ni, 2011, p. 154).

To further question Husserl’s assumption that practice is founded in theory, Ni turns to Husserl’s statement that a “theoretical interest can also be called ‘autonomous’ insofar as the subject regards a consistent search for truth in the sense of finality as an absolutely practical value” (Husserl, 2010, p. 13; Ni, 2011, p. 155). This connects to the earlier discussion: the practical value Husserl assigns to truth is not relative to problem-solving utility, as in pragmatism, but expresses an inwardly directed epistemological commitment—truth-seeking as a practical endeavor carried out in transcendental constitution. As Ni pointedly remarks, “interest in a disinterested observation is also a form of interest” (Ni, 2011, p. 155).

Here, Ni offers a particularly intriguing argument: Since this inner ‘practice’ concerns the constitution of knowledge structures, it properly belongs to genetic phenomenology (Ni, 2011, p. 156). By contrast, Husserl’s usual assumption—that theory grounds practice—is consistent within the framework of static phenomenology, where preexisting structures of knowledge are taken for granted (Ni, 2011, p. 155).



2.2.4 Rationalism versus irrationalism

Ni acknowledges that the final difference identified by Husserl is the most profound. He cites Husserl’s observation: “In contrast to the ‘rationalism’ of Greek science and an ethics that bases philosophical life on philosophical knowledge […], the Indian’s gaze rests precisely on the irrational” (Husserl, 2010, p. 16; Ni, 2011, p. 156). Ni first clarifies that Husserl does not employ the term ‘irrational’ pejoratively (Ni, 2011, p. 156). On the contrary, he highlights Husserl’s account of Buddhism’s contemplative “willful will-lessness,” which makes “all contradictions between rationality and irrationality disappear” (Husserl, 2010, p. 16; Ni, 2011, p. 158). Based on this, Ni suggests that Buddhism transcends the rational-irrational dichotomy, approaching a kind of “trans-rationalism” (Überrationalismus) (Ni, 2011, p. 158; Ni, 2009).




2.3 Summary and transition to Ni’s own view

Ni succinctly summarizes the core divergence between the two traditions as follows: “There is an immanent relationship between the two central Buddhist concepts of ‘enlightenment’ (bodhi) and ‘emptiness’” (śūnyatā) such that “their connection signifies insight into absolute non-being. In contrast, in phenomenology, there is an immanent relationship between the two central concepts of ‘evidence’ and ‘pure consciousness,’ which express insight into absolute being” (Ni, 2011, p. 158).

We would like to add: Although the epoché brackets the world, Ni himself emphasizes that it does not negate it (Ni, 2010a, p. 240). Its function is epistemic rather than ascetic or practical. Consequently, ethical conduct in the external world remains a positive ideal for Husserl. To engage in such conduct, one must step out of the epoché, as moral action in Husserl’s sense requires a practical involvement with worldly existence. From this perspective, the Buddhist practical aspiration to gain insight into absolute non-being, when contrasted with the ethical imperative to realize the good in the external world, may appear—at least from a Husserlian standpoint—as ‘irrational.’ However, Buddhism, too, has a robust ethical framework, grounded not in worldly teleology but in the alleviation of suffering. As de Bary notes, “the question of ‘helping’ or ‘saving’ others is presented specifically as a question of teaching, i.e., of sharing Enlightenment” (de Bary, 1972, p. 69). Accordingly, ethical action in Buddhism takes the form of compassionate guidance. Yet our aim is not to evaluate these ethical frameworks against one another, but to underscore how their respective philosophical premises give rise to differing conceptions of ethical life.

The foregoing summary of Husserl’s account of the relation between Buddhism and phenomenology—together with Ni’s assessment—offers a helpful point of departure for turning to Ni’s own position. In contrast to Husserl, Ni focuses primarily on Yogācāra Buddhism. Since he elaborates his view with varying degrees of detail across different publications, the following section combines insights from several of his articles.




3 Ni on the relationship between phenomenology and Yogācāra Buddhism

The previous section showed that Husserl himself saw affinities between Buddhism and phenomenology, even classifying Buddhism as a form of transcendentalism due to its orientation toward consciousness and its treatment of the world as a mere phenomenon. Building on this foundation, we can now outline how Ni conceives of the relation between the two traditions. To avoid repetition, we will not restate similarities and differences already noted. Let us start with a brief introduction to Yogācāra Buddhism.


3.1 Introducing Yogācāra Buddhism and some preliminary reflections

Yogācāra Buddhism emerged in India around the 4th and 5th centuries CE and was systematized by the half-brothers Asaṅga and Vasubandhu. Ni describes it as “the earliest systematic philosophy of consciousness” (Ni, 2010a, p. 221).

One of its central doctrines is vijñaptimātra—the idea that there is only consciousness. While this may initially appear more radical than phenomenology, Zahavi notes that some interpreters, drawing on Husserl’s claim that “the world is conditioned by transcendental subjectivity,” regard Husserl’s transcendental idealism as “an internalism so radical that it undermines the traditional gap between mind and world, thereby approaching a form of externalism” (Zahavi, 2004, p. 51). Though certainly not the only interpretation of Husserl, this shows the point of a potential convergence between the two views. Along similar lines, de Bary cites a key Mahāyāna tenet from the Ratnamegha Sūtra that echoes Husserl’s epistemological orientation: “All phenomena originate in the mind, and when the mind is fully known all phenomena are fully known” (de Bary, 1972, p. 100).

The view that there is only consciousness stands in stark contrast to the materialist assumptions intersubjectively embodied in the prevailing scientific horizon. These assumptions typically hold that matter must exist first and that consciousness either emerges from it, is reducible to it, or constitutes a mere epiphenomenon. Yogācāra, by contrast, denies the existence of external objects altogether (anartha), thereby rejecting the very basis for materialism.7 Moreover, even within consciousness, Yogācāra reverses assumptions common in Western philosophy: Ni points, for instance, to Locke, who held that reflection presupposes sensation—whereas in Yogācāra, reflective consciousness is not built on sensory input but arises in a different, more originary manner (Ni, 2010b, pp. 253–254).

Yogācāra posits a genetic unfolding of consciousness in three stages (trividha-pariṇāma-samutpāda) comprising eight types of consciousness. Ni explains that the defining characteristic of all kinds of consciousness is “the ability to distinguish or identify” (Ni, 2010b, p. 246). While Ni usually follows the genetic order, we begin here with everyday consciousness as phenomenology examines it, before turning to the deeper layers assumed in Yogācāra.



3.2 The Sixfold ordinary consciousness (ṣaḍvijñāna)

Ni numbers the types of consciousness inversely to their genesis. The first five—sight, touch, taste, smell, and hearing—are the last to emerge developmentally. The sixth consciousness is “intellectual consciousness, which can also be described as consciousness of reason or understanding” (Ni, 2010a, p. 234). It synthesizes the five senses and is called mano-vijñāna. Ni explains: “The relationship between the first five types of consciousness and spirit-consciousness is similar to that between pure sensations and apprehensive perception. […] Only in perception, i.e., accompanied by spirit-consciousness, does a unified object emerge from sensations” (Ni, 2010b, p. 248).

This parallels Husserl’s distinction between Empfindungen (sensations) and Auffassung (apprehension), where only the latter constitutes consciousness of objects in the sense of things, often by apprehending data from multiple sense fields. Yet, whereas “Husserl would rather describe the first five types of consciousness as hyle or sense data,” Yogācāra regards them as “acts of consciousness” (Ni, 2010a, p. 234). Ni concurs with Husserl, seeing the first five consciousnesses not as acts, but as mere sense data that depend on the sixth consciousness and co-occur with it (Ni, 2020, p. 92).

According to Xuan Zang (玄奘, 602–664 CE), the five senses distinguish sensory materials, while the sixth consciousness “distinguishes all laws and rules” (Ni, 2010b, p. 247). The defining feature of everyday consciousness is object-positing, which is “the reason why some Yogācāra Buddhists define the doctrine of the six types of consciousness as epistemology” (Ni, 2010a, p. 234). Husserl’s notion that “every consciousness is ‘consciousness of’” thus applies well to this stage (Husserl, 1989, p. 16; Ni, 2010a, p. 234).

Ni finds further parallels in structural analysis. Both Husserl and Yogācāra, he argues, acknowledge a threefold structure in experience: noesis, noema, and self-consciousness (Ni, 2010a, p. 238).8 Self-consciousness (svasamvitti-bhāga) denotes “the non-objective awareness of the act itself in its execution” (Ni, 2010b, p. 251), akin to inner consciousness in Husserl (1966, pp. 126–130) and Brentano (2008, pp. 118–119).9

Another parallel is the foundational relation within the six consciousnesses. Husserl, following Brentano, holds that “every act is either a presentation or has presentations as its basis” (Husserl, 1984, p. 354; Brentano, 2008, pp. 97, 103; Ni, 2010d, p. 238). Yogācāra frames this in terms of citta (objectifying acts) and caitta (non-objectifying acts that presuppose objects). Ni explains: “Non-objectifying acts can only come about through objects constituted by objectifying acts. For example, enjoyment without something to be enjoyed is unthinkable” (Ni, 2010a, p. 225). Ni thus argues the pair citta–caitta “corresponds exactly to Husserl’s understanding of the static, cross-wise foundational relationship in the Logical Investigations” (Ni, 2010a, p. 238; Ni, 2015, p. 57).

While Husserl did not catalog these dependencies, Yogācāra recognizes “six classes and fifty-one types” of caitta (Ni, 2010a, pp. 238, 224). However, Ni notes that Husserl explored “the gradual foundational relationship between perception, imagination, image consciousness, and sign consciousness” (Ni, 2010a, p. 239)—a structure Yogācāra does not articulate. This is one of several reasons Ni advocates for dialogue between the two traditions.10

Ni sums up: “The conscious experiences with which Husserl deals in his published phenomenological analyses are primarily those that belong to the six types of consciousness in Yogācāra Buddhism, i.e., to object-consciousness” (Ni, 2010a, p. 235). But Yogācāra posits further, deeper layers of consciousness. This reflects its Mahāyāna background, in contrast to Hīnayāna Buddhism, which recognizes only the six consciousnesses (Ni, 2010a, pp. 226–227). But why assume anything beyond everyday consciousness?



3.3 Manas—the seventh consciousness

The seventh consciousness is referred to as manas or manas-vijñāna. While the latter term resembles that of the sixth consciousness—mano-vijñāna—unlike the sixth (which corresponds to reason or understanding), the seventh is not analogous to Descartes’ cogito or Husserl’s noesis (Ni, 2010a, p. 230). Rather, it accounts for the continuity of consciousness across states devoid of reasoning. Upon waking from dreamless sleep, we still presume ourselves to be the same person. Yet during such sleep, there is no discursive thought. If our existence depended on Descartes’ ego cogito, we would effectively cease to exist each night.

Ni explains that manas enables “continuity and identity of consciousness”—it is why “after sleep, passing out, etc., the awakened subject of consciousness will still consider itself the same ego” (Ni, 2010a, p. 231). Ni equates manas with Husserl’s pre-ego (Vor-Ich), “the non-objective ego-consciousness before reflection” (Ni, 2010a, p. 231). He further sees it as the subiectum underlying “skills you have without practicing, knowledge you have without learning” (Ni, 2010a, p. 242). Drawing on Taguchi (2006), Ni also portrays manas as a “phenomenology of nature” distinct from a “phenomenology of nurture” (Ni, 2010a, p. 232). However, Ni rejects a strict nature–nurture split, noting that habitualization allows nurture to sediment into nature, a reason why some Yogācāra Buddhists consider the related research as anthropology (Ni, 2010a, p. 233).

The sixth consciousness (mano-vijñāna) unifies the five senses and can, over time, transform from nurture into nature. It thus serves as a link between the five sense-consciousnesses and the seventh consciousness (manas) (Ni, 2010b, p. 248, note 2). Ni contrasts the sixth and seventh consciousness by observing that the sixth “can be characterized as non-continuous and non-egoic, while the reverse is true for the seventh” (Ni, 2010b, p. 249).



3.4 Ālaya—the eighth consciousness

Why posit an even deeper, more primordial consciousness? Is our existence not adequately captured by the transition between sleep and wakefulness?—Not according to Yogācāra Buddhism, which affirms the cycle of rebirth (saṃsāra), grounded in “the identity of consciousness and its continuity” even across successive incarnations in “different bodies” (Ni, 2010a, p. 230, Ni, 2010d, p. 270). While the notion of reincarnation may seem alien to much of Western philosophy, the idea of an immortal soul is not. Brentano, for instance, considered the capacity to take a well-founded stance on the question of immortality to be among the fundamental requirements of psychology (Brentano, 2008, pp. 30–35).

Yet does phenomenology provide the resources to address this issue? In one text, Ni writes that the “soul in its cycle belongs in principle to problems that phenomenology has to exclude” (Ni, 2010a, p. 236). Elsewhere, however, Ni cites a manuscript in which Husserl himself moves from sleep to death in his line of thinking, asking: “[D]oes death not remain the brother of sleep? […] Man necessarily dies. But the transcendental, primal life, the ultimately world-creating life and its ultimate ego, cannot arise from nothing and pass into nothingness; it is immortal, because dying has no meaning for it” (Husserl, 1993, p. 338; Ni, 2010d, p. 268). In Ideas I, Husserl asserts that the destruction of the natural world would modify consciousness, but not abolish its existence (Husserl, 1976, p. 104). In 1930, he even cautiously contemplated reincarnation (Seelenwanderung) (Husserl, 2008, pp. 224–230). For Husserl, then, consciousness belongs to a plane of existence distinct from that of physical nature—perhaps explaining his surprising receptivity to certain Buddhist teachings (Husserl, 1989, pp. 125–126).

Yet, how to conceive of the eighth consciousness—ālaya—in Husserlian terms? In the quote above, Husserl referred to the ‘ultimate ego’ (letztes Ich). Accordingly, Ni equates ālaya-vijñāna with Husserl’s talk of the ‘primal ego’ (Ur-Ich)11 and the ‘ultimate consciousness’ (letztes Bewusstsein) (Ni, 2010a, pp. 222, 227; Ni, 2010d, p. 265; Ni, 2018b, p. 54). Ni further associates it with the living present (lebendige Gegenwart), a pre-reflective, pretemporal mode of being. Quoting Held, he equates it to “the mode of being of the ultimately functioning transcendental ego (primal ego)” that constitutes without being constituted (Held, 1974, p. 138; Held, 1966, p. 63; Ni, 2010a, p. 229). Because ālaya is regarded as the most fundamental stratum, some interpret related investigations as ontological in nature (Ni, 2010d, pp. 222–223, 226).

Ni distinguishes the non-objectifying acts associated with ālaya and manas from those of caitta, proposing that they occur either before or after the objectification process within the sixth consciousness. Accordingly, ālaya and manas function as pre-objectifying acts, while caitta represents post-objectifying acts (Ni, 2010a, p. 242). Consistent with this, he also suggests that ālaya and manas underlie the genesis of pre-reflective meaning sedimentation in objectifying acts (Ni, 2020, p. 94).

Ni also underscores important differences. In Yogācāra, ālaya ensures unity and continuity throughout the cycle of rebirth (saṃsāra), thereby grounding a persistent monadic identity. By contrast, Husserl’s primal ego is intermonadic (Ni, 2010a, p. 230, note 1). Furthermore, Yogācāra conceives ālaya and manas as genetic strata that precede ordinary consciousness. Yet these layers do not simply disappear once everyday object-consciousness arises; rather, they remain operative as structural components within it. As Ni observes, Husserl, insofar as he acknowledges analogues to manas and ālaya, does not treat them as distinct genetic stages, but as functional structures immanent to the sixfold object-consciousness (Ni, 2010a, p. 235). This divergence reflects, at least in part, differing methodological commitments in Yogācāra and phenomenology—a contrast to which we now briefly turn.



3.5 Differences in methodology

Ni goes so far as to claim that “the Yogācāra School discusses Ālaya-vijñāna thoroughly and completely” (Ni, 2010d, p. 270). By contrast, Husserl remains cautious about the primal ego, constrained by his “principle of all principles”—the imperative to base all claims on direct intuitive givenness (Husserl, 1976, p. 51; Ni, 2010a, p. 229; Ni, 2010d, p. 266). Already in his early work, Husserl warned against invoking “the ever-convenient unconscious” as an explanatory device (Husserl, 1970, p. 254).

Yogācāra, by contrast, when articulating the nature of ālaya, typically “appeals to deduction in addition to classical texts” (Ni, 2010d, p. 266). From a Husserlian perspective, such constructs risk becoming mere ‘logical substructions’ (Husserl, 1962, p. 130). Nevertheless, Ni rightly observes that Husserl himself engaged in deductive reasoning, especially in his genetic phenomenology (Ni, 2010d, pp. 273–274). And yet, Ni argues that the “‘perceiving’ of Ālaya-vijñāna is […] theoretically possible in Yogācāra Buddhism” (Ni, 2010d, p. 274).

This divergence presents a fundamental choice: Should we posit non-experiential structures of consciousness through speculative deduction, or should we instead strive to expand and refine our actual experience of consciousness? We advocate for the latter—on two main grounds. First, the principle of all principles is phenomenology’s core strength, distinguishing it from approaches like Freud’s psychoanalysis. Rather than expanding experience, psychoanalysis maintains the boundary between conscious and unconscious, populating the unconscious with speculative constructs that, in effect, are modifications of the known. While psychoanalysis may achieve therapeutic success within pragmatic standards, it does so by interpreting the unconscious in terms of the familiar, thus creating the illusion of uncovering something new. In contrast, a phenomenology that stays true to actual experience seeks to uncover strata of consciousness that typically escape notice, willing to extend and refine its knowledge based on what it reveals. This is where Buddhism offers significant inspiration for expanding experience. Conversely, if phenomenology adopted a hypothetico-deductive framework, it would succumb to the Duhem–Quine problem of underdetermination, which plagues empirical sciences due to the arbitrariness of hypothesis formation (Carrier, 2009, pp. 20–21). In Husserl’s words, such theorizing risks overlaying the world with an “ideal garment” that obscures rather than reveals the things themselves (Husserl, 1962, p. 51).

While there may be a limit to how far conscious experience can be deepened, we have certainly not reached it. We suggest that the promise of combining phenomenology and Buddhism lies in the potential to broaden and deepen our access to experiential structures of consciousness. To illustrate: Wenjing Cai has persuasively argued that Husserl, over time, came to privilege apodicticity over adequacy (Cai, 2013). Nevertheless, Husserl still speaks of an “insight of apodictic necessity” (Husserl, 1956, p. 14, emphasis added), implying that the notion of ‘intuition’ can and must be broadened beyond mere sensibility (Sinnlichkeit).12

The second reason is simple: If ālaya is construed either as a dogmatic postulate or as a purely deductive construct—in either case lying in principle beyond experiential access—then any system that relies on it ceases to be transcendental and becomes transcendent. In contrast, we advocate a more charitable reading of Buddhist texts, one that presumes their authors aimed to articulate genuine experiential insights rather than formulate speculative metaphysics. On this view, such texts are not to be accepted blindly, but engaged with as practical guides—maps pointing toward structures that may become accessible within one’s own consciousness.




4 Summary and outlook

Liangkang Ni consistently emphasizes the striking structural parallels between Husserlian phenomenology and Yogācāra Buddhism (Ni, 2010a, p. 242; Ni, 2010d, p. 261; Ni, 2010b, p. 257). This culminates in his bold suggestion that phenomenology might better be described as a “Yogācāra Buddhism of the twentieth century” rather than a “new Cartesianism” (Ni, 2010a, p. 243). As we have seen, Husserl himself recognized remarkable affinities with Buddhist thought, while also highlighting crucial differences.

Building on these insights, we have offered a thematic reconstruction of Ni’s interpretation of the relationship between Husserlian phenomenology and Buddhism, particularly Yogācāra Buddhism, highlighting both structural parallels and philosophical divergences. We argued that Ni’s reading reveals convergences in their transcendental orientation and models of consciousness, while also uncovering tensions concerning rationality, the relation between theory and practice, and methodological commitments. Drawing on this comparison, we proposed several conceptual clarifications that extend the dialogue between these traditions and point toward a more experience-based integration of introspective methodologies in consciousness studies.

These insights, while grounded in philosophical analysis, also carry relevance for adjacent fields such as psychology. By highlighting structural and methodological parallels between phenomenology and Buddhist introspective traditions, Ni’s work encourages a reconsideration of first-person methods as legitimate tools for investigating mental life. This perspective supports ongoing efforts to reintegrate disciplined forms of inner observation into psychological research—an endeavor that could enrich not only theoretical models of consciousness but also practical approaches to mental well-being.

Given the complexity of comparing traditions rooted in distinct cultural and conceptual horizons, no single interpretation can claim final authority. As phenomenology teaches, genuine understanding requires viewing a phenomenon from multiple sides. Similarly, grasping the relation between phenomenology and Buddhism benefits from engaging a variety of perspectives. In addition to Ni, scholars such as Coseru (2025), Kern (1988), Larrabee (1981), Lau (2016b), Li (2022), Lusthaus (2002), Nishida (1987, 1990), and Sharf (2016) offer complementary insights that enrich this comparative endeavor.

Our focus here has necessarily been selective, setting aside many of the more nuanced developments in Ni’s evolving work. Nevertheless, we hope to have conveyed something of its philosophical depth and contemporary relevance—enough, perhaps, to invite further reflection within the ongoing dialogue between phenomenology and Buddhist thought.



Author contributions

CG: Conceptualization, Formal analysis, Funding acquisition, Investigation, Methodology, Resources, Validation, Writing – original draft, Writing – review & editing. HL: Conceptualization, Formal analysis, Funding acquisition, Investigation, Methodology, Resources, Validation, Writing – original draft, Writing – review & editing.



Funding

The author(s) declare that financial support was received for the research and/or publication of this article. This work was supported by the Special Fund for the Center for Phenomenology and Mental Nature Studies at Zhejiang University (Project No. 105300*1942223R2/001). Chinese National Social Science Fund, project title: “A Study on the Conscious Subject from the Perspective of Genetic Phenomenology” (Project No. 505305-S12301ZJ).



Acknowledgments

We would like to extend our gratitude to the editor for their excellent management of the review process and to the three reviewers for their thoughtful contributions and encouragement.



Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a potential conflict of interest.



Generative AI statement

The authors declare that no Gen AI was used in the creation of this manuscript.

Any alternative text (alt text) provided alongside figures in this article has been generated by Frontiers with the support of artificial intelligence and reasonable efforts have been made to ensure accuracy, including review by the authors wherever possible. If you identify any issues, please contact us.



Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.



Footnotes

1   Unless otherwise indicated, all translations from non-English sources are our own.

2   Ni identifies introspection as a shared feature of both traditions (Ni, 2010d, p. 259). While some seek to dissociate phenomenology from introspection, we agree with Ni for reasons discussed in Gutland (2018).

3   In geyi (格义), familiar expressions from indigenous traditions are used to render foreign concepts intelligible. For instance, the Daoist notion of wu (无, nothingness) was used to translate the Buddhist term śūnyatā (emptiness). Ni analyzes this method through Husserl’s concept of appresentation: just as the consciousness of the other is not directly presented but appresented (Husserl, 1973, pp. 137–149), foreign concepts are initially understood via similarity associations with familiar ones. While the analogous concept is presented, the unfamiliar meaning is only appresented—left open for further fulfillment. Ni sees this as a necessary first step in intercultural understanding, while also acknowledging the risk of superficial or distorted assimilation. He warns, citing Holenstein (1985), p. 121, that such practices can subordinate foreign meanings to domestic categories. Yet, drawing on Klaus Held, Ni also emphasizes that if pursued with openness, this may lead to a transformation that, phenomenologically speaking, can shift the boundary between self and other, between the familiar and the foreign (Ni, 1998a).

4   Husserl’s review was first published in 1925 in the Piperbote and later reprinted in Husserl (1989), pp. 125–126.

5   Lau has since revised his article to likewise reflect the manuscript in its entirety (Lau, 2016a).

6   This is likely because Ni concurs with Zongsan Mou’s (牟宗三, 1909–1995) assessment that intellectual intuition is underlying not only all Chinese philosophy, but also Buddhism (Ni, 2010c, p. 204). Note that this article’s English is currently in a poor editorial state – we recommend interested readers to wait until the second edition of Ni’s book Zur Sache des Bewusstseins is published, likely in 2026.

7   Notably, Indian thought includes systems that posit a substance distinct from consciousness. For instance, Sāṃkhya philosophy—a dualist system often contrasted with the idealism of Yogācāra—holds that primordial nature (prakṛti) undergoes a structured evolution, descending from subtle, intellectual principles to gross elements (mahābhūtas) (Larson, 2011). Thus, even in frameworks that assume a mind-external substance, physical matter as we ordinarily conceive it emerges only at a very late stage.

8   Ni’s terminological identifications vary. He equates noesis and noema with dṛṣṭi-bhāga (the seeing) and lakṣaṇa-bhāga (the seen) (Ni, 2010a, p. 224), with grāhaka (the grasping) and grāhya (the grasped) (Ni, 2010d, p. 260), or with darśanabhāga (the act of seeing) and nimittabhāga (the appearing phenomenon) (Ni, 2010b, p. 250).

9   Chinese Yogācāra Buddhism typically posits a fourth element—consciousness of self-consciousness—to avoid an infinite regress (Ni, 2010b, pp. 250–253, Ni, 2010d, p. 271, Ni, 2010d, p. 224, Ni, 2018b, p. 49). However, Ni suggests that this element is likely superfluous (Ni, 2010b, p. 252, note 1, Ni, 2010a, p. 224, note 2), referring to his own research on reflection (Ni, 1998b). One might argue that Brentano already successfully avoided the problem of infinite regress in self-awareness without introducing such an additional element (Brentano, 2008, pp. 139–148).

10   Ni’s own later research provides an example for such dialogue. Inspired by the Yogācāra doctrine of citta and caitta, Ni uncovers a nuanced phenomenological relationship between perception, value-sensing, and willing. He finds that, contrary to his previous view, caitta in Yogācāra can also constitute their own objects (Ni, 2018a, pp. 119–120). Acts such as value-sensing and volition, classified as caitta, are thus not non-objectifying: each is directed toward a correlate, such as the valuable or the to-be-done. Moreover, because caitta always accompanies citta, there is no clear foundational asymmetry between them. This insight prompts Ni to identify a parallel in Husserl’s later genetic phenomenology. Unlike the Logical Investigations or early static analyses, Husserl here holds that there is ultimately a single act of consciousness that unfolds in different modalities—perceiving, valuing, willing. When one mode dominates, the entire act takes on its character accordingly, and the object constituted through it is likewise modified in its salience and structure (Ni, 2018a, pp. 122–124).

11   While Yogācāra typically presents ālaya and manas as genetically linked stages, Ni clarifies that Husserl makes no such genetic connection between the pre-ego and the primal ego (Ni, 2010a, p. 230, note 2, 241).

12   For an attempt to phenomenologically distinguish the somewhat arbitrary psychological act of judging from intuiting essences in their apodictic necessity see Gutland (2021).
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Detached self-observation, a central dimension of mindfulness meditation, has emerged as a key metacognitive and emotional-regulatory capacity across psychology, education, and neuroscience. This theoretical paper proposes meditation as a developmental catalyst, drawing on contemporary scholarship. Detached observation is reframed here as a culturally mediated competence grounded in both phenomenological embodiment and symbolic internalization. Drawing on recent research in contemplative neuroscience, cultural psychology, dynamical systems theory, and virtue ethics, the paper explores how practices of self-observation foster cognitive-affective flexibility, reflective wisdom, and prosocial behavior. Crucially, the paper also considers potential contraindications, including the risk of depersonalization and cultural misalignment, highlighting the importance of context-sensitive application. Meditation is proposed as a dynamic developmental catalyst, with implications for personal transformation and collective well-being. The paper integrates cultural mediation theory, embodied phenomenology, and transpersonal and dynamical systems perspectives on psychological development. Implications are outlined for educational, therapeutic, and civic contexts across diverse contemplative practices.
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Introduction

The practice of detached self-observation - the capacity to observe one’s thoughts, emotions, and internal states without immediate identification or reactivity - has emerged as a central construct in contemporary psychology, particularly within mindfulness research, developmental theory, and contemplative science (Carlson, 2013; Dorjee, 2016; Shapiro et al., 2006). In this paper, meditation is foregrounded as the primary context in which detached self-observation is cultivated. Although often associated with Buddhist meditation, yoga, or therapeutic practices such as mindfulness-based cognitive therapy, detached self-observation has deep historical and philosophical roots that intersect with both Western and non-Western frameworks of personal transformation (Feuerstein, 1998; Walsh, 1999). As outlined in Appendix A, comparable modalities of detached awareness have been recognized across cultural traditions - from Buddhist sati and Vedāntic sakshi caitanya, to Sufi muraqaba, Indigenous vision quests, and African Ubuntu practices - indicating that detached self-observation is a recurring and transformative human experience. This paper presents a comprehensive lens that incorporates insights from recent cultural psychology, contemplative neuroscience, virtue ethics, and dynamical systems theory (DST) in order to understand meditation’s role in cognitive, emotional, and social flourishing.

Historically, contemplative traditions have viewed observation of the self as the basis for liberation, wisdom, and integration (Taimni, 1993; Tart, 1990). In early Buddhist texts, mindfulness (sati) is described as a tool for insight and ethical discernment. Similarly, in the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali, svadhyaya (self-study) is a foundational discipline for internal transformation. Furthermore, Patanjali considers pratyāhāra (withdrawal of the senses) a key practice for deepening detached awareness and developing insight into the nature of the self. These ancient perspectives resonate with humanistic and existential psychology in the West, particularly in the writings of Maslow (1971), May (1981), and Deikman (1982), who framed peak experience, existential presence, and the “observing self” as markers of psychological maturity. With the increasing scientific interest in mindfulness and self-regulation, these practices are being reframed through empirical and neurocognitive lenses (Grossmann et al., 2020; Poublan-Couzardot, 2022).

In developmental science, self-observation has long been recognized as a key capacity enabling reflective thought, emotional regulation, and social adaptation (Tesser et al., 2000; Vygotsky, 1978). Vygotsky’s model of internalization laid the foundation for understanding how culturally mediated tools shape higher mental functions. More recently, cultural-historical theorists such as Valsiner (2000, 2007, 2014) have emphasized the dynamic regulation of internal dialogue, arguing that the development of the self involves both semiotic mediation and active meaning-making. Within this framework, meditation can be viewed not as a withdrawal from the world but as an advanced tool of self-regulatory development and meaning creation, where detached self-observation offers the reflective space in which new symbolic interpretations of experience can develop (Ryan and Deci, 2001).

This paper is a theoretical contribution that positions detached self-observation as a developmental mechanism embedded in symbolic, phenomenological, and social systems. Unlike approaches that treat mindfulness as a static trait or discrete intervention, this model proposes that contemplative practices foster a learnable and culturally mediated form of meta-awareness - one that supports the emergence of wisdom, virtue, and social intelligence over time. Throughout the article, detached self-observation is presented as the unifying thread that connects regulation, meaning-making, and cultural expressions of contemplative awareness. It ultimately emerges as a developmental catalyst and foundation for wisdom. To explore this proposal systematically, the article is structured around four guiding questions, as follows:

Four main questions structure the paper:


	1.What is detached self-observation, and how does it develop across different contexts?

	2.How does this capacity support personal transformation, including emotional regulation and identity growth?

	3.What role does detached observation play in fostering interpersonal understanding and ethical engagement?

	4.How can phenomenology, dynamical systems theory, and cultural psychology deepen our understanding of contemplative development?




Each section integrates both classical sources and recent empirical literature to offer a nuanced framework for understanding the developmental power of meditative self-awareness.



Theoretical framework: detached self-observation as a developmental tool

Detached self-observation can be defined as the sustained capacity to monitor one’s internal experiences - thoughts, emotions, impulses - without immediate identification, judgment, or reaction (Bishop et al., 2004; Lutz et al., 2015). It allows the individual to take a reflective stance, stepping back from experience in order to regulate responses and integrate meaning. While popular mindfulness literature often reduces this to a present-moment orientation, deeper theoretical framing situates detached observation as a complex developmental achievement, emerging from the interplay between culture, embodiment, symbolic regulation, and neurocognitive maturation. Detached self-observation can be distinguished from several related concepts found in contemplative science and psychology. Decentering involves recognizing thoughts as temporary mental events rather than facts (Teasdale et al., 2002). Meta-awareness focuses on monitoring one’s own default cognitive processes (Schooler et al., 2011), while re-perceiving emphasizes a shift in perspective that alters one’s relationship to internal experience (Shapiro et al., 2006). The “observing self,” described in transpersonal psychology (Deikman, 1982; Assagioli, 1974), points to a witnessing aspect of consciousness that transcends ego identification. Detached self-observation, as discussed in this article, combines these dimensions within a developmental and cultural framework. It functions as both a moment-to-moment practice and a learnable skill that promotes regulation, meaning-making, and ultimately, wisdom, within a cultural context.

From a cultural-historical perspective, detached self-observation is best understood as a symbolically mediated function. From this perspective, reflective awareness does not occur in isolation, but is shaped by culturally embedded signs, practices, and symbols that guide how inner processes are observed and interpreted (Vygotsky, 1978; Valsiner, 2007). This becomes apparent when exploring cultural traditions that, while diverse, have each articulated forms of detached awareness in strikingly similar ways. In Vedānta, the concept of sakshi caitanya (“witnessing consciousness”) describes the self as an impartial observer of mental states (Feuerstein, 1998), while Yoga highlights pratyāhāra (withdrawal of the senses) as a path to inner detachment (Taimni, 1993). In Buddhism, mindfulness (sati) and insight into non-self (anattā) foster the same attitude of observation without identification (Anālayo, 2015), whereas Zen practice of zazen deepens this into observing the fabric of thoughts itself, described by Dōgen as “thinking non-thinking” (hishiryo) (Suzuki, 2019; Kasulis, 1978). In Christian mysticism, the idea of nepsis (watchfulness) points to a similar vigilance over internal processes (Lossky, 1957; Casiday, 2006), while in Islamic Sufism, muraqaba refers to meditative witnessing of the heart (Knysh, 2010). Indigenous traditions also express similar modalities: the Lakota vision quest as a discipline of observing mind and nature (Deloria, 2006), Aboriginal practices of dadirri (deep listening) as a receptive stance toward experience (Yunkaporta and Kirby (2011), and the African philosophy of Ubuntu, which combines reflective awareness of self with recognition of relational interdependence (Ramose, 1999). Appendix A provides some examples that vary in metaphysical assumptions but share the common view of detached self-observation as a recurring human experience across cultures. As Vygotsky (1978)
1981 proposed, higher mental functions develop through cultural tools - most notably language - that allow individuals to internalize external regulation. Initially scaffolded by social interaction, these tools become internalized as self-regulatory mechanisms. Meditation, when seen through this lens, is a structured internal dialogue - one that replaces reactive thought with intentional observation (Valsiner and Valsiner, 1997; Valsiner, 2000).

According to Valsiner (2007), the self is not a static entity but a dynamic semiotic system shaped by ongoing interactions with signs and symbols in its environment. Meditation can be seen as a semiotic intervention, where practitioners use meaningful clues or “signs”; (e.g., the breath, mantras, bodily sensations) to anchor attention and modulate inner dialogue. Detached self-observation thus arises from a recursive loop between attentional discipline and symbolic transformation - a dynamic Valsiner (2014) describes as “autoregulation of the self.”

Furthermore, cultural variability shapes how detached observation is developed. Some societies scaffold self-observation through collective rituals (e.g., silent retreats, spiritual mentoring), while others emphasize cognitive reframing or moral discipline (Cavanna et al., 2023; Eeles and Walker, 2022; Lutz et al., 2015). Therefore, the developmental arc of self-observation is not universal but deeply context-dependent and culturally embedded (Holland and Skinner, 1997; Tudge et al., 1997).



Embodiment and phenomenological awareness

From a phenomenological standpoint, detached self-observation is an embodied mode of experience rather than a purely cognitive function. Merleau-Ponty (1962) argued that perception is always mediated through the lived body (le corps propre), which serves as the horizon for any form of consciousness. Meditative practice highlights this insight by using bodily anchors–breath, posture, sensations–not only as objects of attention but as gateways to a non-reactive presence. From a Buddhist perspective, such embodied observation reveals fundamental insights into impermanence (anicca), the absence of an enduring self (anattā), and the interdependent emptiness of phenomena (śūnyatā). In this way, detached self-observation does not reinforce the illusion of a fixed observer but instead reveals the constructed, fluid, and transient nature of experience (Anālayo, 2015; Suzuki, 2019). This perspective parallels Husserl’s (1982) concept of epoché, the suspension of the natural attitude to observe phenomena as they present themselves, free from habitual assumptions. It also aligns with Merleau-Ponty’s (1962) phenomenology, which views embodiment as the fundamental basis for perception. Detached self-observation can be seen as a lived enactment of epoché: a bracketting of automatic identification that creates space for new meaning and a renewed sense of relational awareness. Meditation cultivates this embodied awareness, often by focusing attention on breath or sensation, thus grounding reflection in the immediacy of the body.

Building on this, Varela et al. (1991) introduced the concept of enactive cognition, where mind and world are co-constructed through embodied action. Detached self-observation, in this view, is not a passive mental state but a dynamic stance of openness that alters the structure of experience. Rather than stepping back from the world, the observer becomes more fully present within it. Giorgi (1983) and Deikman (1982) emphasized that this shift is qualitative: it allows a person to perceive thought not as identity but as object. The “observing self” is not separate from the body or the world, but embodied and embedded within an unfolding field of awareness.



Dynamical systems, altered states, and psychological regulation

Dynamical systems theory provides a powerful framework for understanding meditation and detached self-observation. DST highlights how complex systems self-organize into stable patterns, or attractors, through recursive feedback loops (Kelso, 1995; Thelen and Smith, 1994; Valsiner, 2014). In psychological terms, attractors describe tendencies wherein thought, attention, and emotion stabilize into enduring configurations. Meditation can be seen as a process that reshapes these patterns. Anchors such as breath, mantra, or bodily sensations serve as semiotic cues that guide attentional trajectories and reorganize internal dialogue, thought, and emotion. Detached self-observation plays a key role here serving as a developmental catalyst by creating reflective distance, thereby enabling practitioners to notice emerging attractors without becoming rigidly identified with them.

Valsiner (2007) suggests that human development occurs through perturbation–reorganization loops, where the system adjusts to novelty by creating more complex regulatory structures. In dynamical systems terms, mental and neural processes tend to stabilize around certain attractor states - patterns of thought, feeling, meaning, or connectivity that the system returns to over time (Globus and Arpaia, 1994; Lewis, 2005). Development involves not just the consolidation of such attractors, but also their perturbation (disturbance) and reorganization, which allows the system to transition toward new, more adaptive configurations in response to experience and context. Meditation provides such perturbations by interrupting habitual reaction patterns and supporting adaptive reorganization around new symbolic attractors. Detached self-observation further facilitates this reorganization, enabling the practitioner to generate new meanings rather than defaulting to established patterns.

Detached self-observation is therefore best understood as a recursive process: it enables insight, which supports reflection, which refines future awareness. Through repeated practice, this loop acts as a developmental catalyst fostering emotional balance, cognitive flexibility, and moral clarity.

From a neurodevelopmental perspective, such recursive loops correspond with the self-organizing nature of brain development, in which emotional and attentional states recurrently shape and stabilize patterns of neural activation. Lewis (2005) proposes that corticolimbic configurations that recur frequently in real time become developmentally entrenched through recursive synaptic modification. In other words, the emotional and attentional states we return to most often literally sculpt the brain over time, reinforcing certain neural pathways while making others less accessible. This mechanism provides a neurobiological substrate for how practices like meditation, through repeated cultivation of non-reactivity and meta-awareness, may modulate the very structures that give rise to attention, appraisal, and emotion. Emotional states, in this model, actively shape attractor landscapes, which also explains how meaning is created and stabilized within the system. In line with this, “meaning” is not a fixed code but the organism’s ongoing process of sense-making, in which patterns of perception, categorization, and action are organized into attractor landscapes. These landscapes further bias how later states are selected and stabilized. Through learning and experience, both brain and psyche are gradually sculpted so that certain interpretive tendencies, such as compassionate or threat-focused appraisals, become easier to enter and harder to leave. Within this frame, detached self-observation, or “witnessing” (Sākṣī Caitan̄ya), functions as a recurrent, precision-modulating perturbation or state. It helps to smooth out maladaptive patterns and creates a form of systemic stability around meta-awareness, allowing reinterpretation and reflection rather than reflex or stagnation.

Empirical studies further support this view. Mindfulness meditation has been shown to induce structural and functional changes in brain regions implicated in self-regulation, including increased cortical thickness in the prefrontal cortex, insula, and limbic areas (Lazar et al., 2005, Hölzel et al., 2011; Sevinc et al., 2021). These changes mirror the dynamical principle that stable traits emerge through repeated state activations. Especially during developmental transitions, such structured perturbations can scaffold reorganization toward more integrative configurations.

Thus, meditation may not only facilitate momentary coherence but also serve as a long-term developmental regulator, gradually refining patterns of attention, emotion, and self-reflective reasoning. Detached self-observation is the mechanism that allows these shifts to consolidate, ensuring that short-term states are integrated into enduring developmental traits. Recent neuroimaging strengthens this view. Yue et al. (2023) demonstrated that mindfulness training increased reconfiguration efficiency across the executive control, salience and the default mode networks. These networks are respectively associated with goal-directed attention, interoceptive and emotional awareness, and self-referential processing. Crucially, participants’ brain activity after mindfulness training shifted closer to configurations typical of mindful awareness. This suggests that regular meditation may reduce the neurocognitive “effort” required to enter states of detached self-observation. From a DST perspective, these changes represent a recalibration of the attractor landscape, where mindfulness disrupts habitual patterns and guides the brain toward more adaptive, self-regulatory configurations. These findings suggest that meditation not only stabilizes transient states of awareness but may also reshape long-term patterns of cognitive and emotional processing. Through repeated practice, detached self-observation engages attentional, regulatory, and interoceptive networks in ways that support more adaptive trajectories of development.

Tart (1990) and Walsh (1999) describe how contemplative traditions systematically induce non-ordinary states of consciousness that decentre the ego and expand reflective capacity. Such altered states can be understood in DST terms as temporary attractor states: structured yet fleeting reorganizations of awareness. Detached self-observation plays a key role in transforming these altered states into enduring traits of regulation and meaning-making, ensuring that momentary experiences of calm, insight, or expansion are integrated into the developmental repertoire.

Contemporary neuroimaging supports these interpretations. Studies show that meditative states are associated with downregulation of the default mode network (DMN), associated with self-referential rumination, and upregulation of executive and salience networks, associated with attentional control (Poublan-Couzardot, 2022; Lutz et al., 2015). This neurodynamic reorganization is often subjectively experienced as spaciousness, presence, or decentring - qualities central to detached observation. DMN is thought to sustain habitual self-narratives and self-referential processes. Meditation appears to weaken the dominance of these loops, making room for more flexible, less ego-involved modes of awareness (Lutz et al., 2015). This shift may provide a neurophenomenological basis for the developmental movement from identification to witnessing, highlighting detached self-observation as the mediator of such transformation.

The described integration resonates with Wilber’s (1997) perspective on meditation in transpersonal psychology, as it encompasses both a process of state training and structural development. According to Wilber’s integral model, meditation initially induces non-ordinary states of consciousness, but with repeated practice, these states solidify into stable developmental structures. Detached self-observation can thus be seen as the cross-level integrator: the faculty that allows altered states to influence structural transformation by linking phenomenological experience with systemic attractor dynamics.



Wisdom as a developmental and systemic attractor

The development of wisdom and virtue represents one of the most enduring goals of contemplative traditions, philosophical inquiry, and psychological development. Detached self-observation, as cultivated through meditative practices, plays a central role in this process by enabling individuals to distance themselves from reactive thought patterns and instead reflect on deeper values, ethical frameworks, and long-term consequences.

In recent psychological literature, wisdom is no longer viewed as a rare trait, but rather as a dynamic developmental capacity that involves the integration of cognitive, emotional, and moral aspects (Verhaeghen, 2020). Sternberg (1990) defines wisdom as the use of intelligence and experience to achieve a common good over the long term. Grossmann et al. (2020) further conceptualize wisdom as comprising five core features: intellectual humility, perspectival metacognition, emotional regulation, prosocial intentions, and the ability to manage uncertainty.

Detached self-observation supports these components by creating a reflective distance, which reduces cognitive bias, softens rigid self-concepts, and facilitates ethical reasoning (Shapiro et al., 2006; Trapnell and Campbell, 1999). Maslow (1971) similarly suggested that reflective awareness can give rise to a “peak-experiencing self,” one that combines critical reflection with openness to transcendent experience.

In contemplative contexts, wisdom is not abstract knowledge but lived discernment, shaped by years of meditative cultivation. For example, in yoga and Buddhist psychology, wisdom (prajñā) is inseparable from ethical clarity (śīla) and attentional mastery (samādhi) (Feuerstein, 1998; Taimni, 1993). From a dynamical systems viewpoint, wisdom emerges as an attractor state: a stable, self-organizing pattern of regulation and meaning-making (Wagoner et al., 2021). Through recursive loops of detached self-observation, practitioners reconfigure attractor landscapes, shifting from reactive conditioning toward reflective awareness and ethical discernment. This process explains how meaning and wisdom can be generated: attractors are not only stabilizing tendencies, but developmental “meaning fields” reorganized through observation and reflection.

Whereas wisdom engages the reflective dimension of consciousness, virtue pertains to the alignment of this reflection with action. Detached self-observation fosters the cultivation of virtues such as patience, humility, compassion, and courage, not by imposing moral codes, but by expanding the field of awareness from which ethical behavior can arise (Kristeller and Jordan, 2018; Martin, 2019). Over time, this practice facilitates the embodiment of virtue as a lived disposition. Compassion-based practices such as metta and karuṇā meditation illustrate this process, showing how detached awareness fosters prosocial attitudes and strengthens relational wisdom (Fredrickson et al., 2008; Singer and Klimecki, 2014).

Developmental models further support this trajectory: Wade’s (1996) holonomic model describes contemplative growth as a progression through increasingly integrated stages of awareness, where moral reasoning is guided less by social convention and more by intuitive, transpersonal insight. Similarly, Murphy (1992) argued that contemplative development fosters not only cognitive expansion but also somatic transformation - a re-tuning of the whole organism toward coherence and compassion.

The recursive practice of detached self-observation gradually shifts the system’s center of gravity from reactive conditioning to reflective awareness. This transformation is non-linear and often marked by crisis, confusion, and restructuring, which are common in both meditative development and ego-stage transitions (Churchill, 2018; Giorgi, 1983) as well as state-shifts in complex systems (Bertuglia and Vaio, 2005). Zittoun and Gillespie (2015) argue that imagination plays a crucial role in this process. Supportive research further indicates that contemplative practices such as loving-kindness meditation can broaden individuals’ capacity to consider alternative identities, moral perspectives, and relational outcomes (Fredrickson et al., 2008; Singer and Klimecki, 2014; Immordino-Yang et al., 2012). Meditation, therefore, expands the horizon of the self, enabling perspective-taking and moral imagination and opening a space where new psychological configurations - more coherent, integrated, and virtuous - can emerge.

This emergent space bears resemblance to Winnicott’s (1991/1971) notion of the potential space, an intermediate area of experiencing where inner and outer realities can be creatively negotiated. Just as the child’s play enables integration of subjective needs with external and contextual demands, meditation cultivates a contemplative potential space where reactive patterns may soften and new forms of being can be experimented with. This space is not merely introspective; it can also be highly relational and symbolic, allowing for the imaginative reworking of self–other dynamics and moral understanding. Compassion-based practices such as metta and karuṇā meditation illustrate this by cultivating personal growth and reshaping one’s stance toward others (Fredrickson et al., 2008). In this sense, detached self-observation functions as the generative matrix of symbolic transformation, where existential tensions can be held and examined rather than prematurely resolved, and where wisdom crystallizes as a new attractor influencing one’s orientation toward life, others, and self.



Detached self-observation beyond the self: relational, ethical, and social flourishing

While detached self-observation is often framed as an inward-facing skill, its relational and social consequences are profound. The ability to witness one’s thoughts, impulses, and emotions without automatic identification enhances interpersonal sensitivity, reduces reactivity, and supports ethical behavior in social contexts. This section explores how detached observation shapes relational maturity, leadership, and civic engagement, linking intrapersonal insight with broader flourishing.

Mindfulness research has consistently shown that non-reactive attention cultivates emotional intelligence, empathic concern, and interpersonal effectiveness (Rupprecht et al., 2019; Shapiro et al., 2006). Detached self-observation allows individuals to interrupt defensive routines, such as projection, withdrawal, or blame, thereby opening space for reflective communication. Carlson (2013) noted that mindfulness increases alignment between perceived and actual self-knowledge, a crucial prerequisite for authentic relationships. Similarly, Sedikides and Skowronski (1995) proposed that self-reflection is a prerequisite for self-knowledge.

This capacity is especially relevant in emotionally charged interactions, where automaticity often drives conflict. Practitioners who develop a habit of detached observation are more likely to respond with clarity and curiosity rather than defensiveness or aggression. This parallels Heidegger’s (1962) notion of presence as an «openness-to-being-with-others», as well as Merleau-Ponty’s (1962) view of embodied intersubjectivity.

Relational awareness is not simply about managing one’s responses - it also entails an ethical stance of humility and respect, grounding self-regulation in a relational ethic. As Kristeller and Jordan (2018) argued, contemplative practice facilitates other-centered perspective-taking, a shift from egoic defensiveness to compassionate engagement.

These interpersonal skills extend into leadership and civic responsibility. In leadership contexts, detached self-observation fosters self-regulation, perspective-taking, and principled decision-making - qualities increasingly valued in both corporate and educational sectors (Frizzell, 2021). Mindful leaders demonstrate “low-reactivity/high-clarity” presence, enabling them to guide others without imposing control or retreating into avoidance.

According to Sternberg (1990) and Grossmann et al. (2020), wise leadership involves balancing competing interests through metacognitive awareness and moral integrity. Meditation contributes to this by supporting a dialectical stance: the ability to hold multiple viewpoints, acknowledge complexity, and act without rigid attachment to egoic goals.

Trapnell and Campbell (1999) highlighted how constructive self-awareness underpins authentic communication. Detached observers are more capable of admitting error, adjusting course, and relating to others without defensiveness - key capacities for dialogic engagement. These relational skills are increasingly critical in times of polarization and ecological crisis (Smith, 2017; Walsh, 1999).

At the societal level, detached observation supports what might be termed “contemplative citizenship” - an ethic of awareness, humility, and moral responsiveness within civic life (Talisse, 2024). Mindfulness-based education and community practices have shown promise in reducing aggression, increasing pro-social behavior, and strengthening intergroup empathy (Churchill, 2018; Sulianta, 2024). These outcomes suggest that contemplative capacities, once seen as private virtues, may have broad public value.

Detached self-observation also enables resistance to collective conditioning. By stepping back from inherited narratives, individuals gain the freedom to choose alternative roles, values, and identities (Tesser et al., 2000; Vygotsky, 1981), as in Winnicott’s potential spaces. Belenky et al. (1997) argued that this form of self-authorship is particularly important for marginalized voices, whose socialization often suppresses epistemic agency.

Moreover, this awareness is shaped by cultural context. As Moye et al. (2025) demonstrate, the internalization of contemplative reflection varies significantly across collectivist and individualist cultures. In some settings, self-observation is oriented toward harmony and humility; in others, it fosters autonomy and authenticity. This cultural embeddedness underscores the systemic implications of detached self-observation as both a personal and collective practice. Taken together, the relational, ethical, and civic dimensions suggest that detached self-observation could act as a developmental catalyst, connecting individual reflection with the cultivation of wisdom, virtue, and social flourishing.



Phenomenological and methodological foundations of detached self-observation

Any theoretical account of meditation and human development must address not only what develops, but how we know what development means. In this regard, phenomenology offers a crucial foundation. Unlike positivist paradigms, phenomenology seeks to understand the structure of lived experience, asking how meaning arises through the dynamic relation between the self, the body, and the world (Giorgi, 1983; Merleau-Ponty, 1962). Detached self-observation, in this view, is not merely a technique but a modality of being - a disciplined way of inhabiting and reflecting on one’s experiential world.

Giorgi (1983) argued that phenomenological psychology is particularly well suited to study meditative states because it respects both the subjective and the intentional dimensions of consciousness. Detached observation reveals the contents of awareness as they present themselves, without reducing them to underlying variables. This kind of inquiry aligns with Deikman’s (1982) call for a psychology of the “observing self,” one that takes interiority seriously without psychologizing it into pathology.

The act of observing one’s thoughts - without fusing with them - is a primary datum in both meditation and phenomenology. Giorgi saw this as a methodologically rigorous stance, akin to the phenomenological epoché, or suspension of belief. In this light, meditation could be seen as a form of applied epoché: a repetitive, embodied discipline of bracketed observation that alters the structure of the self-world relation.

Extending this work, Varela et al. (1991) proposed neurophenomenology as a framework that integrates first-person experience with third-person neuroscience. This interdisciplinary model suggests that lived experience can inform and constrain models of cognition, provided that it is accessed through trained, systematic introspection - precisely the kind cultivated in long-term meditation. Detached self-observation, then, is not just a topic for psychological theory but a method of psychological inquiry. It enables practitioners to become epistemological subjects - observers of their own cognitive and affective processes - contributing to what Varela called a “first-person science of consciousness.”

From a developmental lens, contemplative practice can also be situated in postformal and holonomic theories of consciousness. Wade (1996) proposed that contemplative practice opens access to postformal stages - levels of awareness marked by paradox tolerance, perspectival fluidity, and ethical coherence. The model describes a progression through increasingly integrated stages of awareness, where moral reasoning shifts from social convention to transpersonal insight. Churchill (2018) and Maslow (1968) likewise emphasized that mature development often involves trans-egoic states, often catalyzed by reflective or peak experiences. Murphy (1992) further argued that contemplative growth is not only cognitive but also somatic, a re-tuning of the organism toward coherence and compassion. Seen through the lens of such proposed models, meditation is not merely stress reduction or attentional training, but a scaffold for advanced human development and self-understanding.

At the same time, it is important to acknowledge potential limitations and risks. Detached self-observation, when misapplied, may risk reinforcing dissociative tendencies or depersonalization, particularly in populations with unresolved trauma or psychiatric vulnerability (Ciaunica et al., 2023; Sass et al., 2013; Jung, 1939). Notably, Carl Jung warned as early as the 1930s that Eastern contemplative techniques may not be appropriate and can even be dangerous for Western contexts without cultural translation, a point echoed by Britton (2019) who cautioned against homogenizing diverse contemplative practices under the umbrella of “mindfulness.” These insights underscore the need for pluralism in contemplative science, where practices are embedded in cultural, clinical and developmental contexts.



Final remarks and implications

This paper has re-examined detached self-observation not as a narrow stress-reduction technique, but as a developmental and cultural mechanism embedded in contextual, symbolic, and embodied processes. Integrating insights from contemplative science, cultural psychology, virtue ethics, phenomenology, and DST, the paper reframes meditation as a multi-level developmental catalyst - a symbolic practice that cultivates reflective self-regulation, ethical maturity, and interpersonal depth.

Detached self-observation supports psychological flexibility, emotional integration, and wisdom, not by suppressing thought or emotion, but by altering the stance from which they are experienced. It enables a functional decentring - what Shapiro et al. (2006) call “reperceiving” - which fosters self-inquiry, moral clarity, and ethical alignment. As shown across traditions, from Sākṣī Caitan̄ya in Vedānta to dadirri in Aboriginal practice, such detached awareness represents a recurring human capacity, culturally expressed in diverse ways. These processes are not esoteric; they are learnable, culturally embedded, and empirically observable through both first-person and neurocognitive methods (Varela et al., 1991; Poublan-Couzardot, 2022).

Importantly, this paper positions meditation as a culturally scaffolded, context-sensitive practice. Detached self-observation develops differently across settings, influenced by language, social norms, and available tools of reflection (Valsiner, 2007; Moye et al., 2025). Its developmental trajectory is recursive and non-linear, shaped by feedback loops between states and traits, where altered states may stabilize into attractor patterns of meaning and wisdom.

The implications of this framework are vast and applicable in various domains. In the field of education, contemplative pedagogy can enhance meta-cognition, emotional literacy, and intercultural understanding (Churchill, 2018). Within therapeutic contexts, mindfulness practices are not only beneficial for symptom relief but also for identity reconstruction, trauma integration, and moral repair (Dorjee, 2016). In civic life, detached awareness encourages critical thinking, non-reactive dialogue, and democratic deliberation (Smith, 2017; Walsh, 1999). Moreover, in the realm of adult development, meditation can facilitate postformal reasoning, transpersonal growth, and the cultivation of embodied wisdom (Wade, 1996; Maslow, 1968). As crises of meaning, fragmentation, and reactivity grow in scale, the cultivation of reflective awareness becomes not only a personal project but a collective necessity. Detached self-observation - far from being a withdrawal from life - is a return to it, fully present, ethically grounded, and developmentally oriented.
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Appendix A Cross-cultural and theoretical parallels to detached self-observation.


	Tradition/domain
	Core practice/concept
	Description
	Representative figures/sources





	Indian – Yoga (Pātañjala)
	Pratyāhāra, Kaivalya
	Withdrawal of senses; detachment from reactive mental patterns to realize pure consciousness
	Patañjali (Yoga Sūtras II.54–55); Taimni (1993)



	Indian – Vedānta (Advaita)
	Sākṣī Caitan̄ya, Neti-Neti
	Non-dual witnessing awareness; realization of Self as Brahman beyond ego
	Śaṅkara (8th c.); Feuerstein (1998)



	Buddhism and Zen
	Sati, Anattā,
 Hishiryo
	Mindful, non-reactive awareness; detachment from fixed identity
	Anālayo (2015); Thera (2005); Suzuki (2019); Kasulis (1978)



	Christian Mysticism
	Nepsis, Hesychasm
	Watchfulness over thoughts; cultivating inner stillness and humility
	Casiday (2006) Evagrius Ponticus (4th c.); Lossky (1957)



	Islamic Sufism
	Muraqaba, Tafakkur
	Meditative vigilance; observing the self and transcending the ego
	Al-Ghazali (11th c.); Knysh (2010)



	Toltec (Mesoamerican)
	Second Attention
	Shifting perception beyond social programming to reach deeper awareness
	Nelson and Ruiz (1997); Castaneda (1971)*



	Southern Africa (Ubuntu)
	Reflective Ethics
	Selfhood through moral reflection in relational and communal context
	Ramose (1999)



	Aboriginal Australia
	Dreaming, Deep Listening (dadirri)
	Interconnected awareness via land, story, and ancestors
	Yunkaporta and Kirby (2011)



	North American Indigenous
	Vision Quest (Hanbleceya)
	Solitary fasting for insight and symbolic rebirth; ego detachment
	Deloria (2006); Martínez (2021)



	Phenomenology (Western)
	Epoché, Reduction, Embodied Reflection
	Suspension of judgment; direct observation of experience beyond mental filters
	Husserl (2012); Merleau-Ponty (1962); Giorgi (1983)



	Existential/Humanistic Psychology
	Self-transcendence, Peak experience, Authenticity
	Detachment from ego defenses to encounter meaning and presence
	Maslow (1971); May (1981); Rogers (1961)



	Contemplative Psychology
	Re-perceiving, Mindfulness, Meta-awareness
	Observing internal states as objects of attention; emotion regulation
	Shapiro et al. (2006); Bishop et al. (2004); Dorjee (2016)



	Transpersonal Psychology
	Observing Self, Ego-transcendence
	Awareness beyond ego-based identity; access to intuitive and spiritual dimensions
	Deikman (1982); Assagioli (1974); Wilber (1997); Wade (1996)



	Cultural Psychology/Semiotic Theory
	Symbolic Mediation, Internalization
	Detached observation shaped by cultural tools and signs
	Vygotsky (1978); Valsiner (2007); Zittoun and Gillespie (2015)
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This paper explores the methodological tensions between quantitative psychology and phenomenological reduction in the study of self-consciousness. Quantitative psychology, historically modeled on the natural sciences, treats self-consciousness as a psychological attribute and operationalizes it through standardized scales. It emphasizes causal relationships between self-consciousness and other factors and primarily adopts a third-person perspective. Despite its contributions, this approach faces persistent challenges, including contextual dependence, constructed measurement tools, and the lack of natural measurement units. In contrast, phenomenology, originating with Husserl, emphasizes the intrinsic, pre-reflective dimension of self-consciousness present in all conscious experience. Unlike quantitative psychology, phenomenology contributes by clarifying meaning prior to causal explanation, recognizing the indispensability of the first-person perspective while acknowledging the value of third-person analysis. From the phenomenological standpoint, contextual dependence is not a limitation, and the aim is not to criticize the absence of natural measurement units in quantitative research, but to clarify the true meaning of the scores and the constructed units from the perspective of lived experience.
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1 Introduction

Throughout the development of modern psychology, the quantitative method has occupied a central position, with its scientific legitimacy heavily reliant on the operation of measurement. From the late 18th century to the mid-20th century, thinkers in the fields of philosophy and the natural sciences began attempting to establish a mathematical foundation for psychology (Nuttgens, 2023). According to Johann Friedrich Herbart (1776–1841, as cited in (Leary, 1978, p. 118), psychology needed to adopt a mathematical form to achieve genuine scientific status. Although his approach was criticized for relying on arbitrary numerical assignments that lacked an objective basis (Leary, 1978), it still represented an important step toward mathematizing psychology.

Historically, psychology has largely emulated the methodology of the natural sciences (Englander and Morley, 2023), with psychologists especially keen on issues of replicability (Earp and Trafimow, 2015). After World War II, quantitative research gradually became the mainstream in psychology (Michell, 2002). However, entering the 21st century, quantitative psychology has increasingly encountered what has been termed a “crisis of confidence” (Botella and Durán, 2019; Earp and Trafimow, 2015; Oberauer and Lewandowsky, 2019). In recent decades, growing difficulties in quantitative research have led to a renewed interest in qualitative approaches (Marchel and Owens, 2007). Proponents of qualitative research acknowledge the undeniable contributions of quantitative methods in psychology, but argue that an exclusive commitment to quantification is fundamentally unscientific (Michell, 2011).

The development of social sciences led to growing recognition of the limitations of the positivistic view of science, fostering the rise of phenomenological, existential, hermeneutic, and postpositivist approaches, and prompting critiques of science’s claims to certainty, its exclusion of subjectivity and cultural context, and the narrowness of its methodological orientation (Wertz, 2015, p. 267). This paper discusses the conflict between phenomenology—particularly the method of phenomenological reduction—and quantitative psychology in the study of self-consciousness against this background.

With respect to phenomenology, Husserl (1990, pp. 18–19) regarded it as both a science and a method or attitude. Similarly, Heidegger (1962, p. 50) asserted that “The expression ‘phenomenology’ signifies primarily a methodological conception.” Phenomenology is the study of “pure” consciousness (Wertz, 2023b). It is often described as an investigation into how phenomena appear in our experience, how we perceive and understand them, and what they mean within our subjective consciousness (Neubauer et al., 2019). Phenomenology begins with an inquiry into the self or subjectivity (Zeiler et al., 2025). It can be defined as the scientific study of lived experience, turning attention toward experience itself and adopting a phenomenological attitude that shifts from a natural stance toward the world to examining how the world appears within consciousness (Lundh, 2020b).

The structure of this paper is organized as follows: section 2 introduces self-consciousness and the problems of measurement in quantitative psychology; section 3 elaborates on Phenomenological reduction as an alternative perspective on the study of self-consciousness; section 4 analyzes consciousness and self-consciousness from a phenomenological perspective; section 5 discusses the conflict between quantitative psychological research and phenomenological reduction in relation to self-consciousness, as well as the potential support for improving quantitative research with the help of phenomenological insights; section 6 provides a brief conclusion.



2 Self-consciousness and the problems of measurement in quantitative psychology


2.1 The definition, types, and scale-based operationalization of self-consciousness

In psychology, self-consciousness is often understood as the process through which individuals direct attention toward themselves (Duval and Wicklund, 1972). “Self-consciousness is defined as the act of focusing one’s cognitive reflection specifically on oneself” (Trudeau and Reich, 1995, p. 699). Self-consciousness reflects a dispositional tendency for individuals to direct attention toward various aspects of themselves (Panayiotou and Kokkinos, 2006).

Classic research distinguishes three forms of self-consciousness—private self-consciousness, public self-consciousness, and social anxiety (Cardeña et al., 2022; Fenigstein et al., 1975; Scheier and Carver, 1985). Private self-consciousness refers to the tendency to focus on the hidden, personal aspects of the self, such as one’s private beliefs, values, aspirations, and feelings, whereas public self-consciousness refers to the tendency to focus on aspects of the self that are visible to others and influence how one is perceived, such as behavior, mannerisms, and expressive qualities (Scheier and Carver, 1985). These traits exhibit meaningful psychological correlates: public self-consciousness is associated with social anxiety, while private self-consciousness is often linked to depressive tendencies (Panayiotou and Kokkinos, 2006). High levels of private self-consciousness may enhance resistance to misleading information, whereas high public self-consciousness heightens sensitivity to social scrutiny (Buss, 1980, pp. 47–61). Self-awareness and self-consciousness are related concepts but empirically distinct: self-awareness is a transient, situational state of self-focus, while self-consciousness is a stable, habitual trait of self-directed attention (Buss, 1980, pp. 19–20). Longitudinal studies indicate that self-consciousness shows year-to-year stability, supporting its classification as a personality trait (Davis and Franzoi, 1991). Self-consciousness is widely treated in quantitative research as a stable psychological attribute.

On this foundation, researchers have attempted to operationalize self-consciousness using standardized psychometric tools. Fenigstein et al. (1975) addressed longstanding ambiguity by distinguishing private and public self-consciousness and developing the Self-Consciousness Scale (SCS), transforming self-consciousness into a measurable variable. This work provided a foundation for subsequent research in social and personality psychology (Burnkrant and Page Jr, 1984; Carver and Scheier, 1978; Franzoi and Brewer, 1984; Heinemann, 1979).

Subsequently, Mittal and Balasubramanian (1987) contended that the Self-Consciousness Scale (SCS) encompasses a more complex structure than originally proposed, comprising distinct subdimensions of self-reflectiveness and internal state awareness within private self-consciousness, as well as multiple differentiated facets within public self-consciousness. Grant et al. (2002) further developed the Self-Reflection and Insight Scale (SRIS). By distinguishing between the two independent dimensions of self-reflection and insight, they provided a more refined operationalization of private self-consciousness, enhancing the scale’s reliability and predictive validity.



2.2 The problems of measurement in quantitative psychology

With the continuous refinement of measurement scales, psychologists have advanced quantitative investigations of self-consciousness across contexts, yielding substantial findings. Despite the operationalization of self-consciousness via standardized scales, fundamental questions remain about whether psychological attributes—self-consciousness being one example—can truly be quantified.

Although psychological attributes are commonly assumed to be measurable, this assumption has been persistently challenged throughout the history of psychology (Markus and Borsboom, 2011). Supporters of measurability argue that psychological attributes can be treated as “real objects” independent of the cognizer, much like the measurable entities in physics. They believe that it is possible to develop a universally applicable system for the standardized measurement of such attributes. Although psychologists acknowledge that psychology lacks a rigorous and universal system of measurement like that of physics, many still hold that certain attributes—such as anxiety, attitudes, and cognitive abilities—are quantifiable (Kyngdon, 2013). Opponents, however, argue that quantitative psychology is built on a theoretical assumption: namely, that psychological attributes are measurable. This issue has sparked considerable debate in the academic literature (Guyon et al., 2018).

In this regard, Michell contends that psychometricians have never seriously examined whether psychological attributes can actually be measured; instead, they have simply assumed so. Furthermore, he argues that the quantitative hypothesis has never been convincingly tested, and that the inherent immeasurability of psychological attributes has been deliberately concealed by flawed measurement concepts (Michell, 2000; Michell, 2004). As such, Michell famously labeled psychometrics, and quantitative psychology more broadly, a form of pathological science. According to him, unlike normal science, which corrects itself through critical thinking, psychometrics disguises the fact that psychological attributes are not measurable, thus rendering the falsity of the quantitative hypothesis difficult to detect and endowing the field with a pathological tendency (Michell, 2000).

Trendler (2009) argues that discussions about measurement must distinguish between extensive quantities (e.g., length, mass) and intensive quantities (e.g., temperature). The former are additive; the latter are not and can only be comparatively assessed. Psychological attributes, he argues, are more akin to temperature than mass, they can be compared as “more” or “less” but cannot be meaningfully added together. If psychological quantities do exist, they must be intensive rather than extensive (Kyngdon, 2013). From this view, psychological attributes must be measured indirectly via observable indicators. However, unlike physical phenomena, psychological phenomena are difficult to control or manipulate with the same precision. That is, psychological attributes are not inherently unmeasurable; rather, given current methodological and technological constraints, our ability to control or manipulate psychological phenomena does not yet match the precision achievable in the physical sciences.

Kyngdon (2013) adopts a more cautious stance, arguing that the core difficulty in psychological measurement lies not merely in technical limitations (as Trendler suggests), but in two fundamental issues: the lack of extant quantities and the absence of descriptive theories of psychological systems. The lack of extant quantities refers to the fact that psychological attributes, unlike physical quantities such as length, cannot be continuously and systematically varied or precisely manipulated in the same way. Take anxiety, for example: when we assign it a score from 0 to 100, we cannot be sure whether 60 points of anxiety truly represents twice the intensity of 30 points. In this sense, psychological “measurement” often amounts to numerical assignment rather than a genuine quantification of an underlying magnitude (Michell, 1997). The lack of descriptive theory means that for constructs like “anxiety” or “self-esteem,” psychology often relies on vague definitions and questionnaire scoring, without structural theories to explain how these states arise from stimuli or influence behavior, let alone build replicable and testable systems of measurement. In other words, the concepts associated with psychological attributes are highly abstract, and such abstraction is not grounded in a reliable foundation, resulting in definitional vagueness. As a result, although psychology claims to reject metaphysics, psychometrics remains metaphysically laden, with a persistent gap between what is actually observed and what is claimed to be measured—this gap being papered over by metaphysical assumptions (Michell, 2020).

Furthermore, Martin (2003) emphasizes that psychological phenomena are historically and socially constructed, and inherently imbued with moral and political significance. From this perspective, psychological attributes should be understood not as objective, mind-independent entities, but rather as emergent properties shaped by social context and the individual subject (Guyon et al., 2018). Given the contextual dependence of psychological attributes, what is more crucial than the question of whether they can be measured is that their true meanings must first be clarified before attempts at measurement.

In sum, the claim that psychological attributes are measurable faces at least three major challenges:


	1. Contextual dependence: Psychological attributes are deeply shaped by language, context, social environments, and cultural traditions. The quantification of psychological traits often overlooks the social nature of measurement itself.

	2. Constructed measurement tools: Measurement instruments and concepts are themselves human-made. Researchers may define constructs like “anxiety” or “self-esteem” differently, and these theoretical constructs are inherently constructed (Uher, 2021), leading to incompatibility across scales.

	3. Lack of natural measurement units: Unlike physical attributes, psychological attributes do not have natural units or scales. There is no objective standard for “one unit of anxiety,” nor any empirical basis for saying that 60 units of anxiety is twice as much as 30.



Despite these three challenges, this paper maintains that the claim that psychological attributes can be measured is still reasonable to some extent. The crucial issue is not to deny the possibility of measuring psychological attributes altogether, but to recognize that quantification is appropriate insofar as the qualities that inevitably underlie all measurement are secured through proper methods. Phenomenological reduction may offer a suitable foundation for establishing such qualities.




3 Phenomenological reduction: an alternative perspective on the study of self-consciousness

As discussed in section 2, quantitative psychological research faces at least three major challenges when studying self-consciousness. Among these, the first challenge—contextual dependence—highlights the limitation of quantitative methods in capturing the inherently situated nature of psychological experience. Self-consciousness does not exist in isolation but emerges within social, cultural, and environmental contexts, which are often overlooked by standardized measurement instruments.

Phenomenology, particularly Husserl’s phenomenological reduction, offers an alternative perspective for addressing this challenge. According to Ashworth (2006, pp. 17–18), Husserl’s phenomenology was fundamentally aimed at furnishing a rigorous foundation for the various scholarly disciplines, an objective pursued through the elucidation of the meanings of their most basic concepts. In phenomenology, one of the key methods for clarifying fundamental concepts is phenomenological reduction.

In everyday life, we rarely pay attention to how the world is presented to us through consciousness. Instead, our interest typically lies in the already-given world and the entities within it (Gutland, 2018). This orientation toward the world is known as the natural attitude—a stance in which individuals engage with daily affairs within the familiar world they take for granted (LeVasseur, 2003). Within the natural attitude, people habitually accept the existence of an external world without question. In other words, when operating under the natural attitude, one presumes the existence of a real, objective world independent of oneself and acts accordingly in relation to others and the environment.

Phenomenological reduction begins with the suspension (epoché) of the natural attitude. It requires us to bracket all assumptions regarding the existence and nature of the external world; that is, to put them in parentheses. The true meaning of suspension is to exclude the natural, objective, and unreflective approach to the world (Hamill and Sinclair, 2010). This bracketing of the entire world, including ourselves as experiencing subjects, is a prerequisite for entering Husserl’s transcendental phenomenology (Gutland, 2018). Unlike scientific methods that suspend belief in isolated experiences, Husserl’s approach suspends all assumptions, including those about consciousness itself (LeVasseur, 2003). The aim is not to deny the existence of the external world but to suspend unexamined judgments and critically reflect upon them (Uljée, 2023). Through suspension, the object of inquiry is no longer the objective thing itself, but how it is given in consciousness, that is, how it appears in subjective experience. Phenomenological reduction enables researchers to focus entirely on the way the world is presented in immediate experience (Wertz, 2021, p. 132). Following the suspension of the natural attitude, eidetic reduction is employed to grasp the essential structures of phenomena. Eidetic reduction involves free imaginative variation—systematically varying a particular experience or object in imagination to discern the invariant elements that constitute its essence (Kim et al., 2020). Following Husserl, phenomenological reduction is broadly acknowledged throughout the phenomenological tradition.



4 Consciousness and self-consciousness from a phenomenological perspective

Phenomenology, originating with Husserl, offers a conception of self-consciousness that differs markedly from that of quantitative psychology. This section examines the phenomenological perspective by exploring the relationship between consciousness and self-consciousness.

While the phenomenological tradition encompasses a wide range of perspectives and should not be seen as entirely homogeneous, there is a notable convergence among its major figures concerning the relationship between consciousness and self-consciousness. Prominent phenomenologists—including Husserl, Scheler, Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty, Sartre, and others—have argued that the experiential dimension of consciousness is inherently characterized by a tacit or pre-reflective self-consciousness (Zahavi, 2006, p. 273). In other words, every conscious experience is implicitly “for oneself,” carrying an intrinsic first-personal quality, even before any reflective or deliberate awareness of oneself as the subject of that experience. This foundational insight highlights that self-consciousness is not merely a higher-order or reflective phenomenon, but an essential aspect of consciousness itself.

It has been noted that the idea of a self-referential component in conscious mental states has a long-standing philosophical tradition (Gennaro, 2006). This tradition traces back to Aristotle and was later emphasized by Brentano, who argued that every mental act inherently involves an awareness of itself (Brentano, 1995; Caston, 2002).

According to Husserl (1977, p. 159), “at any time a reflection directed toward the identical I is possible: and this I is the subject of all lived experiences and the subject for all its objects as a pole of unity of its intentionalities; but it is not itself a lived experience.” In Husserl’s view, the self (I-pole) is the structural subject unifying the stream of experience, while self-consciousness is the manner in which this self manifests within experience; thus, the self serves as a prior condition for self-consciousness rather than being identical with it. According to Heidegger (1982, p. 159), “The self is there for the Dasein itself without reflection and without inner perception, before all reflection.” In other words, according to Heidegger, self-consciousness in each person’s existence is a priori and primordial, arising directly with existence. It is a form of “prereflective self-awareness” that is part of existence itself, rather than something constructed through rational or psychological activity. According to Sartre (1956, p. 74), “the first condition of all reflection is a pre-reflective cogito. This cogito, to be sure, does not posit an object; it remains within consciousness. But it is nonetheless homologous with the reflective cogito since it appears as the first necessity for non-reflective consciousness to be seen by itself.” Sartre here points out that for consciousness to be able to reflect on itself, there must first exist a direct and natural self-awareness, that is, the pre-reflective cogito. This form of consciousness does not posit any object, yet it is the necessary condition for reflective consciousness to arise.

Zahavi emphasizes the distinction between pre-reflective self-awareness and reflective self-awareness in conscious experience. “To put it differently, self-consciousness has two different modes of existence, a prereflective and a reflective. The first has priority since it can obtain independently of the latter, whereas reflective self-consciousness always presupposes prereflective self-consciousness” (Zahavi, 2006, pp. 277–278). Pre-reflective self-awareness is an immediate, implicit form of self-experience that is non-objectifying (not taking oneself as an object) and non-conceptual (not mediated by concepts), whereas reflective self-awareness explicitly thematizes one’s own consciousness in a relational and conceptual manner (Zahavi, 2020, p. 35). “Thus, pervasive prereflective self-consciousness is definitely not identical with total self-comprehension, but can rather be likened to a precomprehension that allows for a subsequent reflection and thematization” (Zahavi, 2006, p. 278).

Phenomenology’s stance on the relationship between consciousness and self-consciousness appears to be very similar to that of higher-order theories of consciousness. But in fact, phenomenology and higher-order theories differ fundamentally in their accounts of the relationship between consciousness and self-consciousness (Zahavi, 2006, p. 276). Higher-order theories generally claim that a mental state becomes conscious only when it is represented by a further reflective or monitoring state, thereby treating consciousness as, at least in part, an extrinsic property of the mental state. Specifically, Carruthers (1998) argues that phenomenal consciousness cannot exist independently of self-awareness; rather, it constitutively involves higher-order thoughts about one’s own mental states. In contrast, phenomenology emphasizes that pre-reflective self-consciousness is an intrinsic feature of experience itself. “When one is prereflectively self-conscious one is not aware of oneself as an object that happens to be oneself, nor is one aware of oneself as one specific object rather than another. Rather, my prereflective access to myself in first-personal experience is immediate and nonobservational and nonobjectifying” (Zahavi, 2006, p. 280). From this perspective, every conscious state already carries a built-in dimension of self-manifestation, independent of any additional higher-order representation. This distinction highlights that, whereas higher-order theories rely on a form of meta-representation to account for consciousness, phenomenology locates self-consciousness within the structure of consciousness itself, as an immediate, non-reflective aspect of experience.

In sum, phenomenologists generally hold that self-consciousness is not an external or independent entity, but an intrinsic dimension present in every conscious experience.



5 The conflict between quantitative psychological research and phenomenological reduction

Phenomenological reduction conceives self-consciousness as an intrinsic dimension present in every conscious experience, whereas quantitative psychology treats it as a measurable entity. This divergent understanding underlies the methodological and epistemological tensions between the two approaches.


5.1 Causality and meaning

According to Giorgi (1992), there are two fundamental principles of human understanding: meaning and causality. Meaning and causality can be seen as pertaining to different domains: meaning generally relates to consciousness and intentionality, often requiring understanding, whereas causality typically concerns objects and their mechanical interactions, which require explanation (Cloonan, 1995, pp. 114–115).

The quantitative research path in psychology tends to treat self-consciousness as a psychological mechanism that can be defined, measured, modeled, and predicted, thus fitting within the empirical scientific framework of causal explanation. Since natural sciences have progressively established epistemological superiority since Newton and enjoy privileged academic status and resource allocation, psychology seeks to enhance its legitimacy and position within the academic community by borrowing natural science methods (Nuttgens, 2023), aiming to explain observed phenomena through causal explanatory theories (Uher, 2021). Since Fenigstein et al. (1975) distinguished three forms of self-consciousness—private self-consciousness, public self-consciousness, and social anxiety—and developed the Self-Consciousness Scale (SCS), psychology has measured individuals’ self-consciousness using scale-based methods and, on this basis, investigated the relationships between self-consciousness and other factors. For example, as noted in Section 2.1, Buss (1980, pp. 47–61) suggested that high levels of private self-consciousness may enhance resistance to misleading information, whereas high public self-consciousness increases sensitivity to social scrutiny.

From a phenomenological standpoint, self-consciousness comprises both prereflective and reflective dimensions. Quantitative psychology, however, primarily operationalizes reflective, conceptual self-consciousness through self-report instruments, leaving the prereflective dimension mostly overlooked. This methodological omission can be understood in relation to what phenomenologists describe as the “forgetting of the lifeworld.” For Husserl (1970, p. 50), the lifeworld refers to the world in which we live through bodily and intuitive experience—the concrete spatiotemporal environment of actual things, unmediated by the geometrical or mathematical idealities imposed by formal science. Husserl (1970, pp. 48–49) observes that already in Galileo’s time a crucial shift occurred: the mathematically constructed world of idealities came to be tacitly regarded as the only genuine reality, thereby displacing the perceptually given, experientially grounded lifeworld. Consequently, the original meaning of self-consciousness, which inherently includes a prereflective dimension, is progressively obscured in scientific approaches that prioritize formalized, abstract, and reflective measures. As Husserl (1970, p. 48) remarks, “Thus natural science undergoes a many-sided transformation and covering-over of its meaning.” Recognizing this gap opens the possibility of developing integrative measurement approaches that can more faithfully align empirical methods with the structural features of lived experience.

In addition, Husserl (1970, p. 31) argues that the universal causal structure of the intuitively experienced surrounding world allows for the formulation of hypotheses, the use of inductive reasoning, and the prediction of unknown aspects of its past, present, and future. In other words, Husserl does not reject universal causal outcomes. However, it is crucial to note that such causal structures are always understood within the lifeworld; they are empirical and experiential, and abstraction or mathematical idealization should be grounded in this experiential basis. Phenomenology emphasizes the significance of measurement and quantification themselves, and by revealing the true meaning of numerical relations, it reconstructs the meaning of numbers as constituted within experience (Wendt, 2024, pp. 91–92). However, before explaining causal relationships between self-consciousness and other factors through quantitative means, we should first clarify the original meaning of self-consciousness. As Van Manen (2016, p. 15) points out, “The meaning of human science notions such as ‘truth, method, understanding, objectivity, subjectivity, valid discourse,’ and the meaning of ‘description, analysis, interpretation, writing, text,’ etc., are always to be understood within a certain rational perspective.” The formation and expression of self-consciousness always involve a prereflective dimension; they are embedded in this shared world and realized through specific perspectives, and thus cannot be separated from mediating structures such as language, embodiment, and social interaction. Therefore, while quantitative methods can model causal relationships, such analyses must be grounded in a prior, phenomenologically informed understanding of the meaning of self-consciousness. In this sense, the analysis of meaning must take precedence over causal explanation.

In sum, quantitative psychology has overlooked the prereflective dimension of self-consciousness, whereas phenomenology contributes by revealing the importance of this prereflective dimension in the study of self-consciousness. This means that the phenomenological approach still holds great potential in psychological research and requires further exploration to establish a rigorous foundational discourse for psychology (Wendt, 2024, p. 79).



5.2 Third-person perspective and first-person perspective

In the study of self-consciousness, as shown in Section 2, quantitative psychology primarily measures self-consciousness through the Self-Consciousness Scale (SCS) and subsequent revised instruments, which represents a third-person perspective aiming to transcend subjectivity by constructing universally valid measurement systems. By representing the world externally and emphasizing replicability, generalizability, and standardization, quantitative psychology transforms subjective experience into a system of observable and controllable data (Wackers and Schille-Rognmo, 2022).

Phenomenological psychology, in contrast, emphasizes a first-person perspective, returning attention to subjectivity and the pre-reflective experience of consciousness. From this viewpoint, self-consciousness is not an object within experience but the foundational structure that makes experience itself possible (Gallagher, 1997; Neubauer et al., 2019). Husserl argued that the object cannot be separated from the experienced object-subject (Davidson, 2003), and that all access to the world occurs through consciousness, constituting a first-person perspective (Tuffour, 2017). Phenomenology thus prioritizes the description of lived experience, exploring the internal structures and meanings of consciousness, rather than attempting to quantify or externalize it.

Importantly, phenomenological psychology does not limit itself to the first-person perspective. Recent developments have highlighted the importance of the second-person perspective, in which the researcher engages empathically with participants to understand subjective experience within interpersonal interaction (Englander and Morley, 2023). This perspective is particularly valuable for capturing the subtleties of consciousness as it is expressed in social contexts, emphasizing intersubjectivity rather than an object-subject dichotomy. Methods such as micro-phenomenological interviews exemplify this approach, providing highly detailed accounts of experience while integrating the other’s perspective. Here, the researcher acts as a co-experiencer rather than a detached observer, bridging the gap between subjective experience and scientific inquiry.

In addition, phenomenology does not exclude the third-person perspective, as Husserl (1970, p. 262) argued that human beings, both individually and collectively, function as subjectivity for the world while simultaneously being situated within it in an objective and worldly manner. Merleau-Ponty (1962, p. x) likewise emphasizes that humans do not possess an isolated “inner self”; rather, they are fundamentally situated in the world, and self-knowledge arises only through their engagement with it.

In sum, from a research perspective, the contribution of phenomenology to the study of self-consciousness resides in its provision of a rigorous foundation for examining self-consciousness from a first-person perspective. Without the first-person perspective, we cannot access any objective reality; that is, the only way to approach objectivity is through subjectivity. Any objective knowledge of the world necessarily involves subjective access to that world. Without the involvement of first-person perspective, perception or knowledge construction would not be possible (Lundh, 2020a). In this sense, phenomenological reduction demonstrates that truth is variable and relative by introducing the first-person perspective (Sadala and Adorno, 2002).



5.3 Quantitative and qualitative research

Husserl (1977, p. 2) observed that “from the beginning, psychology was unable to resist the temptation of naturalism, of an extrinsic imitation of the model of natural science.” Since its inception as a scientific discipline, psychology has sought precision and systematic rigor through laboratory experimentation and quantitative measurement (Giorgi, 1985, p. 1). By modeling itself on the natural sciences, psychology has achieved a certain level of empirical success, yet this orientation has also led to deep methodological and philosophical tensions.

Giorgi (2006, p. 46) argues that although psychology has approached consciousness empirically through various theoretical assumptions, such efforts have inevitably distorted the very phenomenon under investigation. Similarly, Kockelmans (1987, p. 9) points out that since the eighteenth century, empirical psychology has been confused by the mistaken notion that its scientific method should emulate the physico-chemical sciences. According to Kockelmans (1987, p. 11), the “psychical” includes the ego and all experiences inherently connected to it—perceiving, thinking, willing—phenomena that cannot be meaningfully captured through methods designed for inanimate matter. Malcolm likewise argues that consciousness cannot be reduced to physical processes, emphasizing its subjectivity and irreducibility (Armstrong and Malcolm, 1984, pp. 45–46). Gutland (2023) argues that quantitative methods are indispensable in scientific research, but they often overlook the qualitative features of the experiential world.

These philosophical considerations reveal the limitations of the quantitative paradigm. As Wertz (2024) argues, psychological research cannot rely solely on experimentation, causal hypothesis testing, or mechanistic reductionist explanations. Although these methods serve the natural sciences well, they are insufficient for grasping the complexity, contextuality, and subjectivity inherent in psychological phenomena.

In response to this impasse, phenomenological psychology emerged as a distinct methodological and philosophical alternative. Giorgi—widely regarded as the most influential figure in phenomenological psychology in the Americas—developed a systematic descriptive method grounded in Husserl’s and Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology. Giorgi (1970, pp. 171–172) argued that psychology, while traditionally modeled on the natural sciences, should instead be rooted in the life-world, the realm of lived human experience, rather than abstracted from it. According to Giorgi (1982, pp. 337–338), psychological knowledge possesses “empirical generality” rather than universal lawfulness; it cannot be evaluated using the objective criteria of the physical or rational sciences. His approach established psychology as a human science, with a research program that reflects the discipline’s existential and experiential dimensions (Cloonan, 1995, p. 109).

Parallel developments in the Dutch school of phenomenological psychology further reinforced this position. Kockelmans (1987, p. 18) maintained that phenomenological psychology provides the necessary foundation for conducting an exact empirical psychology—an aim long pursued but distorted by efforts to mimic the physical sciences. Ashworth (2006, pp. 18–19) similarly emphasized that phenomenological psychology is not about reporting empirical results but about establishing the fundamental principles of psychological inquiry, thus offering a secure basis for future research.

This shift also coincided with the formal emergence of qualitative research as a recognized methodological category in the 1980s (Rennie et al., 2002). Wertz (2019) argues that because measurement presupposes qualitative meaning—empirical quantities cannot be interpreted without qualitative grounding—qualitative analysis forms the foundation upon which quantitative methods depend. From this perspective, phenomenological psychology does not strip psychology of scientific legitimacy; rather, freed from naïve positivism, it becomes integrated within a universal transcendental philosophy (Wertz, 2023a). As Wertz (2023a) further notes, positive sciences provide only provisional knowledge, requiring ongoing reflection and revision; thus, psychology must remain open to continuous methodological renewal.



5.4 The difficulties of quantitative research and phenomenology’s contributions

As noted in Section 2, this paper points out that the study of self-consciousness from the perspective of quantitative psychology faces at least three major difficulties: contextual dependence, constructed measurement tools, and lack of measurement units. Building on these difficulties, the following discussion explores how phenomenology may offer insights into and advance our understanding of these issues.

First, from the standpoint of phenomenological reduction, contextual dependence is not considered a flaw. Phenomenology emphasizes that self-consciousness is inherently situated within the lifeworld, encompassing social, cultural, and environmental contexts. Phenomenology, as a qualitative research method (Neubauer et al., 2019; Sloan and Bowe, 2014), prioritizes the description of lived experience, exploring how consciousness unfolds through temporality, embodiment, space, and meaning. In qualitative research, the relationship between meaning and context is analogous to the relationship between the sample and the population in quantitative research (Englander, 2019). Contextual dependence provides the conditions for phenomenological reduction to explore the prereflective structure of self-consciousness and the original meaning of experience. By attending to pre-reflective experience, phenomenological approaches reveal the ways in which self-consciousness is inseparable from the contexts in which it emerges. Rather than attempting to isolate variables from context, phenomenology allows researchers to examine the dynamic interplay between subjective experience and its surrounding world. This perspective provides a nuanced understanding of contextual dependence, highlighting the relational and situational factors that quantitative measures often overlook.

Second, from the standpoint of phenomenological reduction, constructed measurement tools are unavoidable. The key is not to reject them for being human-made, but to examine the historical and conceptual processes through which they have been formed. As Husserl (1970, pp. 40–41) notes, the art of measuring is not merely a technical procedure but a continual practice of refining precision toward ever greater perfection. This means that measurement is not a purely objective technical activity but an ongoing practice that continually revises itself in the pursuit of greater precision; it inherently involves human thought, judgment, and construction, and requires a continual return to lived experience itself. Moreover, phenomenology—as a major branch of philosophy—is often described as a movement, a dynamic and evolving form of thought (Davidsen, 2013). Knowledge, from the phenomenological standpoint, is constituted through developmental processes (Sadala and Adorno, 2002). To this day, phenomenology remains an open-ended system of thought and a self-critical method that continually renews itself throughout its historical development, characteristically resisting the dogmatization of seemingly secure conclusions (Wertz, 2023b).

Third, from the phenomenological standpoint, the lack of natural measurement units may represent the most fundamental difficulty faced by quantitative psychology in the study of self-consciousness. However, this does not imply that self-consciousness cannot be quantified; rather, it indicates that the units used are not as clearly defined or intrinsically given as those for physical quantities such as length. For example, in self-consciousness scales, respondents answer a series of statements or questions, each assigned a conventional score reflecting a constructed rather than natural metric of self-consciousness, and the total score is used to quantify an individual’s self-consciousness. As a result, such measurements may have limited replicability across studies, contexts, or populations. This limitation does not, however, invalidate the legitimacy of quantitative approaches. Replicability cannot serve as a definitive boundary between science and non-science, as even in physics it is not always determinative (Earp and Trafimow, 2015). Moreover, the replication crisis is not unique to psychology; it also affects fields like biomedicine (Loscalzo, 2012). Therefore, from the phenomenological standpoint, the important task is not to criticize the lack of natural measurement units in quantitative psychology, but to clarify, as clearly as possible from the perspective of phenomenological reduction, the true meaning of the scores in self-consciousness scales. As Husserl (1970, p. 58) states, “Of first importance for this task, however, is the reflection on the original meaning of the new sciences.”

In summary, phenomenology can, while maintaining its philosophical foundation, be combined with quantitative analysis to provide a more comprehensive research perspective (Martiny et al., 2021). Phenomenology can deepen the metrological understanding of statistical procedures and help psychology to utilize them instead of being dependent on them (Wendt, 2024, p. 91). The challenges faced by quantitative psychology in studying self-consciousness suggest that a purely quantitative approach is insufficient for fully understanding this phenomenon. In recent years, the growth of qualitative research has signaled a shift in psychology toward broader and more inclusive methodologies (Nuttgens, 2023), highlighting the methodological compatibility of phenomenological reduction and quantitative psychology. Quantitative and qualitative research are not inherently antagonistic. Even in mathematics, quality and quantity are often intertwined and cannot be completely separated (Saint-Mont, 2012).




6 Conclusion

The study of self-consciousness demonstrates that quantitative and phenomenological approaches provide distinct yet complementary insights. Quantitative methods enable causal analysis and systematic investigation but often overlook the prereflective and contextually situated dimensions of self-consciousness. Phenomenology, in contrast, prioritizes first-person experience and the meaning of lived experience, revealing aspects of self-consciousness that remain hidden to purely quantitative investigation. The integration of phenomenology and quantitative psychology offers the potential to achieve a more comprehensive and nuanced understanding of self-consciousness, bridging subjective experience with empirical analysis. Greater synergy between phenomenological perspectives and quantitative techniques promises a pluralistic methodology capable of capturing both the experiential and measurable dimensions of self-consciousness, advancing the field toward a fuller, more rigorous understanding of the human mind.
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dimensions

Representative quotes

through additional elements

and that seems to be helping a great deal.”
“Daily chanting of Bhagavad Gita and Patanjali’s Yoga Sutras. Reading of Vedas,
Upanishads, Puranas, Epics™

“During the day I try to carry the philosophy of yoga with me, in my actions,
expressing gratitude, feeling the connection and compassion to everything, observing
myself in my actions and choosing how to react.”

Yoga Yoga is a holistic and “A method for improving the physical part of myself and eventually influence the 116 | 1055%
multidimensional practice spiritual part”
“To me yoga means that I can explore the relationship between my body and mind”
“Itis a door into looking at your life from a different place, to expand the perspective
about existence and our human abilities, it is an opening into love in all its shapes and
manifestations”
Yoga is a tool for healing, coping “Before I practiced Ashtanga I had physical pain walking and so it helped me alleviate | 54 591%
and cultivating health and that”
wellbeing “A tool to feel better, to cope with life, a belief, a lifestyle”
“Yoga is a way I balance both my mental and physical health, and has become the
dominant method I use for both”
Yoga is a method for knowing “Getting to know myself and break free from my own limitations” 74 6.73%
accepting and developing the self “For me yoga is the sum of tools, practices, perspectives, inner and external states that
facilitate and drive self-knowledge, liberation of imposed and pre-established patterns™
“For me it is a path for self-knowledge and personal realization”
Yoga is a way of being living and “Ifs a way of life and I find is very grounding and calming” 108 | 9.82%
seeing the world “A philosophical system that provides a framework for navigating life as a human”
“It’s my lifestyle, it’s the way I connect to myself and to others”
“To be in tune with yourself and with the world”
Yoga is the journey toward the “Freedom from the suffering caused by my mind” 76 | 691%
realization of the Self “Calming the mind and the union with everything”
“I see yoga as a collection of meditative practices designed to unite the conscious
experiencer with their truest nature”
Yoga philosophy A collection of teachings for the “An ongoing journey of bettering life and self” 43 3.91%
knowledge and evolution of the self | “Yoga philosophy means learning to know and love thyself. Trust and be kind. Shape,
learn and evolve”
“Self-discovery and acceptance”
“Peeling back the layers to uncover the truth of reality and Self”
An applied framework for the yoga | “Yoga philosophy is the knowledge that has been gathered over thousands of years that | 112 | 10.18%
asana practice and daily life explains the system of yoga and puts some reasoning behind why we do what we do”
“I guess it provides a way of being in the world and guidance around how to behave
and consider oneself and others”
“Trying to reconcile the ideas put forth in the Yoga Sutras with what we wxperience in
our personal practice and how we live our lives”
A spiritual path toward the “Yoga philosophy for me means getting in touch with my true nature and being 39 3.55%
understanding of reality, human reflective on where I am in my spiritual journey”
nature and beyond “An inner work/journey while learning to trust forces beyond my existence”
“Yamas and niyamas are universal (...) I see the same themes in various
traditions/religions and that ultimately they represent what most people seek in their
lives in order to live a rich and full life (...) it just so happens that for me, the tradition
of yoga is my path to enrich my life”
A framework to understand the “The tradition and the spiritual aspects of my practice” 46 4.18%
foundations and origins of the “The history and theory yoga is based on”
practice “The root and core of the practice. Without yoga philosophy my practice would feel
more like stretching or exercise without any deeper aspirations.”
Attitudes and engagement toward “Itis not very important” 31 2.829%
Yoga Philosophy “It still seems really complex to me, but I always try to learn more”
“The study of the Yoga Sutras”
“That's a loaded question. I'm not sure how to answer. It means a lot to me. I study
yoga philosophy to complement my practice.”
Yoga practice Description of the elements included | “I do my full primary practice almost 6 days a week right after waking up in the 260 | 23.64%
in the yoga practice morning”
“Mostly Mysore for asana 5 or 6 days a week. Pranayama practice at same frequency.
Mindful meditation 4 days a week”
“My practice starts with 20 min of meditation, followed by 90 min of asana, and
finishes with 30 min of pranayama”
Outcomes and applications of the “Yoga threads through everything. Thoughts, words, actions, re-actions, state of 37 3.36%
yoga practice consciousness, understanding life, health of the body and the mind”
“I do my best to be introspective and ethical in action”
“It always makes me feel good. Despite the mental and physical discomfort, everything
keeps healing”
Adapting the practice and learning | “I struggle with some physical inabilities/injuries, so I have to practice very carefully. 69 | 627%
from challenges I'm not looking for getting new poses also because of I see how strong the simplest
practice can be”
“Will perform the sun salutations and finishing postures as a bare minimum and if 'm
pushed for time”
Expanding the yoga practice “I have lost flexibility over the years. I added a yin yoga practice several times a week, 35 3.18%

*See Supplementary material 13 for details of sub-themes. **Percentages were calculated based on the total mentions (N) within each of the three aspects of yoga.
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