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ttempts by theorists of transpersonal psychology to
explain the place of meditation within an overall
framework encompassing Western notions of the
development of the self often see meditation as a
“therapeutic” intervention most appropriate for those pos-
sessing a “fully developed” sense of self. This approach has
been useful in distinguishing transpersonal levels of develop-
ment from early, pre-oedipal levels, but appears to have side-
stepped the issue of how Buddhist meditation practice, for
example, could be seen as therapeutic for psychological issues
that have their origin in the infantile experience of the medita-
tor. The emergence of object relations theory and the psycho-
dynamics of narcissism have provided a vocabulary more rele-
vant for the discussion of such influences than was Freud’s
original drive theory that stressed the evolution and persis-
tence of unconscious (Russell, 1986) aspects of libido and
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aggression. It has been noted that some of those attracted to
me(?itation have demonstrable narcissistic pathology (Epstein
& Lieff, 1981; Engler, 1983; 1984), but the role of meditation in
transforming narcissistic pathology has not yet been explored.
By f(.)cusing on two particular dynamic structures relevant to
narcissism, the ego ideal and the ideal ego, and charting how
.these psychic structures are affected by the meditative path, it
is possible to begin to unravel the complex relationship be-
tween meditation and narcissism.

Somebody/Nobody

Transpersonal theorists, in general, have preferred to portray
the meditative path as beginning with an already developed
sense of self, as progressing onward from where conventional
Western personality theory leaves off. This approach asserts
that Eastern psychologies pay relatively little explicit attention
to the infantile components of the personality and that the
transformation that they promise consists primarily of pro-
ceeding beyond the limitations of an already cohesive self.
First delineated by Wilber (1980) in his descriptions of the
“Pre/trans fallacy,” made explicit by Engler (1983; 1984) in
his Fomparison of psychoanalysis and Buddhism, and finally
c?dlﬁed by Wilber (1984a; 1984b) in his recent papers, this
‘\jxew is expressed most succinctly by Engler in his statement,
-+ - you have to be somebody before you can be nobody”
(Engler, 1983, p. 36). Such an orientation has proven to be an
effective balance to the heretofore prevailing psychoanalyti-
cally influenced view that mystical states in general fostered a
r.egression to pre-oedipal levels of fulfillment, yet it has, I be-
llevef obscured inquiry into the question of whether Buddhist
meditation practices could, in any way, aid in the resolution of
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infantile, narcissistic conflicts. When conceived as an either/
or perspective, the pre/trans rationale does not easily allow
for the examination of the infantile matrix or developmental
roots of the spiritual experience, nor does it readily demon-
strate how inherent narcissism is engaged and continually ad-
dressed throughout the meditative path. In classifying Bud-
dhist meditation practice as an “ethnopsychiatric discipline”
(Engler, 1983), one must be open to the possibility that such
practices may be confronting primitive psychological conflicts
with an eye toward resolving them, not through “analysis,” but
through experiences in meditation that ultimately allow such
conflicts to be transmuted.

Engler indicates there is a sizable proportion of individ-
uals with demonstrable narcissistic pathology who seem to be
drawn to meditation. He also describes their tendencies to
form transferences to their teachers, often paralleling those
described by Kohut (1971) in the treatment of narcissistic per-
sonalities. Yet he seems to feel that it is an anomaly of West-
ern culture that individuals with narcissistic vulnerabilities
tend to gravitate to the spiritual disciplines. I suspect, however,
that this tendency is not unique to this culture and that its
existence suggests an underlying thrust of the spiritual disci-
plines toward the resolution of narcissistically tinged issues
(Masson, 1980).

This is not to assert that those individuals functioning at
a clinically defined borderline level of personality organization
(Kernberg, 1975) could withstand the rigors of intensive medi-
tation practice. Indeed, the available evidence suggests that
they cannot (Epstein & Lieff, 1981). In this respect I agree with
Engler’s conclusions regarding a “prerequisite level of per-
sonality organization.” Yet his conclusions could also imply
that the meditative experience, in a developed form, does not
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address infantile issues, that the ego must be “well integrated”
and “intact” and its development “normal” for the meditative
experience to unfold. Such a view might foreclose the use of
the therapeutic potential of the meditative experience, or ig-
nore the infantile origins of the attraction to spirituality, and
neglect the narcissistic residue that may persist throughout the
meditative path.

To assert that infantile issues can persist in their influ-
ence in the meditator’s psyche even after he or she has suc-
cessfully traversed the early developmental spectrum is not to
contradict the major theorists of personality development,
all of whom assert that the infantile residue “reverberates
throughout the life cycle” (Mahler, 1972, p. 333). Those who
have addressed narcissistic issues tend to agree on the essential
point that the memory of the infant’s blissful symbiotic union
with the mother creates an ideal in the individual’s psyche
which inevitably becomes compared with his or her actual ex-
perience (Mahler, 1972, p. 338; Jacobsen, 1964, p. 39; Kohut,
1966, p. 246; A. Reich, 1960, p. 311; Guntrip, 1969, P 291
Chasseguet-Smirgel, 1975, p. 6). This ideal is narcissistic at its
core because it is rooted in a time when all of the infant’s needs
were immediately satisfied and when its self was not differenti-
ated from that of its caretaker. Just as this narcissistic residue
reverberates throughout the life cycle, affecting goals, aspira-
tions and intimate interpersonal relationships, so it can be
seen to reverberate throughout the meditative path, where
psychic structures derived from this infantile experience must
be, at various times, gratified, confronted or abandoned.

The concept of the ideal is not limited to the psychology
of narcissism, however. One of the distinctive characteristics of
Buddhist psychology (particularly in the Theravadan tradi-
tion) is that it clearly postulates an ideal personality, the arahat,
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that represents the fruition of meditation practice (Johansson,
1970; Goleman & Epstein, 1983), as well as an ideal state, that of
nirvana, where reality is perceived without distortion. The
ideal personality is conceived of as one in whom even the
potential for the arising of unwholesome mental factors, such
as greed, hatred, conceit, envy or doubt, does not exist. It
represents a personality cleansed of the kinds of mental states
accepted as inevitable by Western psychology—cleansed by
virtue of the repeated experience of the enlightened state. In
order to actually reach this goal, the meditative path, as well
outlined in traditional Buddhist texts, must be traversed.
From the perspective of the psychodynamics of narcissism, in
order for this ideal to be reached, there must occur a transfor-
mation of those psychic structures that embody the individ-
ual’s internalization of the ideal. In other words, meditation
must inevitably affect those aspects of the self that derive from
the infantile experience of the ideal so that the Buddhist ideal
may be realized. It is not just that the promise of nirvana
speaks to a primitive yearning and motivates some people to
undertake meditation, but that the actual practice provides
a means whereby those narcissistic remnants that inevitably
persist are seized and redirected. The manner in which this
occurs can be explained, once the psychic structures involved
are described more fully.

Ego Ideal/Ideal Ego

The two representations of the ideal that inherit the energy
of the infant’s primitive narcissism (Grunberger, 1971) have
been termed the ego ideal and the ideal ego (Hanly, 1984).
They both derive from the infant’s experience of undifferenti-
ated, symbiotic fusion with the mother that predates cognitive
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structures mature enough for conceptual thought, but, once
established, each assumes separate and distinctive functions
within the developing individual’s psychic economy. The ideal
egois “an idea which the ego has of itself” (Hanly, 1984, p. 254),
an idealized image of what the ego actually is, a secret, tena-
ciously guarded, deeply held belief in the ego’s solidity, perma-
nence and perfection. The ego ideal is that towards which the
ego strives, that which it yearns to become, that into which it
desires to merge, fuse or unite. It is as if the original fusion
with “mother and the sensori-physical surround” (Wilber,
1984a, p. 89) splits into two archaic, disjointed remnants, one
embodying the ego’s memory of its own perfection and the
other embodying the memory of the perfection in which it
was once contained. These two remnants diverge, at times
contradict each other, and assume separate functions there-
after. They essentially constitute what has been termed the
“dual orientation of narcissism” (Andreas-Salome, 1962).

The fundamental difference between the two terms
“ideal ego” and “ego ideal” is that the former con-
notes a state of being whereas the latter connotes a
state of becoming. . . . The ideal ego is the ego
insofar as it believes itself to have been vouchsafed a
state of perfection—it refers to a positive state even
if this state, in reality, is an illusion. In fact, the ideal
ego is a self-image that is distorted by idealization
but it may be experienced as more real than the
ego itself. The ego ideal refers to a perfection to
be achieved, it refers to an unrealized potential; it
is the idea of a perfection towards which the ego
ought to strive. (Hanly, 1984, p. 253)
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The ideal ego, according to Hanly (1984), is the source
of abstract ideas that the ego has about itself as perfect, com-
plete, immortal and permanent. It is the wellspring of vanity
and self-righteousness, the “source of an illusory ontology
of the self” (p. 255) and the equivalent of a “wishful concept of
the self” (Sandler et al., 1963, p. 156). It is given form when the
ego gains the capacity to observe itself, when it senses its own
presence (Federn, 1952, p. 60), yet its formation is “built up
out of denials” (Hanly, 1984, p. 266) of many of the ego’s
attributes. Sustained by the on-going denial of what Federn
(1952) has termed a “sense of unreality” or “estrangement”
(p. 61) that arises when the “preceding state of perfect whole-
ness” (p. 269) is forever lost, the ideal ego does not permit
inquiry into potentially contradictory aspects of the ego’s true
nature (Hanly, 1984, p. 260). The self, as experienced by the
ideal ego, is not the constantly changing series of “fused and
confused” self and object images that Jacobsen (1964, p. 20)
described in her pioneering study of object relations theory,
but is, instead, “an identification of the self with a part of the
self which then becomes the ‘true self” idealized by narcissistic
investment” (Hanly, 1984, p. 255).

The ego ideal, on the other hand, embodies an individ-
ual’s aspirations. It is derived from the boundless experience of
infantile narcissistic omnipotence, in which there is no dis-
tinction between self and other and the entire universe is ex-
perienced as a part of oneself. First brought into existence
by the “violent end to which the primary state of fusion”
(Chasseguet-Smirgel, 1975, p. 6) is brought, the ego ideal is
characteristically projected outward either onto significant
others into which an individual tries to merge or into moral
attributes which the individual tries to live up to. Yet, as Freud
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(1914, p. 116) first stated, “That which he projects ahead of him
as his ideal is merely his substitute for the lost narcissism of his
childhood—the time when he was his own ideal” Unlike the
ideal ego, whose function it is to assure the self of its own
inherent perfection, the ego ideal is associated with a yearning
to become something that at its root is an internalized image
of a lost state of perfection. The ego ideal, says Chasseguet-
Smirgel, a French psychoanalyst responsible for much of the
repopularization of the concept, represents “a narcissistic om-
nipotence from which (the individual) is henceforth divided
by a guif that he will spend the rest of his life trying to bridge”
(1975, p. 7).

Hanly (1984, p. 256) described the usefulness of these
concepts in elucidating personality structure by comparing
the relative strengths of ego ideal and ideal ego in various types
of personality organization. His essential thesis is that relative
strength of ideal ego and weakness of ego ideal predominate in
borderline, narcissistic and neurotic disorders and that only as
the personality matures does ego ideal begin to eclipse ideal
ego in the psychic economy. This schemata assumes special
importance as the fate of ego ideal and ideal ego in the medita-
tive path is examined.

Attempts by psychoanalytic theorists to analyze mystical
phenomena have traditionally resulted in interpretations that
view meditation as a narcissistic attempt to regain an ideal
infantile state. From early investigations of mystical ecstasies
(Jones, 1913, 1923; Schroeder, 1922; Alexander, 1931; Federn,
1952) to Freud’s well-known evocation of the “oceanic feeling”
as a “restoration of limitless narcissism” (1930) to more con-
temporary attempts at describing mystical union (Rose, 1972;
Ross, 1975; Lewin, 1950; Bonaparte, 1950; Masson, 1974, 1980),
the essential point has always been a variation on the idea that
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mysticism in general and meditation in particular represents
an attempt to merge ego and ego ideal, an idea first proposed
by Jones (1923) and fully amplified upon by Grunberger (1971)
and Chasseguet-Smirgel (1975). “Mysticism. .. corresponds...
to the need for the uniting of ego and ideal via the shortest
possible route. It represents fusion with the primary object,
and even when the latter is represented consciously by God, it
is nonetheless, at depth, an equivalent of the mother-prior-to-
the-loss-of-fusion” (Chasseguet-Smirgel, 1975, p. 217).

With regard to the Buddhist path, this interpretation is
but a half-truth, and, as such, it is revealing, incomplete and
misleading. Such a formulation, while asserting that medita-
tion strengthens the ego ideal, neglects both the fate of the
ideal ego and the practices that affect the ideal ego. As psycho-
analyst Joseph L. Thompson, writing under the pseudonym
Joe Tom Sun in 1924 and the first analyst to appreciate this
dimension of Buddhism, pointed out, “Buddha taught that
the ego was not a reality, that it was non-existent, that it was an
illusion” (Sun, 1924, p. 43), that the ideal ego, as a potent force
in the psyche, must be surrendered.

The analytic view, traditionally, has been that meditation
constitutes a regression to an infantile narcissistic state, a
shortcut in the ongoing attempt to gratify the ego ideal. It is
correct in pointing out that the potential for such gratification
does exist through meditation, but, by failing to recognize the
confrontation with the ideal ego that is also required, it has not
recognized that restructuring of both ego ideal and ideal ego is
demanded by the meditative path. On the other hand, trans-
personal psychologists may not have recognized sufficiently
the persistence of narcissistic structures in those undertaking
meditation, and so may have overlooked the fate of those
structures from an analytic point of view.
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Concentration/Insight

As has been well described elsewhere (Nyanamoli, 1976; Gole-
man, 1977; Goleman & Epstein, 1983; Nyanaponika, 1962;
Brown, 1986), Buddhist literature contains a series of highly
systematized texts of psychological thought that detail not only
the varieties of day-to-day mental states but also how the con-
figurations of those mental states can be re-patterned through
the application of meditative techniques. Called Abhidhamma
in the Theravada school, these texts provide a detailed cartog-
raphy, in phenomenological terms, of the psychological effects
of sustained meditation practice; they outline the substance
of the meditative path. Goleman (1977) has clearly described
the traditional Buddhist division of meditation techniques
into “concentration” and “insight” practices. Concentration
practices stress the development of one-pointed attention to
a single object, inevitably producing concomitant feelings
of tranquillity, contentment and bliss that can culminate in
absorption, or trance, states. Insight practices depend on
an attentional strategy called “mindfulness” that stresses the
moment-to-moment awareness of changing objects of percep-

tion. In this practice, attention is developed such that thoughts,

feelings, images, sensations and even consciousness, itself, can
be observed as an endless fluctuation characterizing the hu-

man mind and body process. A series of insights into the

temporary, unstable and impersonal nature of the personality
are said to occur as the path of insight is traversed, culminating
in the experience of enlightenment.

What is not so often emphasized, once this distinction is
accepted, is that the Buddhist meditative path demands a deli-
cate interplay of the two techniques and consists of a series of
alternating plateaus that reflect the affective concomitants of
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first one strategy and then the other. While the development of
the concentration practices to their limit is seen variously as a
diversion or as a stepping-stone to more advanced insight
practices, the development of concentration, and the feelings
associated with it, also constitute an essential part of the tech-
nique of mindfulness and the path of insight.

Concentration allows the mind to remain fixed, without
wavering, on a single object such as a sound, sensation, image
or thought. Mindfulness allows attention to a rapidly chang-
ing series of objects but, as such, demands a sufficient degree
of concentration to facilitate that process. Mindfulness com-
bines the relaxed tranquillity of the concentration practices
with an active, alert scrutiny of the field of consciousness that
gradually matures into insight. Indeed, when the path of in-
sight is analyzed carefully, stages with predominantly two con-
trasting affective tones can be discriminated, what the Visud-
dhimagga, the classic textbook of Buddhist psychology, calls
experiences of “terror and delight” (Nyanamoli, 1976, p. 765).

The experiences of delight are essentially derived from
the concentration practices or from the stabilizing elements of
the mindfulness practice. They are characterized by feelings of
contentment, harmony, tranquillity, bliss, rapture, expansive-
ness, wholeness and delight. They promote stability, equa-
nimity and equilibrium and are essentially anxiolytic in that
they directly counteract mental states of anxiety, worry and
restlessness and evoke a state of well-being. These states may
be associated with sensations of bright light, feelings of un-
limited love or compassion, or bodily feelings of rapture
or bliss. The precise configuration of these mental states de-
pends upon where in the meditative path the individual hap-
pens to be, on which factors are most developed or most
refined; but the thread that binds all of these states is clearly
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the delight elicited by the development of concentration.
Within the traditionally outlined meditative path (Nyanamoli,
1976; Brown, 1986), the stages of delight are most pronounced
at the levels leading up to and including what is termed access
concentration, in the series of eight jhanas, at the level of
pseudo-nirvana, and at the stages surrounding knowledge of
contemplation of dispassion (see Figure 1).

The experiences of terror, on the other hand, derive from
the investigating aspects of the mindfulness practice and from
the insights that precipitate out of such practice. They are
characterized by clear perception of the impermanent, insub-
stantial and unsatisfying nature of the self and the field of
experience. These experiences are profoundly disturbing; they
evoke discomfort, fear and anxiety, require the meditator to
relinquish fundamental beliefs and identifications, and tend to
be fragmenting and anxiogenic. They can only be withstood
and tolerated if the counterbalancing forces of concentration
are sufficiently strong. These are the experiences that West-
ern psychologists fear will unbalance those with inadequate
personality structures; yet from the Buddhist perspective equi-
librium is maintained by the stabilizing effects of concentra-
tion. That such concentration might also solidify ego develop-
ment could be explained by the identification of concentration
with gratification of the ego ideal.

While the stages of delight must be worked through—
they can prove so satisfying that it becomes difficult to move
beyond them—the stages of terror must be continuously inte-
grated. The meditator often receives the first inkling of ter-
ror at the very beginning of meditation, when confronted with
the tumultuous nature of his own mind. As the concentration
practices gradually calm the mind, this sentiment usually
fades, only to resurface as mindfulness begins its investigation

. . )
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of the process of mind. As mindfulness develops the ability tf)
discriminate successive moments of awareness, the ernphajms
is usually first on noting the successive arising of new n?md
moments. These perceptions begin to shake the foundations
of what is termed “false view,” that is, the identiﬁcation. of. the
individual with the products of his own psyc¥1e. As insight
develops, the emphasis becomes increasingly shifted to aware-
ness of the dissolution of each mind moment, and the sta'ges of
terror become more pronounced. The meditator experiences
“all formations” continually “breaking up, like fraglle pot-
tery being smashed, like fine dust being dispersc?d, like sesa’:
mum seeds being roasted, and he sees only their break-up
(Nyanamoli, 1976, p. 752). '
Following this stage, known as the Contemplation of
Dissolution, comes a more intense realization, known as the
Knowledge of Appearance of Terror, in which the threat to the

ego is most vivid.

As he repeats, develops and cultivates in this way t}Te
contemplation of dissolution, the object of which is
cessation consisting in the destruction, fall and
break-up of all formations, then formation§ classed
according to all kinds of becoming, generatlon., de.s-
tiny, station, or abode of beings, appear to him in
the form of a great terror, as lions, tigers, leopards,
bears, hyenas, spirits, ogres, fierce bulls, savage dogs,
rut-maddened wild elephants, hideous venemous
serpents, thunderbolts, charnel grounds,' battle
fields, flaming coal pits, etc., appear to a timid man
who wants to live in peace. (Nyanamoli, 1976, p. 753)

It is here that the experience of terror is most raw and visible.
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The division of the meditative path into experiences of’

terror and delight is instructive when considering the fate of the
narcissistic psychic structures of ego ideal and ideal ego. The
concentration practices clearly promote unity of ego and ego
ideal by encouraging fixity of mind in a single object. Such
fixity allows the ego to dissolve into the object, to merge with it
in a suffusion of bliss and contentment extremely evocative of
the infantile narcissistic state. Hindu practices, most of which
are of the concentration variety (Goleman, 1977), are, in their
own literature (Masson, 1980), said to bring about states most
comparable to mother-child union. These are the practices
conventionally referred to by analytic investigators of mysti-
cism and described by Freud in his vision of the oceanic feeling.
Alexander (1931) remarked on the similarities of a newly trans-
lated Buddhist description of the second jhana, or state of ab-
sorption, to the then evolving theory of narcissism and implied
how such practices could gratify the demands of the ego ideal.

This phase of positive attitude towards the ego
is described in the Buddha text in the following
words: “In this condition the monk is like a pool,
fed from a source within himself, which has no
outlet . . . and which also is not replenished by
rain from time to time. This pool is fed from the
cool stream of water within itself, with cool water
streamed through, filled and flooded entirely, so
that no single corner of the pool remains unsatu-
rated: just so does the Bhikku drink from his physi-
cal body, fills and saturates himself completely
from all sides with the joy and pleasureable feelings
born out of the depths of absorption, so that not
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the smallest particle remains unsaturated.” This is
the second jhana step. I think no analyst can more
fittingly describe the condition of narcissism than
is done in this text, if we substitute the word “li-
bido” for “stream of water.” For this reason this
description seems to me especially interesting and
important, because it is the description of a con-
dition which we have only theoretically recon-
structed and named “narcissism.” (Alexander, 1931,

p. 134)

The experience of terror, however, and the fruits of the
insight practices, have little to do with the ego ideal. There
is no satisfaction of a yearning for perfection in these expe-
riences, no evocation of grandeur, elation or omnipotence.
Rather, these experiences directly challenge the grasp of the
deeply buried and highly treasured ideal ego. They confront
the “illusory ontology of the self” (Hanly, 1984, p. 255), expose
the ego as groundless, impermanent and empty, and overcome
the denials that empower the wishful image of the self. When
faced with these experiences, the meditator has nothing to fall
back on; he must surrender his most closely guarded identi-
fications, relinquishing them as “not me” and “not mine.” As
described in the Visuddhimagga,

He sees the non-existence of a self of his own. . . he
sees of his own self too that it is not the property of
another’s self. . . . He sees the non-existence of
another’s self, thus “There is no other’s self any-
where.? He sees of another that that other is not the
property of his own self thus ‘My owning of that
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other’s self does not exist. So this mere conglom-
eration of formations is seen . . . as voidness of self
or property of a self. . . . (Nyanamoli, 1976, p. 763)

Thus, the idealized image that the ego has inevitably held of
itself since its infantile origins must now be extinguished, an
event that is without parallel in Western dynamic theory.

The meditative path profoundly affects both residues
of infantile narcissism. The ego ideal is strengthened while
the ideal ego is diminished. These effects directly counter the
prevailing intensities of the two that are thought to character-
ize the pre-meditation, immature personality organizations,
where ideal ego outweighs ego ideal (Hanly, 1984).

In the meditative tradition, the emphasis is continually
on balancing the forces of concentration and insight, as if
the stabilization and gratification of the former allows one to
withstand the destabilization of the latter. Even at the thresh-
old of enlightenment, what is said to be required is the simul-
taneous arising of “concentrated absorption and appreciative
analytical understanding” (Guenther, 1974, p. 139), the two
processes that have been cultivated up until that point. It is as
if the ego ideal must be sufficiently assuaged in order for the
hold of ideal ego to be lessened. At the point where absorption
and insight precisely balance each other, allowing the full dis-
cernment of the voidness of self, the meditator is able to move
beyond all residues of the ideal, beyond the last vestiges of
narcissism, and into the experience of enlightenment. “Seeing
nothing to be taken as ‘I’ or ‘mine’ . . . (the meditator) aban-
dons both terror and delight” (Nyanamoli, 1976, p. 765), fi-
nally leaving behind the remnants of ego ideal and ideal ego. It
is not until this point that the psychic structures of narcissism
lose their potential force.

INSIGHT

CONCENTRATION: Normal Waking 1t Signsof ~  Access o 8 Jhanas
Consciousness __ Concentration  Concentration  (Trance States
or Absorptions)
Beginner’s Sign
Learning Sign Four Form Jhanas
Counterpart Sign Four Formless
Jhanas

Purification of View
(Insight into moment-to-moment processes)
I
Overcoming of doubt
(Succession of arising of objects noted)
|
Pseudo-Nibbana
Ten Imperfections of Insight
(Illumination, knowledge, rapturous
happiness, tranquillity, bliss, resolution,
exertion, assurance, equanimity, attachment)
|
Knowledge of Contemplation of Dissolution
(Disappearance of each mind moment noted)
|
Knowledge of Appearance as Terror
Knowledge of Contemplation of Danger
Dispassion
Desire for Deliverance
Contemplation of Reflexion
|
Discerning Formations as Void
|
Knowledge of Equanimity about Formations
(Abandonment of terror and delight)
|
Supramundane Path
(Experiences of Enlightenment)

Note: Path of Concentration reads across; path of Insight reads down.

Figure 1. The Buddhist Meditative Path According to the Visuddhimagga. Adapted
from Nyanamoli, 1976, and Brown, 1986.
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Complications

From the identification of the ego ideal and ideal ego with the
concentration and insight practices, respectively, it is possible
to describe the effects of meditation on narcissistic pathology
and to understand some common psychological concomitants
of meditative practices. The strengthening of the ego ideal by
the concentration practices leads to a sense of cohesion, sta-
bility or serenity that can significantly relieve narcissistic anxi-
eties of emptiness or isolation, producing a kind of “tran-
sitional object” to which an individual can turn for refuge.
From a psychodynamic perspective, this is a major explanation
of the many reports of positive psychotherapeutic effects of
meditation in beginning practitioners. Yet if the ego ideal is
strengthened without simultaneous insight into the nature of
the ideal ego, the experience of the concentration practices may
fuel an increasing sense of self-importance or specialness that
can paradoxically strengthen the hold of the ideal ego. Individ-
uals affected by such a dynamic may become self-righteous
after tasting the fruits of meditation practice, believing them-
selves to be possessed of a special experience unattainable by
those outside their circles. Others, especially those participat-
ing in religious groups centered around a charismatic leader,
could become vulnerable to a kind of group merger with the
idealized leader, who comes to personify the shared ego ideal,
that can often lead to a suspension of critical judgment as the
ego ideal becomes all important. “Basically, the identification
with each other of the members of the small or large group
permits them to experience a primitive narcissistic gratification
of greatness and power” (Kernberg, 1984, p. 15) that often leads
to a desire to act out that merger through unanticipated be-
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havior, such as sexual relationships between teachers and group
members, or violent acts aimed at non-believers.

When the ideal ego is investigated without sufficient sup-
port from the ego ideal, however, other effects occur. Without
the stabilization of the concentration practices, those who un-
dertake a too vigorous regime of the insight practices may
become vulnerable to a range of fears, anxieties and inade-
quacies that can prove overwhelming to some. Those practi-
tioners who become morbidly preoccupied with emptiness,
show a lack of enthusiasm for living, and become overly se-
rious about themselves and their spiritual calling probably
represent a partially compensated attempt to deal with these
anxieties. They suffer both from a forced and premature at-
tempt to let go of belief in an abiding self, and from an inade-
quate ego ideal. Failing to experience union or the exaltation
that such union engenders, and failing to satisfactorily project
their image of perfection onto objects that can then stimulate
their intrinsic capacities for love, they become overly serious,
dry and rigidified. In most cases they succeed only in superim-
posing a new image of the ideal ego onto their preexisting one,
this time cloaking the ideal ego in vestments of emptiness,
egolessness and non-attachment. Yet the narcissistic attach-
ment to such an image persists.

While these personality characteristics represent but the
extremes of each imbalance, their descriptions can be instruc-
tive of the various ways in which narcissistic pathology can
grow out of the meditative experience. The Buddhist texts are
very clear about the need for precise balancing of concentra-
tion and insight practices, and, while they do not use the
contemporary language of narcissism, it is clear that they are
counseling an approach that balances an exalted, equilibrated,
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boundless state with one that stresses knowledge of the insub-
stantiality of the self. When these two experiences are not
properly aligned, the jump into enlightenment is prohibited,
and the attachment of the self to its own accomplishments
remains possible. Meditation may ultimately be conceptual-
ized as a vehicle for freeing an individual from his own narcis-
sism, a liberation that is not complete until the experience of
enlightenment. Until that point, the individual is subject to
the pressures of his own narcissistic impulses, and the experi-
ences of meditation may be recruited to satisfy those impulses,
at the same time that those experiences force a confrontation
with narcissistic attachments.

As has been shown, it is possible to trace the impact of
the various meditative techniques on the psychic structures
of narcissism, two of which, the ideal ego and ego ideal, have
been outlined here. The relatively unfulfilled ego ideal, of
which the individual may be vaguely aware in the form of
yearnings to achieve a state of perfection, and the overly in-
vested ideal ego, of which the individual is likely to be un-
aware, through the process of denial, are both accessed and
transformed by the meditative path. Traditional Buddhist psy-
chology lays great stress on the careful balancing of factors of
concentration and insight, on experiences of terror and de-
light. This emphasis can also be interpreted, in the language of
narcissism, to imply a need for the balancing of experiences of
the ego ideal with those that confront the ideal ego. It is only
when this balance is achieved that both may be abandoned
and narcissism, itself, overcome.

To assert, therefore, that the meditative path can begin
only when a cohesive self is attained is to run the risk of ignor-
ing meditation’s impact on the infantile narcissistic residue. To
see meditation as usefully beginning only where Western per-
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sonality theory leaves off may preclude an appreciatiox'l of how
narcissism, itself, can be transformed by the experience of
meditation. Eastern psychologies show us that gro.wth ne:ed
not stop at the so-called “mature” personalities, but in moving
beyond these personalities, Eastern methods must confront
narcissistic attachments that are recognized by both Eas't an‘d
West, although described in different languages. Narcissism is
rooted in the infantile state, persists in the adult, and inevi-
tably interacts with the meditative experience. To ul.lderstand
this interaction is to recognize both the transformative power
of meditation and the pervasive influence of narcissism.
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