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A Path to Psychological Freedom

Dn Ch. Venkata Sivasai*
Introduction:

Dukkha often translates as "suffering", but it also means the
quality ofunsatisfactoriness and uncertainty related to change. According
to Buddhists all the conditional states of life are dukkha. The alleviation
or elimination of dukkha or the path to freedom is a very personal path
which may include western psychotherapies and or spiritual practices.
Generally, Western psychotherapies are directed at strengthening the
sense of selfwhile spiritual practices are directed at selftranscendence.
Present centred awareness may be one practice which engenders both
self fortifring and selftranscending aspects and helps facilitate freedom
from dukkha. Present centred awareness is a practice and a technique
where practitioners are present and aware for the experience of life.
Present centred awareness has been used as a self regulatory mechanism
and a self discovery process. Present centred awareness may facilitate
peak experiences which can hansform habituafly detrimental tendencies.
Present centred awareness may also be instrumental in resolving inner
and interpersonal conflict and engendering love or nonjudgemental
acceptance. Moreover, present centred awareness may diminish dukkha
because it helps align ones perception of one's self in accordance with
the way things are or the truth. According to Buddhists the nature of the
self is empty and insight into its emptiness, with present centred
awaleness, is intinsically liberating.
Dukkha

According to Buddhist thought dukkha, which usually means
suffering, is the tnrth of existence. However, many Pali scholars claim
that the word often has been misinterpreted and misunderstood (Ratrula,
1959).Though dukkha may mean suffering (as it is normally conceived)
a more precise translation of duklha is 'trnsatisfactoriness" (Rahula,
1959). Dukkha can properly be understood in three ways: 1) dukkha as
ordinary suffering 2) dukkha as produced by change, and 3) dukkfia as
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a characteristic ofbeing someone in a'conditioned state' (Rahula, 1959;
Sole-Irris, 1986). The first type ofdukkha encompasses the pain" gnef,
lamentation and diffrculties associated with old age, sickness and death.
Also included in this first category is the inevitable fact that individuals
often get what they do not wan! do not get what they want and soon are
parted from what they like. This first type of dukkha also includes mental
distress such as confusion, anguish, worry, fear, anxiety, depression,
loneliness, and alienation (Rahul4 1959). The second tlpe of dulkha
involves the paradox of living in happy and pleasant states and yet knowing
these beautiful moments are tansient and must inevitably change and
disappear. The last type ofdukkha involves the suffering engendered
from clinging to the belief that tansitory manifestations of sensations,
thoughts, feelings and emotions, are I solid and concrete self which is
usually labelled, by each of us as "I", "mine", or "myself'
The Hell Realms

Many people are unhappy. Angrrly or desperately they struggle
with existence yet find no relief. They may feel trapped, isolated and
Ionely. There is no one to trust as the world seems violen! miserable and
frightening. Contracted defensively, they experience hell. In these realms
one is collapsed into a total paranoia and defensiveness. Here we find
insanity, despair and a sense that all is hopeless and lost. It is truly a hell
on earttr into which some ofus slip occasionally, but some, less fortunate,
become hopelessly enmeshed for life as the incurably insane.

The Ghost Realms
The preta or hungry ghost realm is experienced as a state of

intense and insatiable desire, frustration and dissatisfaction. Feeling ever
empty and lacking, pretas constantly search for something or someone
to fill their hungry space. Pretas are never gratified. No matter how
much they ty, gratification is always just beyond reach. In Buddhist
cosmolory pretas are considered to be in a realm of misery (Tambiah,
1970). When caught in these experiential realms we seek food, sex,
power, glory and money with unending appetite bug nothing can satisfi.
The Animal Realms

Fromthe Buddhistpointofview, the animalrealm is yet another
realm of misery. However, those in animal realms are not cognisant of
their misery because the animal realm is characterised by stupidity.
Actions are performed without discriminating wisdom and dominated by
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sensual desires and hedonistic needs. Those in animal consciousness do
not think intelligently and their lives are governed by conditioning
indochination and seeking personal gratification.
The Human Realm

The human realm is considered to be a realm of relative
advantage.As ahuman, one has the abilityto both seek and enjoypleasure
and happiness. However, the human experience is equally grounded in
difficulty, and hardship. Human existence swings between pain and
pleasure, loss and gain, and praise and blame. Nevertheless, the emotions
are nottoo exteme andthosewithhumanconsciousness have the ability
and mental space to ponder their existence. The human reahn is therefore
one of discriminating intelligence and is characterised by the ability to
choose. This realm is a particularly useful realm to seek liberation because
the human realm is a realm where one can see a balanced view of
existence (Trungpa I 973).

The Eeaven Realms
Heaven states of consciousness, are expanded states of

consciousness where one feels joyous, happy, and blissful all the time.
Relationships are always fulfillingandmeaningful.No one fights and life
is pleasure. Projects are successful and every thing is wonderful and
beautiful. These states of consciousness are also characterised by
moments of transcendental well being and peace. It is like we have
made it, we have arrived and won the prize (Trungpabl973).
The Jealous God Realms

The final possibility of conscious experiential reality is that of
becoming one ofthe asuras orjealous Gods (Trungpa 1973). Knowing
that heaven is possible, asurasjealously struggle up the ladder to gain
access to the divine state, alternatively, like a fallen angel, having tasted
the bliss and joy of heaven, they want it to continue and strive to regain
the lost prize. This reahn is different from the preta realms in that the
jealous Gods have power. Like some politicians or mega-millionaires they
claw their way to the top and, ever vigilant they are protective of what
they have and struggle for yet more. Asuras have a consciousness that
is obsessed with power and the need for engrandisement (Trungp41973).

The realms and the psychological states they represent are
constantly changing. Unlike the Judeo-Christian dogmq neither heaven
nor hell can last for ever and the nature ofconditioned experience is
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ultimately always change. Thus, life has the potential for cyclic fluctuation
between and within the realms of experiential reality. Some days we
may be in heaven while other days feel like hell. The arising and passing
of experience, moment to moment or life time to life time, is what
Buddhists call the wheel of birth and death or samsara (Trungpa, 1976).

Being enchanted by samsara is dukkha.

Enchantment
Possibly one ofthe most subtle forms ofpsychological suffering

is what Roy-King (1986) calls enchantnent. The word enchantment has

positive connotations in modern speech, however, as in the world of
folktales: "to be enchanted is to be lured to one's death by seductive
voices, to be turned to stone, to be obsessed (as Sinbad was) withjoumeys
to impossible places, to be asleep or forgetful." (Roy-King, 1986 p2ll)
To be enchanted is, therefore, to become intoxicated with the realities
we create and to believe that these realities will last forever. Buddhists
consider that the conditioned states of the wheel of birth and death are

essentially unsatisfactory, or dukkhq because nothing lasts (Sumedho,
1983). Even atthe most refined levels ofconsciousness, when our lives
have no anxiety, worry, fear or gross distress, there still may be a quality
of uncertainty. This uncertainty is an awareness that even if we had
every thing that we could ever want it is still not lasting. Dukkha may be
gross and obvious or dukkha may be subtle. Regardless of whether it is
gross or subtle it is the awaneness of duklha that motivates individuals to
seek the path to freedom (Sumedho, 1983).

The Path to Freedom
When individuals become aware oftheir dul*ha they either avoid

it with distractions thereby perpetuating its manifestation (such as with
drugs and alcohol) or they attempt to resolve it in a healthy manner.
Psychotherapy and spiritual practices are two ways individuals may
attempt to resolve the manifestations of dukkha constructively.
Psychotherapy is essentially a process designed to alleviate mental dishess

by initiating psychological change in a manner which is both personally
meaningful and socially constnrctive (Muzrkq 1990). Most Westem
psychotherapies are directed at the personality and usually work at
strengthening the selfto make it more able to bear pain and to experience
pleasure (Muzik4 1990). Psycho-spiritual teachings and movements (both
East and West), on the other hand, are directed at self transcendence.
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The terrr transcendence may have a number of meanings, but in current
psychological paradigms the meaning oftranscendence is transpersonal
in the sense that it is a development or a transition "to a level ofexperience
beyond that centred in the ego or the personal self' (Washburn, 1990,

p85). Many of the major world religions consider transcendence to be

the primary path to liberation. However, the interpretation of
transcendence varies..

Present Centred Awareness
It has been argued that being in the moment may bean important

factor in the development of emotional well-being (Roy-King, 1986).

Being awane and present centred may be one simple technique which
has selffortifying (Wilber's prepersonal), selfclarifying (Wilber's personal)

and selftranscending (Wilber's transpersonal) functions. Present cented
awareness is the act of being fully aware of and attending to experience.
The focus of this awareness may be directed introspectively towards
the 'self or, on the other hand, it may be directed at the world around us.

Howeve4 as life is experienced through the mechanisms of our humanness

(the senses, thoughts, and emotions), present centred awareness is usually
directed at aspects ofthe experiencing'self . Present centred awareness

has come to subsume a number of other terms such as; bare attention
(GoldstefuL 197 6),listeningto oneself@ogerg 196 1), living in the moment
(Perls, 1970) or just being here now (Dass, 1972). Present centred
awareness has been utilised in many psychotherapies and is central to
Gestalt therapy as well as Buddhist spiritual practice. All of these
psychological approaches offernumerous techniques which help to cente
a person's awareness on the present. However, it is Buddhism which
offers the clearest explanation ofthe nafure ofpresent centred awareness

and the most complete description ofhow it may be successfully practiced.

Meditation retreats and the practice of satipatthana are not always easy.

It must be emphasised that meditation tetreats, for many people, are

often characterised by periods of losing mindfulness and becoming
enmeshed and lost in thought. Nevertheless, for most practitioners, it
becomes clear that the process of mindfulness is in itself enlightening.
That is, it illumines one's situation and lightens one's emotional burden or
mental distress.As time passes, practitioners may rcalise that satipatthana

can be practiced anywhere at any time. "In one sense mindfulness refers
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to a clear, lucid, quality of awareness to the everyday experiences of
life." (Tart 1990, p83).

Being present centred and aware can generate a sense of
freedom and alleviate dukkha in a number of ways. For example, present

centred awareness can be used as a'therapy' which helps us deal with
distnessing 'gross'forms ofemotional suffering such as anxiety, depression,

obsessions and fear. Being present centred may facilitate peak

experiences, which can alter one's sense of reality thereby causing a
radical change in perspective and, hence, new awareness which may
have a healing effect.

Present centred awareness also may help us to deal with inner
as well as interpersonal conflicts. However, more than any ofthe above

change processes which may obviate detrimental life habits, present

centred awareness is intrinsically liberating because it engenders a radical
and awakening alignment in consciousness. Present centred awareness

is intrinsically liberating because it draws one's consciousness into accord

with the way things are and, thus, in line with the most basic existential
truth.

"The prescription of living in the now is the consequence ofthe
fact that we are living in the now; this is something that the sane person

knows, but the neurotic does not realise while enmeshed in a dreamlike
pseudo-existence." (Naranj o, 197 0, p67).

Present centred awareness as a prescription for life is a means

to an end, where the end is the means. The different ways present centred

awareness may facilitate a sense offreedom work in essentially similar
ways. However, to clariff and elaborate the liberating nature of present

cented awareness, four angles will be delineated in the reference to my
personal experience.

Present Centned Awareness as a 'Therapy'
ln our efforts to manifest self-actualisation, Rogers describes

the goal of life as "discovering the self one tnrly is" by "learning to listen
to oneself... to experience what is going on within oneself' @ogers,
196 I , p 169). Self awareness is thought to increase a person's knowledge
about his/trer behaviour and "the more one knows about their behaviour
the more likelyhe/she is in apositionto do somethingabout if'(Ske and

Sanborn, 1975 cited in Gibbons et al. 1985, p662).
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Present centred awareness is, therefore, atherapeutic tool which
is used in a number of psychotherapeutic progams. It can serue both as

a self regulation mechanism and as a process of self discovery. For
example, Psychoanalytic processes use the technique of 'free association'
as a means of increasing awareness and uncovering repressed memories
and emotions. Like satipatthana, Freud's free association technique
increases attention to the processes and content of mind, without
censorship and criticism ofwhat arises (Speeth, 1982). Free association
is thought to be therapeutic because it helps resolve the debilitating effects

of repressed traumas by bringing them into the light of awareness thereby
freeing the mind from restrictions imposed by self-suppression (Muzikq
1990).

Peak Experiences
A moment is only a short segment of time, yet in moments the

human experience of reality can be deepened, challenged, explored and
hansformed @oy-King 1986). Carlos Casteneda" is anAmericanwriter
who has authored a series of books about experiences he supposedly
had with a Mexican shaman named Don Juan Matus. Over the course
of their many discussions, Don Juan often attempted to get Carlos to
attend more fully to the moment. He believed that this type of attention
had in it great power to transform one's experiential world. "Do you
know a moment can be an eternity?....This is not a riddle its a fact but
only when you mount that moment and use it to take the totality of yourself
forever in any direction" (Casteneda, L974,pB).

Present Centred Awareness, Desire, Inner and Interpersonal
Conflict and Peace.

Conflict seems to arise when we feel that we should be

somewhere else doing something other than what we are presently doing.

Amongst other things, it is the feeling that conditions or circumstances

'should' be other than what they are and, in this state of min{ the past

and future appear to be more in accordance with our wishes and ideals.
Conflict of this t1pe, whether inner or interpersonal, may be resolved
with the application ofprpsent centred awareness. Rogers (1980) seemed

to be referring to the use of present cented awareness in psychological
healing when he described a process he called becoming "congruenf'.
"By this I mean that when my experience of this moment is present in
my awareness and when what is present in my awareness is present in
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my communications, then each of these three levels matches or is
congruent. At such moments I am integrated orwhole, I am completely
in one piece." (Rogers, 1980, pl5).

When people desire something and that desire is not satisfied,
distress or conflict may arise. Even the desire for peace and psychic
freedom, though it may be well motivated, is still 'desire' and therefore
has the potentialto give rise to conflict. Bybeingpresentfortheexperience
of life as it naturally arises, it is possible to transcend the pull of desire

and the conflict or "discongruence" which desire may create.

Intrinsic Freedom: No Self No Problems
The Buddha taught that there are two types of understanding.

The first type is the understanding which comes from an accumulated
memory and intellectual grasp of concepts. The second type is not
dependent upon intellectual reasoning and comes from a penetative (non-

discursive) insight into ttre 'truth's or the way things are. According to
Buddhists the root causes of dukkha are attachment aversion, and
ignorance and the way to liberation from dukkha is with morality,
concentration and wisdom. Morality is basicallythe act of living life with
integrity and doings those things which do not harm oneself or others.
Concentation isthe abilityto cente and focus attentionwhile wisdom is
a penetrative insight into ttre way things are (Ratrula, 1959). Mindfulness
can engender both intrinsic knowledge and penetrative wisdom (Matrasi
Sayadaw,1983).

According to Buddhists the "self is made up of five basic

elements or clusters ofconditions (called kandas). The kandas ane : matter
(form), feelings, mental formations (such as thoughts etc), perceptions,

and consciousness. The kandas axe constantly arising and passing away

in a manner similar to a motion picture which is only a sequence of still
pictures manipulated in such away as to create an illusion of life (Ratrulq
1959). The usual self- concept is the result of bringing the kandas together
into an illusively solidentityand callingthem *I'"mine" and "myself'.
Satipatthana: Destabilising or Centring?

Earlier in this essay it was argued that Western psychotherapies

are directed at selffortification while spiritual practices arc aimed at self
transcendence. Now, it will be argued that Satipatthana can fulfil both
functions. Satipatttrana is both a way ofbeing and an intensive meditation
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practice. Wilber (1981) warns that meditation practices may be
fragmenting and destabilising for those individuals who are still at the pre
and personal stages because 'You have to be somebody before you can
be nobody''@ngler, 1986 cited in Epstein, 1990, pl8). If satipatthana
unsticks the self concept then satipatthana as a meditation practice may
be inappropriate for those whose problem is some form of neurotic
fragmentation. However, satipatthana is a meditation practice which
incorporates both stabilising and integrating functions. The "ego",
according to Epstein (1988) can be understood in both representational
and functional terms. The representational aspect of the ego constructs
a picture of the self and the world with multiple mental images. The
functional role ofthe egq on the other hand maintains psychic equilibrium
and facilitates adaptation and growth. The "I'ofthe ego can be found in
its representational aspect and this aspect creates the "I" as something
that is felt to be real and solid. The functional aspect ofthe ego, however,
promotes organization and integration ofthe diverse elements and inputs
of the life experience.

Conclusion
Duklhq is a term that refers to gross suffering as well as the

subtle aspects of unsatisfactoriness and uncertainty. Dukktra is the reason
why individuals seek freedom. The path to freedom is a very personal
path and I have faith in the Buddha's teaching because it has been
confirmed by personal experience. Central to this teaching is the practice
of present centred awareness. Although I can not claim to be an expert
on satipatthana, I do know that mindfulness has helped me cultivate
freedom from dukkha. Satipatthana has given me a stable centre and the
psychological space to help heal a distressed psyche. Satipatthana has

also given me a means of dealing with inner and interpersonal conflict
and provided an insight into how to love myself and others. Moreover,
mindfulness has been intrinsically liberating because it has illuminated
the fantasy nature of "my''"self'. Satipatthana is not an easy exercise.
The habits of attachment, aversion and ignorance are strong. Like most
people I become lost and enchanted with conditioned states and perpetuate

dukkha. Every now and then, though, I sense a taste of freedom from
the wheel of birth and death. In those moments I discover that present
cented awareness is my refuge as well as my path. There are numerous
ways to cultivate present cented awareness. Present centred awareness
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can be an intensive meditation practice and/or away of life, but essentially
it is the practice of doing what one does for the value of doing it using
100% of one's being. Present centred awareness is one way to freedom
of the heart, but in many ways freedom of the heart is simply present

centred awareness which is being here now for the experience of life.
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