OVERCOMING SLOTH AND TORPOR

Sloth and torpor are perhaps the most subtle and disruptive of the Five Hindrances that are mentioned in the Four Foundations of Mindfulness discourse at the beginning of the Fourth Foundation.  Dullness in the mind is so normal that it is often the case that we don’t even realize what a alert and vigilant consciousness is like until the middle of a one week retreat.  In a way, we are all sleepwalking through life, distracted and easily influenced adversely by unwholesome circumstances.

In the first two hindrances described, sense desire and aversion and ill-will, the key dysfunction is identification with the object that attention is focused on.  With sloth and torpor, the key function is the loss of energy and dullness of attentional focus.  It is often termed “sinking mind”.  There is a categorization of mind conditioners termed as cetasikas, and sloth and torpor are numbers 25 and 26 on the list of unwholesome mind conditioners and they are always combined in their operation.

The word for sloth is thina and is described as sluggishness or dullness in that the mind lacks the energy to bring clear attention into operation.  The word for torpor is middha and is described as drowsiness, inattentiveness and an inability to discern the difference between wholesome and unwholesome self-state organizations.  In the case of middha, attention is “fuzzy” and prone to misperceiving what is emerging into consciousness through the process of craving and clinging.

In an interesting and useful book entitled “The Mind Illuminated” by Culadasa, the author provides a distinction between strong and subtle dullness in the mind in the Glossary on page 245:

“Strong Dullness: A significant lack of mental energy that often manifests as drowsiness.  In meditation, attention still clings to the breath, but the focus is diffused and weak, and sensations are vaguely perceived.  Details aren’t at all clear.  It’s like trying to see through a dense fog.  Often, the breath becomes distorted, transformed by dreamlike imagery, and nonsensical thoughts start drifting through the mind.  Eventually, this leads to falling asleep.
Subtle Dullness: a slight dullness that makes the meditation object less vivid and intense and causes peripheral awareness to fade.  This type of dullness has a pleasant quality and is therefore easy to overlook”

In my experience as a meditator and teacher, I’ve noticed that developing facility in sitting without pain for longer periods of time often manifests subtle dullness, misperceiving that experience as samadhi/passadhi.  With samadhi/passadhi attention is stable and alert, sensitive to more subtle sensations and actively engaged in the investigation of changes during the breathing process.  

At the beginning of these notes I mentioned that sloth and torpor are quite subtle and disruptive.  As described by Culadasa, subtle dullness is hard to notice, and frequently intrudes into the process of mindful investigation of mental phenomena.  When the mind isn’t sufficiently alert, imagination takes over the process of understanding what’s happening, and the ability to cultivate wholesome perceptions and adaptive behaviors is impaired.  I believe this occurs due to the influence of subtle dullness.  When a person goes on a one week or longer retreat, the effect of subtle dullness can be overcome and there is a realization of just how vitally alert the mind can be.

A primary activity in the practice of mindfulness is vitakka (aiming focused attention at a mental object) and vicara (the inability to sustain that focus sufficiently to investigate it regarding its potential as a wholesome or unwholesome self-state organization).  The functioning of vitakka/vicara depends on the application of Right Effort, the channeling of the energy of attention in a way that reveals whether the emerging self-state organization is wholesome or not.  Sloth and torpor represent a diminishment of Right Effort that disables the ability to investigate the nature of the mind as the process of selfing develops.

What can be done to overcome sloth and torpor?  The primary antidote is allowing more energy to be invested in vitakka and vicara.  Of course, this can be associated with mindfulness of breathing, but this practice is often impaired by the subtlety of breath sensations.  An antidote I have found to be useful is to intentionally investigate the sensations in various areas of the body.  There is a large number of nerves in the hands and feet, so when one practices vitakka and vicara in those areas, the energy of the mind is freed up.  Allow your investigative interest to “soak into” the flesh of your hand and be alert for the subtle tingling and vibrating that is occurring there.  One is not trying to create the sensations—I assure you that they’re there—it is a matter of discovering them.  This refreshes attention and overcomes dullness.  It is beneficial to alternate attention between the sensations of breathing and the sensations in the hands.

In fact, the sensations that are noticeable in the hands are occurring everywhere in the body.  I have found it quite useful in my meditation practice to deeply and persistently aim and sustain my attention throughout the body, from the top of my head down to the soles of my feet, in detail!  This takes some training, so be patient with the process.  Make sure to keep some intentional investigation of the breath sensations active also.

Classically, the commentaries recommend various stages for interrupting sloth and torpor when activated mindfulness of breathing or body scans are ineffective:

· Reflect on the teachings, the Dhamma.  Making a conscious effort to reflect on these principles can activate the mind towards more alert attentiveness.
· “Pull on both earlobes” and “rub your limbs”—this is recommended in an excellent book that was my first exposure to the Satipatthana Sutta, “The Four Foundations of Mindfulness” by U Silananda.  I haven’t actually tried this, but it could be beneficial.
· Get up and wash your face in cold water.
· Look at a moderately bright light, such as a candle flame.  This stimulates the pineal gland and suppresses the release of melatonin, a sleep inducing hormone.
· Stand up and continue to meditate.  A variation of this would be to practice mindful, slow walking meditation.
· Finally, if you must lie down, commit to watching the breath as persistently as you can manage.  I typically watch my breathing when going to sleep at night.
 
One of the primary goals of meditation practice is to cultivate an inner awareness that is alert but stable in focus, a balance between the sedating parasympathetic and stimulating sympathetic processes in the body.  Being able to persistently investigate the changing nature of the normal cycle of breathing maximizes this dynamic balancing of the two systems.

[bookmark: _GoBack]The next discussion of the Five Hindrances will investigate restlessness and worry.




