Investigating The Mind

One of the most important competencies to be cultivated on the path to Awakening is Dhamma Vicaya, typically translated as Investigation of Mental Phenomena.  It is the second of the Seven Awakening Factors, and is mentioned in the Fourth Foundation of Mindfulness, Dhammanupassana, described as “Analysis of Qualities”: “…There is the case where, there being Analysis of Qualities as a factor for Awakening present within, he discerns that 'Analysis of Qualities as a factor for Awakening is present within me.' Or, there being no Analysis of Qualities as a factor for Awakening present within, he discerns that 'Analysis of Qualities as a factor for Awakening is not present within me.' He discerns how there is the arising of unarisen analysis of qualities as a factor for Awakening. And he discerns how there is the culmination of the development of analysis of qualities as a factor for Awakening once it has arisen.” Translation by Thanissaro, found on Access To Insight.

Other terms used to describe this process for internal awareness include “discernment regarding reality”, “discriminating awareness regarding mental conditions” and “searching for the way things really are”.  The investigation of mental phenomena focuses attention on process rather than content.  The intention is to discover how the process of self-state organization operates to discern whether the emerging self-state is wholesome or unwholesome.  Ultimately, Dhamma Vicaya cultivates mindful, clear comprehension (sati sampajanna) regarding impermanence, dissatisfaction due to craving and clinging, and the absence of an enduring, autonomous self.   

Vipassana is functionally synonymous with dhamma vicaya.  In the Access to Insight glossary, this definition is found:  “Clear intuitive insight into physical and mental phenomena as they arise and disappear, seeing them for what they actually are — in and of themselves — in terms of the three characteristics and in terms of stress, its origin, its disbanding, and the way leading to its disbanding.”  

The following is my personal understanding and appreciation of the value of Dhamma Vicaya, along with how other wholesome mental qualities cooperate to foster Dhamma Vicaya.  The most basic application for cultivating investigation involves vitakka and vicara, two of the cetasikas, that is, conditioning factors of the mind.  Vitakka involves intentionally bring attention to the beginning of the inbreath and vicara involves sustaining attention for the duration of the inbreath.  This process is repeated for the outbreath as well.  This is practiced at the beginning of every mindfulness of breathing meditation, no matter how experienced the practitioner is.  When attention is drawn away from the breath, vitakka is operating, and when the mind becomes attached to the different focal area, vicara is operating.  When attention is drawn away, the intention is ethically malleable—that is, the new attractor can be wholesome or unwholesome in its function.  The intention to go back to the breath and continue to observe the breath is functionally wholesome and cultivates renunciation, an important competency for the development of Wisdom. 

As the ability to stay with the breath for longer periods of uninterrupted time increases, the practice of vitakka and vicara blends—we could call this competency vitakka/vicara.  The ability to notice and disregard the emergence of any of the hindrances increases, as the ability to notice and disregard the distraction includes Right Mindfulness and Right Effort (Redirecting attention back to the breath to cultivate renunciation).    Once one can stay with the breath for extended periods of uninterrupted attention, the ability to “look closer” at the “texture” of sensations noticeable during the process of breathing is cultivated.  This can be considered the onset of Dhamma Vicaya in a rudimentary way.   Looking closer is investigating the specific characteristics of breath sensations as they change during breathing in and out.

Breathing in and out becomes more “blended”, that is, there is less interest in distinguishing the difference between the end of the inbreath and the beginning of the outbreath.  There is a continuing, uninterrupted tracking of the changing sensations of breathing in and out.  This ongoing mindful awareness manifests stability of attention and tranquility—samadhi/passadhi.

[bookmark: _GoBack]The ability to investigate subtle breath sensations empowers the parts of the brain alert for novelty, and this ability generalizes beyond breath awareness to other physical phenomenon and, most importantly, the various mental conditioning factors (cetasikas) that are forming to impose meaning on the stream of data input; in other words, the formation of the selfing process.

The cultivation of samadhi/passadhi fosters the manifestation of wholesome cetasikas, such as what are called the “Beautiful Pairs”: Tranquility of Mind/Mental Factors, Lightness of Mind, Mental Factors, Pliancy of Mind/ Mental Factors, Wieldiness of Mind/Mental Factors, Proficiency of Mind/Mental Factors, and Uprightness of Mind/ Mental Factors.   These factors amplify the ability for us to investigate how self-state organizational processes operate.  The mind is less and less encumbered with internal chatter, as investigation continues in an ongoing way, coordinated with the process of breathing.  




