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Meditation and yoga have become 
so popular that we not only started 
devising new interventions based 

on these practices in the context of health and 
wellbeing, but in the process, we also deviated 
from the actual purpose and goals set by dif-
ferent traditions.1 Numerous scientific studies 
have been conducted on different practices of 
meditation to study the efficacy and potential of 
these techniques. But, neglecting various aspects 
that are to be taken into consideration, most of 
these studies are aimed only at delineating the 
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underlying mechanisms of influence, thus, they 
involve various issues. Hence, the prime purpose 
of this paper is to shortlist a few issues in current 
meditation research and emphasise that medi-
tation has a very deeper purpose and it is not a 
mere tool to heal nor for enhancing cognitive 
faculties. The essential message of the ancient 
traditions is lost and neglected by many pre-
sent-day practitioners. Therefore, we summarise 
some obstacles that may surface from the con-
temporary versions of these practices.

Introduction

Swami Vivekananda said: ‘What we want are is 
Western science coupled with Vedanta.’2 Many 
great spiritual teachers like Swamiji and Parama-
hamsa Yogananda served as beacon lights by 
spreading the message of their masters and 
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Vedanta to the world, especially in the West. 
Slowly, the spiritual traditions of the East like 
Hinduism, Buddhism, and Zen became popular 
endorsing various practices like yoga and differ-
ent meditation techniques. Since many people 
who showed interest have invested their time in 
practising these techniques and claimed to derive 
various benefits essential for one’s health and well-
being, this raised interest in the scientific commu-
nity to study if such claims are true.3 In this con-
text, we now have hundreds of scientific studies on 
yoga and different practices of meditation.4 Here, 
not just a single technique associated with a par-
ticular tradition but a number of potential tech-
niques spanning across various spiritual traditions 
have been explored.5 Such studies truly helped in 
understanding as to how these practices can sup-
port the enhancement of one’s cognitive faculties 
and various other aspects towards wellbeing. 

Recently, with the development of more and 
more sophisticated instrumentation and tech-
nologies, science ventured itself into studying 
and understanding the nature of consciousness. 
Until this time, the study of consciousness was 
considered as a philosophical, theosophical, and 
spiritual subject; though these means of study do 
not involve various empirical and objective mo-
dalities that we presently employ. From an expe-
riential standpoint, one’s consciousness seems to 
appear as a unitary phenomenon resulting from 
the integration of various sensory inputs associ-
ated with the different body components and 
their interaction with the surrounding environ-
ment. But, recently, in the context of conscious-
ness, the main focus has been on studying the 
brain and its underlying mechanisms.6 This is be-
cause the brain is considered to be a vital organ 
and the centre regulating various functional as-
pects of both the body and the mind; starting 
from physiological functions of our body to the 
psychological makeup of our minds. 

Since, a day-to-day living experience usually 
involves three different states of consciousness; 
wakefulness, dream-sleep—rapid eye movement 
(rem) sleep—and deep-sleep or non-rem sleep 
states, it is crucial to study these phenomenal 
states, in isolation and in relation to the other 
states, to understand the nature of one’s con-
sciousness. Thus, we had several experiments to 
study various neural mechanisms underlying 
these different states of consciousness.7 Follow-
ing this, insights from meditation research is also 
being used to study the nature of consciousness 
through the three states of consciousness.8 In 
this regard, studies are being conducted to com-
prehend the experiences of meditation using the 
other three states of consciousness. In addition, 
the opposite has also been attempted; to study 
the degree and level of conscious awareness in 
different states of consciousness using distinct 
meditative levels and states.9 Having progressed 
on this line, science realised that it is fruitful not 
only to study the normal states of consciousness 
in a healthy subject, but also the perturbations in 
consciousness; the various altered states result-
ing from different health conditions and neural 
disorders.10 Studying such cases not only adds to 
our understanding of consciousness but also as-
sists in devising various clinical interventions to 
help the subjects suffering from these disorders. 

In the light of such studies and empirical 
proof that these practices truly help in the trans-
formation of an individual, many started follow-
ing these techniques and a greater number of 
people are now interested in learning these prac-
tices.11 There is a large demand for a teacher or a 
place from where they can learn such practices. 
On the one hand, though it is good to know that 
many are interested in learning these practices, on 
the other, it is sad to see that, some individuals 
are trying to grab this interest and make use of 
the situation for their own benefits.12 Meditation 
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retreats and anonymous centers started popping 
up everywhere. New types of contemporary 
practices and different meditation-based inter-
ventions are being developed on the traditional 
sources.13 These are introduced in order to serve 
various commercial purposes and to meet the ex-
pectations of people attending those retreats. We 
have preliminary evidence showing how some 
meditation techniques help in developing proso-
cial behaviors such as compassion and kindness 
towards others, and in different clinical condi-
tions.14 In this context, it is truly important to use 
the potential of science in devising novel medi-
tation-based practices and interventions to help 
people with such health conditions. But instead, 
they are developed for catching the demand and 
popularity of yoga and meditation; which is evi-
dent from practices like swimming yoga, aerial 
yoga, and some new age meditations. In this re-
gard, the prime purpose of this paper is to short-
list a few issues in meditation research and em-
phasise that the purpose of meditation is not for 
material gains and cognitive enhancement alone, 
but for a higher purpose; which is generally neg-
lected by many present-day practitioners.

Science, Traditional, and Contemporary 

Meditative Pathways

The major issue in studying consciousness is that 
one can subjectively understand it only through 
first-person accounts. There is a debate, regarding 
the translation of first-person subjective experi-
ences to the objective standpoint of second and 
third-person accounts. Supporting such a view, 
some claim that we can never possibly under-
stand the meditative states of experience in total-
ity. Consequently, when we study various prac-
tices of meditation, we will just be able to note 
what happens when we adopt a specific tech-
nique; in terms of the influential physical mecha-
nisms, and how such influences are different in 

comparison to other techniques. But, we won’t 
be capable of decoding at the subjective level the 
meditative state that will result as a consequence 
of practising a particular technique. However, 
we may have various such states of experiences 
leading to the ultimate state of meditation, as 
indicated by the traditions. 

While it is doubtful if science can ever be able 
to capture such experiences in order to under-
stand these practices, a few spiritual teachers like 
Swamiji supported the use of science. This shows 
that he never saw any contradiction between sci-
ence and spirituality, and rather emphasised on 
the need for them to complement each other. A 
similar ideal has been set forth by His Holiness 
the fourteenth Dalai Lama as well, on the role of 
science and the importance of conducting scien-
tific experiments on spiritual practices: ‘If scien-
tific analysis were conclusively to demonstrate 
certain claims in Buddhism to be false, then we 
must accept the findings of science and abandon 
those claims.’15

Here, we have two important things to note 
when we intend to study these practices. One is 
the technique which an individual follows and 
practices, and the other is the state of experience 
associated with the practice.16 Sometimes, each 
technique may be intended or aimed at reach-
ing a particular state of experience, but how and 
when an individual or a spiritual seeker will at-
tain this state is unique and depends on that in-
dividual. This is because, it depends on various 
factors such as genetic predisposition, life experi-
ences, environmental factors, brain structure, and 
the individual differences in personality. Taking 
these into account, there is also an issue in medi-
tation research as to how they compare different 
individual subjects following the same medita-
tion technique. Considering various aspects on 
which a person’s progress depends on meditation, 
the time in between the inception of the practice 
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and the attainment of a final state—which they 
consider to be the ultimate aim—is comprised of 
various stages of meditation. These stages can ei-
ther be in terms of the subjective advancements; 
where one evolves further following the same 
specific technique, or a seeker is given a differ-
ent technique altogether to practice, once she 
or he demonstrates a particular mastery over the 
previous technique. There is a possibility that 
some techniques are devised in a step-wise man-
ner and a seeker mastering each and every tech-
nique slowly progresses towards the ultimate goal 
set by the respective tradition. At each step, as the 
practice matures, one moves from one state of 
experience to the other, forming different stages 
of meditation. Such stages are even mentioned 
and discussed in detail in Patanjali’s Yoga Sutra, 
the spiritual repository of yoga and meditation.17

In the context of scientific studies, as of today, 
we have been able only to understand the neu-
ral mechanisms underlying different practices of 
meditation across traditions, but not about the 
stages of meditation. This is because, at any given 
time, we are only comparing subjects based on the 
meditation technique and the number of years of 
experience. For a detailed analysis of the different 
stages of meditation, we need studies that trace a 
novice from the inception of her or his practice 
until some mastery is gained over the technique. 
Then a comparison between different subjects 
should be made to study the efficacy of a specific 
technique. Even when we normalise all these 
issues and estimate a proper baseline for compar-
ing subjects in meditation research, still we are not 
certain, if science will ever be able to indicate the 
live experience of a person in meditation, in terms 
of the spiritual states of consciousness, because 
spiritual traditions often talk and indicate a state 
of no-experience as one of the highest states of 
meditative experience.18 So, considering the com-
plications involved in objectifying the first-person 

accounts; how to explain or comprehend the state 
of no-experience devoid of thoughts, is a big chal-
lenge. This is because, now or later, as we progress 
in meditation research, we are bound to come 
across the possibility of this state.

As contemporaries view, ancient cultures have 
devised various practices and techniques like yoga 
and meditation not only for one’s holistic wellbe-
ing; which involves both the physical and psycho-
logical aspects, but also to attain a higher state of 
consciousness. Moreover, as discussed above, they 
also indicated that there exists a different state 
of consciousness called turiya, which occurs be-
yond and underlies the known three states of con-
sciousness.19 Since this is known to be a higher 
form of consciousness functioning above the 
other three states, it is also termed as the fourth 
state of consciousness. Unlike the other three 
states of consciousness, this state is supposed 
to be free from any phenomenal content, and 
hence, it is also referred to as pure consciousness, 
the content-free consciousness, silent conscious-
ness, or a state of no-experience.20 Although, this 
state of consciousness is far from the reach of our 
present understanding of consciousness, recently, 
a few attempted to study the possible existence of 
this state using scientific modalities. Studying this 
state and its relation to the other known states 
of consciousness may offer new insights into the 
nature of our consciousness. Knowledge regard-
ing this state may also be useful in understanding 
various perturbations in consciousness and differ-
ent clinical disorders of consciousness.

In addition, here we summarise, some con-
temporary views and the current status of these 
ancient practices that have been devised to attain 
the pinnacle of our potential nature of being.

The Role of a Teacher or Guru

Sri Ramakrishna was once asked: ‘Is spiritual 
knowledge impossible without a guru?’ He 
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replied: ‘Satchidananda alone is the Guru. If a 
man in the form of a guru awakens spiritual con-
sciousness in you, then know for certain that it is 
God the Absolute who has assumed that human 
form for your sake.’21

The role of a teacher or a guru has been em-
phasised so much in various spiritual traditions. 
Even in the ancient days, it was never so easy for a 
teacher to accept a disciple. Highly evolved spir-
itual teachers used to test their students for earn-
estness and dedication towards learning spiritual 
practices, and based on many other aspects, they 
used to consider them as their disciples. There 
is a strong notion that a teacher oneself should 
have followed the path and attained the goal 
of self-realisation, and only then, on the com-
mand from their own gurus, they used to start 
preaching or teaching others. We have many self-
realised masters, as per their guru’s instructions, 
who kept silent and never sought to instruct 
others. Swamiji said: ‘Anyone and everyone can-
not be an Acharya (teacher of mankind), but 
many may become Mukta (liberated).’22

Knowing the current status and demand for 
these practices, meditators who practised a tech-
nique for a few years just for the sake of becoming 
a certified teacher are setting up their own medi-
tation ventures and retreats. They themselves have 
not achieved the ultimate goal of meditation and 
are not experienced after a particular stage, and 
so how can they lead students or practitioners to 
the goal? This is very important to consider, be-
cause, it is not always that the meditation prac-
tices are beneficial. Since how an individual re-
sponds to a particular practice of meditation 
is unique and depends on various factors as we 
have mentioned previously, some techniques may 
harm them more than being helpful. In addition 
to this, even inner motivation and intention of an 
aspirant matters much. In this regard, we want to 
emphasise the need to choose a right teacher and 

place for practising these techniques, and not to 
become victims of the so-called teachers involved 
in the commercialisation of these sacred practices. 
Swamiji said: ‘The Guru must teach me and lead 
me into the light, make me a link in that chain of 
which he himself is a link. The man in the street 
cannot claim to be a Guru. The Guru must be a 
man who has known, has actually realised the Di-
vine truth, has perceived himself as the spirit. A 
mere talker cannot be the Guru’ (8.115).

In the scientific studies of meditation, there 
seems to be some discrepancy in the participation 
of a spiritual teacher or practitioner oneself as a co-
author of the study. One group suggests that a sci-
entific researcher must have practised and experi-
enced different states of meditation before design-
ing and conducting a study to understand medita-
tion. This is because, having known the difficulty 
in translating the first-person experiences, only a 
person with such experiences comes close to any 
description of the states they experience as a result 
of meditation. This way they can develop the right 
methodologies to study and analyse meditation. 
On the other hand, some report different biases 
that could possibly surface with the involvement 
of a person or teacher of the group who practises a 
particular technique. Themselves being part of the 
study, they may try to promote her or his medita-
tion practices. So, when we try to study medita-
tion truly using scientific or objective means, we 
need to set up a balance between these two views. 

Accompanying Processes in the  

Path of Meditation

Here, the main focus is to understand, what 
makes a meditation practice complete? Whether 
what we are discussing as different meditation 
techniques are complete practices not needing 
any supplementary practices or whether they 
have to be combined or practised in association 
with some other practices? In science, when 
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studying the efficacy of meditation, one comes 
across various practices associated with different 
traditions. It is not that each tradition involves or 
prescribes only one type of practice. Most of the 
traditions suggest multiple techniques to follow. 
When studying such techniques, science usually 
considers them to be complete techniques by 
themselves. But, we have several instances where 
gurus and spiritual masters suggest and empha-
sise different techniques for initial and advanced 
seekers.23 This shows that they are not complete 
by itself, either they are part of the step-wise pro-
cess towards a particular desired state or they 
need to be supplemented with other things. 

For instance, when we consider mindfulness 
meditation, there is a possibility that it can lead 
to a wrong form of mindfulness if not combined 
with ethical and moral teachings.24 So, when we 
intend to understand meditation in a holistic 
sense, one should also take into consideration 
these other matters. Since it is central to have 
a right motivation for an action, meditation 
should not be treated as a mere practice. As part 
of the preparatory process, it also involves psy-
chological makeup in the form of spiritual teach-
ings and moral instructions. This is one reason as 
to why even Buddhist monks spend a consider-
able amount of time in preparing themselves for 
the meditation practices. Though, under the um-
brella of a right guru, a student need not worry 
about these things, because the teacher will take 
care of all the aspects which are essential for the 
student’s spiritual progress and development.

Obstacles in the Path of Meditation

There has also been a great deal of emphasis on 
the possible obstacles or dangers in one’s spir-
itual progress. Traditions warn and caution on 
several occasions that one may develop an ego or 
anti-prosocial like behaviours, as one progressses 
along the path of meditation. This, in scientific 

terms, can be attributed to the development 
and enhancement of various cognitive faculties 
after evolving to a particular stage of meditation. 
Current scientific studies also support the idea 
that when practising these techniques, one has 
a greater scope of developing or enhancing these 
abilities.25 On the development of these poten-
tial abilities, one may start to think of themselves 
as superior to others; this might reflect in their 
behaviour and day-to-day activities. Spiritual mas-
ters severely warned against such things and indi-
cated that it is obvious that an individual would 
start acquiring such capabilities, but if they start 
giving importance to them and get caught up 
there, slowly they will deviate from the actual goal 
of meditation and they will never be able to attain 
the ultimate state. They emphasised that one’s aim 
should be to recognise and experience the nature 
of one’s own consciousness and the self. 

Conclusion

Science, not considering all the above-men-
tioned aspects, is just focussed on studying mere 
techniques and mental practices of meditation. 
One has to see how science will accommodate all 
these crucial aspects into its meditation studies. 
All-in-all, though we support the development 
of different interventions and use of meditation 
practices for different health conditions, we warn 
regarding the ill-use of these practices. Medita-
tion is not just a mere tool to heal or bring about 
one’s wellbeing, but it has a very deeper purpose. 
We suggest that contemporary practitioners 
should study and understand the essential pur-
pose of meditation before getting initiated into 
a practice and choose a right teacher, who can 
help on the path of meditation. 

Meditation research is central in order to get 
new insights into our current understanding of 
consciousness. In this respect, it is important 
for science to look for the possible existence of a 
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