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ne of the casualties of the twentieth-century intro-

duction of Eastern contemplative traditions to

the West has been the misappropriation of Freud-

ian terminology by scholars and practitioners of

these Eastern traditions. Nowhere is this more evident than in
the confused use of the concepts “ego” and “egolessness” by
psychologists of the meditative experience (Engler, 1986, p. 18).
“Ego” has become variously equated with the rational mind,
the self-concept, or the experience of individuality and has
informally come to represent all that must be let go of in the
process of meditation. “Egolessness” has become an accept-
able aspiration of those practicing meditation; yet, more often
than not, this goal is understood from a Western psychologi-
cal perspective, rather than with the more subtle, originally
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intended Eastern meaning. The word used in translation,
“egolessness,” has brought with it connotations of an upsurge
in primary process thinking and id-dominated intrapsychic
forces (Meissner, 1984, p. 229) that are often mistakenly em-
braced by Western practitioners eager to jettison their egos. As
a result, concepts that include the Buddhist “anatman” (no-
self) doctrine and the psychodynamic “ego” are often under-
stood only superficially, hampering dialogue and understand-
ing between the two traditions.

The Fate of the Ego

The fate of the ego in Buddhist meditation, in fact, has not
been clearly delineated in Western psychological terms. The
tendency of contemporary theorists has been to propose de-
velopmental schema in which meditation systems develop
“beyond the ego” (Walsh & Vaughan, 1980), yet this approach
has ignored aspects of the ego which are not abandoned and
which are, in fact, developed through meditation practice it-
self. Familiarity with the current ego psychological-object re-
lations view of the ego reveals that meditation can be seen
as operating in different ways on many distinctive facets of
the ego, promoting change and development within the ego,
rather than beyond it. This view requires that the ego be un-
derstood as a complex and sophisticated matrix of structures,
functions and representations, rather than as a single entity
that could be readily abandoned. It recognizes the indispens-
ability of the ego while at the same time revealing how medita-
tion practice can uniquely modify it, producing an ego no
longer obsessed with its own solidity.

Buddhist meditation systems that stress the development
of mindfulness and the cultivation of insight (vipassana)
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specifically focus on the “experience of I” within the medita-
tion. The “I” which is investigated is that which is felt to be
“permanent, unitary, and under its own power” (Gyatso, 1984,
P. 162) or which seems to be a “substantially existent or self-
sufficient entity” (ibid.). It is the “independent I under its own
power” (ibid., p. 163) that is revealed through meditation to be
lacking in “inherent existence” (Hopkins, 1984, p. 141) and
“merely designated in dependence upon the aggregates of
mind and body” (Gyatso, 1984, p. 163). Thus, in accordance
with a modern object relations view of the self-concept as a
“fused and confused . . . constantly changing series of self-
images” (Jacobsen, 1964, p. 20), the “I” experience is revealed
to be a constantly changing impersonal process, increasingly
insubstantial the more carefully it is examined. As a result, the
self-concept that was once experienced as solid, cohesive and
real (see Guenther, 1974, p. 139) becomes increasingly differen-
tiated, fragmented, elusive and ultimately transparent. This
is the cardinal concept of “anatta,”’ “the idea of persisting
individual nature” (ibid., p. 207) that is destroyed through
meditative insight.

It is this realization that is at the core of what has con-
ventionally become known as “egolessness” and it is clear
that such an understanding is not one that is easily recon-
ciled with Western psychoanalytic notions of the personality
(Goleman & Epstein, 1983). Yet to conceive of this under-
standing as equivalent to “moving beyond” the ego is to ig-
nore much of what years of exploration of the ego have
revealed. This exploration has mapped the structure and func-
tions of the ego sufficiently that the changes in the “experience
of I” enumerated within the Theravadin Buddhist system can,

in fact, be explained within the psychoanalytic framework of
the ego.
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As can be seen from Figure 2, psychoanalytic understanding of
the ego has fleshed out much of Freud’s original formulatior‘ls.
The ego is now understood in representational (Rot'hstem,
1981) as well as functional terms, with the former stre:ssmg the
process by which a picture of the self and world is built up ou,t)
of multiple mental images, constructs or “representations,

and the latter stressing the various roles or functions that the
ego plays within the psychic economy in maintaining psychic
equilibrium and facilitating adaptation and growth. Ego func-

. tions are thus to be distinguished from the “self” and the “self-

representation” (Stolorow, 1975, p. 180), and the ego is se:en asa
system composed of structures and sub-structures which can
be in collaboration or conflict (Hartmann, 1950, 1958). Roth-
stein (1981) integrated this formulation with those of post-
Freudian elaborators of object relations theory by conceptual-
izing “the representational world as a substructure of the ego
of equal importance to the substructure of ego functions and
importantly related to them” (Rothstein, 1981, p. 440).

Thus, the often referred to notion of Freud’s (1923) that
the ego is that which “masters the tensions,” “controls in-
stincts,” “regulates the drives” or “postpones and controls the
discharges of excitations into the external world” becomes bl.lt
one of the substructures of ego function. This is the classic
view of the ego as supervisor of “all its own constituent pro-
cesses” (ibid.) or as mediator between demands of id. and
super-ego or id and environment. Other important fun.ctlo'nf;,
elaborated soon thereafter, include those of defense or inhibi-
tion (A. Freud, 1937), adaptation or reality mastery (Hjart-
mann, 1950, 1958), and, most significantly for this discussion,
that of synthesis.
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not rejecting the role of the affective experience, Rothstein
(1981) also emphasized the manner in which “I” may become
a belief or abstraction. From an abstract perspective, Roth-
stein conceptualized the “I” experience as a content of the
ego, which he designated as “the self-representation as agent”
(ibid., p. 440).

Thus, the “T” is not identical with the ego but is more
precisely a component. It is described as a self-representation
as agent because it sees itself as the one capable of activity. It
“conceives of itself as existing actively to pursue and insure
its well-being and survival” (ibid., p. 440). It is an idea, an

Figure 2. System Ego

within the internal world, promoting integration and orga-
nization of diverse and conflicting inputs and components
! (Nunberg, 1955). As Freud, himself, made clear, it is opposed
i to the function of repression (Freud, 1923), which splits off and
| isolates conflicted material from awareness. Its role is to assim-
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abstraction, contained within the ego, that embodies the ego’s
sense of itself as solid and real. It is not, however, to be con-
fused with the entire ego. Developed out of the ego’s continu-
ing sensation of itself, it remains, nevertheless, at base a con-
cept that the person holds dear.

At the core of the self-representation as agent lies the nar-
cissistically invested ideal ego (Epstein, 1986), “an idea which
the ego has of itself” as perfect and inviolable (Hanly, 1984).
The ideal ego involves a sense of inherent perfection, a “state of
being” equivalent to the Tibetan description of the “indepen-
dent I under its own power.” It is an ideal that is not recognized
as such, but is, instead, deeply felt to be real, denying all tran-
sience, insignificance and mortality.

Effects of Insight

Meditation systems, then, that develop the factors of mindful-
ness and insight focus particularly on the “ego feeling” of an
“independent 1 While concentration practices can tempo-
rarily suspend ego boundaries and provide a deep sense of
ontological security through the merger of ego and ego ideal
(Epstein, 1986), insight practices operate within the ego system
itself. Attending both to the subjective intimation of the expe-
riencing I and to the abstract cognitions that form it on a
conceptual level, insight practices seek to uncover the elemen-
tary particles of the “I” experience. This occurs through a
definite sequence of events that profoundly alters the structure
of the ego.

As meditation develops, the various self-representations
first come into and out of focus. These include those that
have served as “the repository and container of various fears
concerning oneself” (Joseph, 1987, p. 14) and those which
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have become “narcissistically and/or masochistically invested”
(Rothstein, 1981, p. 441). Exposure of these representations
through the non-judgmental light of mindfulness permits a
simultaneous dis-identification from and integration of self-
images that have often been unquestioned assumptions or
split off rejections. As meditation deepens, the representa-
tional nature of the grosser self-concepts becomes clear, but a
more subtle and pervasive tendency to identify with experi-
ence persists. This tendency to identify surfaces most often as a
resistance to mindfulness [“This is mine, this is I, this is my
self” (Nyanamoli, 1976, p. 743)] and is attended to just as are
resistances in psychoanalysis which mask unconscious mate-
rial. In this manner, the “experience of I” is ultimately de-
constructed (Engler, 1983) in terms synonymous with what is
implied by the self-representation as agent, as an image, ab-
straction or simulacrum. The ability of the ideal ego to “influ-
ence the ego’s self-observing activities even to the extent of
causing the ego to deny its own nature” {(Hanly, 1984, p. 260) is
finally extinguished. The self is not eliminated; it is revealed to
be what it has always been. “Selflessness is not a case of some-
thing that existed in the past becoming non-existent; rather,
this sort of ‘self’ is something that never did exist. What is
needed is to identify as non-existent something that always
was non-existent . . ” (Gyatso, 1984, p. 40).

What is unusual about the Buddhist view from an object
relations perspective is the assertion that an individual could
experience the pure representational process without be-
coming destabilized. Thus, while the uncovering of the self-
representation as agent is one major modification of the ego
system produced by insight meditation, it is unlikely to be the
only one. From the representational point of view this is clearly
the major transformation. Yet from a functional perspective, a




50 Buddha

further compensatory modification is required in order for the
requisite stability to be conferred, stability that could only
derive from the synthetic capacity of the ego.

The development of mindfulness, like that of evenly sus-
pended attention (Epstein, 1984), involves a “therapeutic split
in the ego” (Engler, 1983, p. 48; Sterba, 1934), in which the ego
becomes both subject and object, observer and observed. This
capacity for observing the dynamic flow of psychic events is
very much a synthetic function, maintaining equilibrium in
the face of incessant change. Just as the synthetic function of
the ego is said to hold objective reality to itself, “detached from
itself, before it, not in it” (Loewald, 1951, p. 18), so does mind-
fulness, in the traditional Buddhist psychological text, “guard
and confront an objective field,” “steadying the object” and
“keeping it immoveable” (Nyanamoli, 1976, p. 524). Mindful-
ness maintains a sense of connection within mind moments
whose transience becomes increasingly evident as meditation
progresses. “It should be regarded as like a pillar because it is
firmly founded, or as like a door-keeper” (ibid., p. 524) be-
cause of the way in which it guards the mind and sense-doors
in the face of change. Mindfulness allows each moment to
be experienced in its entirety; it is synthetic because it binds
awareness to the object, neither holding on to, nor rejecting,
whatever projects itself in the mind.

This synthetic function of mindfulness recalls what one
of Freud’s teachers (Pierre Janet, in 1903) referred to as the
pinnacle of healthy mental functioning, the “synthetic opera-
tion” of attention to “the formation in the mind of the present

moment” that he termed “pre-sentification,” “the capacity for

grasping reality to the maximum” (Ellenberger, 1970, p. 376).
Janet understood that this capacity could be developed and
that to do so contributed to the sense of psychological well-
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" being. “The natural tendency of the mind is to roam through
- the past and the future; it requires a certain effort to keep one’s
© attention in the present, and still more to concentrate it on

present action. ‘The real present for us is an act of a certain
complexity which we grasp as one single state of consciousness
in spite of this complexity, and in spite of its real duration. . ..
Pre-sentification consists of making present a state of mind
and a group of phenomena’ ” (ibid.).

Advanced stages of insight meditation involve profound
experiences of dissolution and fragmentation, yet the prac-
titioner, through the practice of “making present,” is able
to withstand these psychic pressures. It is the ego, primarily
through its synthetic function, that permits integration of the
experience of disintegration. In true egolessness, there could
be only disintegration, and such a state would manifest as
psychosis. The ego system is certainly a target of these medita-
tion practices, but what results is more properly conceived
of as an intrasystemic (Hartmann, 1958; Rothstein, 1981) re-
equilibration rather than a progression beyond an cutmoded
structure.

As the moment-to-moment nature of reality becomes
more and more directly experienced, it is the synthetic func-
tion of the ego, as mindfulness, that must continuously re-
establish contact with the object of awareness. “To maintain,
or constantly re-establish, this unity . . . by integrating and
synthesizing what seems to move further and further away
from it and fall into more and more unconnected parts” {Loe-
wald, 1951, p. 14) remains a function of the ego that is not
obliterated through meditation but that becomes increasingly
necessary as the self-representation as agent loses its authority.
Through this relentless exposure, insight meditation radically
alters the experience of the representational world. What once
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seemed solid is now perceived at its quantum level, more dif.
ferentiated and patterned, more highly complex and fragmen.
tary, more disconnected, and less coherent, real and inherently
existent. As the representational aspect of the ego is decath-
ected, there is a compensatory evolution of the functiona]
component, such that the higher order of differentiation can
be integrated. “Conscious reflection,” argues Loewald (1978),
is necessary for the development of the ego, for the attainment
of a “higher organization of psychic processes” (Joseph, 1987).
The Buddhists texts agree. Mindfulness, the vehicle of con-
scious reflection, of “remembering and not forgetting” (Nya-
namoli, 1976, p. 524), leads to insight into the differentiated
nature of the psyche and propels the development of the syn-
thetic aspect of the ego, preserving, on a moment-to-moment
basis, the integrity of a more highly complex psyche.

Thus, mindfulness is not a means of forgetting the ego; it
is a method of using the ego to observe its own manifestations.
Development of the capacity to attend to the moment-to-
moment nature of the mind allows the representational nature
of the self to be experienced without the distortions of ideali-
zation, thereby promoting a change within the ego system
different from that envisioned by most Western personality
theory. Rather than encouraging a consolidated ego sure of its
own solidity, the Buddhist approach envisions a more fluid
ego able to constantly integrate potentially destabilizing expe-
riences of insubstantiality and impermanence. From this per-
spective the great promise of the Buddhist psychologies can be
fully appreciated. The enlightened ego abides, but in a form
which sustains the realization of impersonality. As the Dalai
Lama has expressed it, “This seemingly solid, concrete, inde-
pendent, self-instituting I under its own power that appears
actually does not exist at all” (Gyatso, 1984, p. 70).
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Note

1. “Anatta” means no “atta” or no self.
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psychologies of mind, the inner experience of empti-
ness has emerged as the most beguiling and yet the most
treacherous subject common to both fields. There is
confusion within psychodynamic theory about what consti-
tutes emptiness, there is confusion within Buddhist theory
I E about what constitutes emptiness, and there is certainly con-
| ’ fusion among psychodynamic psychotherapists about what
Buddhists mean by emptiness, and confusion among Bud-
dhists about what psychotherapists mean by emptiness. The
| word is applied to such an array of states of mind that its
|
|

|
|
I
‘ ’ : n my efforts to synthesize Buddhist and psychodynamic
i
|

meaning has become virtually impossible to grasp. Yet a care-
ful examination of the various forms of emptiness does much




