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Abstract 

Within less than half a century, the teaching of meditation has drastically changed: Long 

bearded and orange-clad gurus have been replaced by Western white-collared medics 

and psychologists. From mental health services to education, from business to armed 

forces, meditation is presented as a technique that makes one a healthier, more efficient, 

and even a better — more compassionate — human being. The popular and scientific 

interest in meditative techniques in the West marks a new chapter in the relationship 

between science and religion. It is born out of a complex dialogue between Western 

Enlightenment values and Asian religious traditions, leading to two major waves of 

scientific interest in meditation: Transcendental Meditation and Mindfulness 

Meditation. This chapter traces the history of the scientization of meditation and 

summarises some key moments in the making of the science of meditation. It then 

moves on to argue that we have now reached a second alchemical moment in the 

relationship between science and meditation: the turning of this meditation science into 

a secular religion. 
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In 2015, the Wellcome Trust announced the funding of a £6.4 million project to study 

the effects of Mindfulness Meditation on British children. We imagine, with moderate 

confidence, that such news will not amaze most of us — or at least, not as much as the 

thought of similar funding becoming available to a study on the efficacy of the 

sacrament of penance amongst teenagers. This is partially due to pervasive ideas that 

Buddhism (from which Mindfulness meditation originates) is compatible with science, 

and that Buddhist meditation is highly beneficial for our mental and physical well-being. 

Exploring the history of contemporary scientific endeavors in meditation requires an 

understanding of the complex and fascinating interplay of sociopolitical and religious 

forces that brought about these widespread assumptions about Asian religions, most 

notably Buddhism and Buddhist meditation.   

 

First and foremost it should be noted that contrary to the common assumption that 

meditation lies at the heart of a Buddhist life, many scholars (Braun, 2013; Gombrich, 

1971; Sharf, 1995) have argued that historically meditation was not central to the 

monastic life of Theravada monks and nuns. Instead, Theravada monks and nuns aimed 

for a good rebirth by accumulating merit through the development of morality (sila), 

observance of monastic rules (vinaya), and preserving the Buddha’s teachings 

(dhamma). However, by the end of the nineteenth century many Theravada countries of 

Southeast Asia experienced a reform – later labeled as “Protestant Buddhism” 

(Gombrich and Obeyesekere, 1988) or “Buddhist Modernism” (Bechert, 1984; 

McMahan, 2008) – which amongst many changes, involved the promotion of meditation 

as a central component of the Buddhist tradition, and involved the introduction of 

meditation to laity. 

 

The general consensus in the existing literature connects the rise of Buddhist 

meditation outside the gates of monasteries to the European colonialism in Southeast 

Asian countries, and the response of the Buddhist community against the influence of 

Christian missionaries of that time (Braun, 2013; Gombrich and Obeyesekere, 1988; 

Sharf, 1995). Other elements of this reform involved: the rejection of the authority of 

clergy, embracing the values of individualism, a rational and “instrumental” approach to 

Buddhist teachings, the repudiation of the supernatural or magical aspects of Buddhism 
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and the rejection of “empty” ritual, and a sense of “universalism” accompanied by the 

insistence that Buddhism is a “philosophy” rather than “religion” (Sharf, 1995: 252). 

Finally, whereas traditionally meditation was taught by monks, the abovementioned 

reform eventually gave rise to the development of a non-monastic approach known as 

“the householder tradition” (Pagis, 2008: 94).  

 

Protestant Buddhism sought to legitimise, empower, and mobilize the colonised 

Theravada countries by reshaping, and effectively representing, Buddhism as an 

advanced religion in comparison to Christianity, which was fighting its own battle with 

science on European and North American shores – a period commonly referred to as 

‘the Victorian crisis of faith’ (McMahan, 2010). Buddhism in this period reconfigured 

itself by a strategic negation of aspects of Christianity that the sceptics of nineteenth and 

early twentieth century agonised to consolidate with modern science. 

 

One of the most influential forces behind this Buddhist reform was the Sinhala thinker, 

Anagarika Dharmapala (1864-1933), who was a strong opponent of imperialism and an 

advocate of depicting Buddhism as a religion in harmony with modern science.1 In his 

famous address to the 1893 World Parliament of Religion in Chicago, Dharmapala 

translated Buddhist doctrines in scientific terms and claimed that the Buddha accepted 

the “doctrine of evolution as the only true one, with its corollary, the law of cause and 

effect” (Dharmapala 1965: 9 cited in McMahan, 2010: 119). Also present at this iconic 

convention was Dharmapala’s Indian counterpart, Swami Vivekenanda (1863-1902), 

who went on to draw similar analogies between the spiritual laws of the Vedas and the 

law of gravitation, also noting that “the high spiritual flights of the Vedanta philosophy, 

of which the latest discoveries of science seem like echoes” (cited in Brown, 2010: 208). 

Kamrath (2015: 18) notes that while the 1893 Parliament was intended to showcase 

“Christian triumphalism”, it became ironically an outlet for the representatives of Asian 

religions to publicly refute colonialism, Christian mission, and an opportunity to 

establish a toehold for their own faiths on American soil.  

 

However, it is important to note that Dharmapala and his peers were in fact riding a 

                                                        
1 Other influential figures include Shaku Sôen (1860-1919), a Japanese Zen Buddhist and his disciple D. T. 
Suzuki. 
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wave instigated by Orientalist scholars, whose readings of early Pali texts compelled 

them to conclude that Buddhism was a rational and humanistic religion compatible with 

European Enlightenment. Donald Lopez (2008) addressed this point in his book, 

‘Buddhism and Science: A Guide for the Perplexed’, and traced the first Western 

translations of the Buddhist scriptures to the French linguist Eugéne Burnouf. Lopez 

argued that not only did Burnouf succeed in making vast amount of Pali Buddhist 

scriptures available without leaving the comfort of his armchair, but he also depicted 

the Buddha as a moral philosophical genius and rendered the metaphysical and 

supernatural dimensions of these scripture as the inventions of a later age. Clearly, 

Buddha’s own words from the following passage of the Mahāsīhanāda Sutta (the Great 

Discourse on the Lion’s Roar) had slipped the radars of these early orientalist writers:  

 

Should anyone say of me: ‘The recluse Gotama does not have any superhuman 

states, any distinction in knowledge and vision worthy of the noble ones. The 

recluse Gotama teaches a Dhamma [merely] hammered out by reasoning, 

following his own line of inquiry as it occurs to him’—unless he abandons that 

assertion and that state of mind and relinquishes that view, then as [surely as if 

he has been] carried off and put there, he will wind up in hell.” (Cited in Lopez, 

2008: 217) 

 

Thus, by presenting their teachings in a scientific language, the following generation of 

Asian meditation teachers including Maharishi, the founder of Transcendental 

Meditation, and U Ba Khin and his student S. N. Goenka, the founders of the global 

Vipassana movement all followed the footprints laid before them by the reformers of 

the late nineteenth century. Needless to say that the stream of contemporary Western 

teachers and advocates such as Robert Hover, Jack Kornfield, Joseph Goldstein, John 

Coleman, and Jon Kabat-Zinn also inherited this reformed vision of Buddhism – some of 

whom subsequently ventured towards conducting or supporting scientific 

experimentations on meditation. 

 

Turning Religion into Science 

Scientific Research on Transcendental Meditation  
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In 1970 two of the most prestigious medical and scientific journals featured 

publications on the effects of Transcendental Meditation (TM). The Lancet published an 

article reporting that TM led to deep respiratory changes — a decrease of about half of 

the rate of breathing expected in a resting state (Alison 1970); and Science published an 

article by Keith Wallace (1970), entitled ‘Physiological Effects of Transcendental 

Meditation’, which showed that this technique led to a decrease both in oxygen 

consumption and heart rate, while it increased slow alpha and theta brain activity. This 

article concluded with the suggestion that ‘Physiologically, the state produced by 

Transcendental Meditation (TM) seems to be distinct from commonly encountered 

states of consciousness, such as wakefulness, sleep and dreaming, and from altered 

states of consciousness, such as hypnosis and autosuggestion.’  

 

If this were true, through TM one could experience an altogether unique state of mind, a 

fourth state of consciousness (in addition to wakefulness, sleep, and hypnosis). This 

supported the spiritual idea that through meditation a person is able to reach a ‘higher 

state of mind’, which according to Maharishi (1969), the founder of TM, ‘brings [our 

mind] in contact with the creative intelligence that gives rise to every thought’.  

 

Another article, published in 1971 in the American Journal of Physiology, further 

substantiated the claim of a unique and profound effect of TM (Wallace, Benson, & 

Wilson 1971). It argued, while it takes 6-7 hours for oxygen consumption to be reduced 

by 15%, with TM one can achieve a reduction of 17% after only 5-10 minutes of 

meditation. The second co-author of the article was none other than Herbert Benson, 

the Harvard-based psychiatrist who, later in the 1970s, wrote the best-selling book The 

Relaxation Response, in which he described TM as nothing more than a relaxation 

technique (Benson & Klippler 1975). On the following year, another article published in 

Scientific American took the idea of the production of a 4th state of consciousness 

through TM to a wider audience. The article’s subtitle read: ‘Is the meditative state that 

is achieved by yogis and other Far-Eastern mystics accompanied by distinct 

physiological changes? A study of volunteer subjects in the U.S. indicates that it is’ 

(Wallace & Benson 1972). 

 

The TM organization used these studies in their public lectures to attract new members, 
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particularly amongst university students. Between 1970 and 1972, when the first major 

scientific articles on the physiological effects of TM were published, the number of 

people learning the technique rose by 286%. That is, if there were only about 1,000 

people initiated into TM in 1966, by the end of 1972, the number of meditators rose to 

over 180,000 (Bainbridge & Jackson 1981). Such scientific endorsement supported the 

movement’s desire to reach beyond the counterculture youth – who were 

unapologetically drawn to the more mystical, spiritual, and individualistic elements of 

the practice – and appeal to the mainstream Westerners including liberal intellectuals 

and spiritually squeamish academics who were open to experimenting with mind-

altering techniques (Humes, 2010).  

 

Whereas Western religious ideas are often perceived to clash with the scientific 

understanding of the world, Maharishi, a graduate in physics from Allahabad University, 

saw science in perfect harmony with his teachings. In a strategic attempt to increase the 

legitimacy of his practice, Maharishi “promoted those with accredited academic degrees, 

particularly in science, to higher positions of authority in the TM organization, and he 

established academies, universities, institutes, as well as journals, and held quasi-

academic conferences to announce and explore the ‘science of creative intelligence” 

(Humes, 2010: 346). Theoretically, Maharishi conceived of science and its discoveries of 

the atomic and astronomical worlds as an effective instrument enabling the expansion 

of our consciousness. In the foreword to the first collected volume of scientific articles 

on TM, he wrote:  

 

‘The fulfillment of science and man lies in the expansion of consciousness not 

merely to the stars but beyond; to the direct experience of that infinite, 

unbounded, eternal reality which alone can fulfill the natural direction of man’s 

growth… Thus, the Age of Science, which has sometimes seemed to take man far 

away from nature has found as its ultimate achievement Transcendental 

Meditation, a method for establishing man’s mind, heart and behavior deep in 

the source of nature’s impulses within himself’ (cited in Orme-Johnson  & Farrow 

1977). 

 

Keith Wallace (1974) took upon himself to describe and theorize this process in a 
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scientific language. In his paper entitled, ‘The neurophysiology of enlightenment’, 

Wallace argued that the neurophysiology of an enlightened individual, which was 

attained through the ‘increased strength and orderliness of brain function generated by 

Transcendental Meditation’, could be verified by the improvement of neuromuscular 

and intellectual functioning, as well as by signs of improved health.   

 

Wallace concluded his article by suggesting that TM manifested the ‘supreme fulfillment 

for all mankind’ through the union of science and spirituality: 

It is the triumph of the scientific age that the technology has been developed to 

link the most ancient with the most modern — the Veda with science; and it is 

the real value of the research on the Transcendental Meditation program that it 

validates the growth of consciousness to enlightenment. 

  

The article ends with a quote from the Rig Veda (10.191.2): ´Go together, speak 

together, know your minds to be functioning together from a common source, in the 

same manner as the impulses of Creative Intelligence, in the beginning, remain together 

united near the source’. Note, however, that Wallace’s citing of this passage, in 

comparison to a classical translation of the same verse offered by Griffith2 (1896), 

substitutes a supernatural reference to the ‘ancient Gods’ with the phrase: ‘Creative 

Intelligence’.  

 

Maharishi’s continuous efforts to marry modern science with Hindu spirituality, and his 

attempts in promoting the practice in a scientific language, propelled him to construct 

an imaginative formula for emphasizing the transformative power of TM: he proposed 

that if only 1% of the world’s population practiced TM, the whole world would be 

enlightened. Following this principle, another TM researcher explained that when we 

meditate, the ‘conscious awareness of the individual becomes experientially connected 

back to pure consciousness’, which leads to ‘increasing coherence, reducing stress, and 

accelerating development in the larger society’ (Orme-Johnson et al., 1988). This theory 

was loosely inspired by Patanjali’s classical work on the philosophy of yoga, The Yoga 

                                                        
2‘Assemble, speak together: let your minds be all of one accord, As ancient Gods unanimous sit down to 
their appointed share.’  
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Sutras. According to Verse III.23, when an individual has mastered meditation to its 

highest level, one extraordinary ability can arise: the emanation of a sense of love and 

peacefulness that permeates others. Similar sentiments were expressed by the 

American film director and producer David Lynch, now also a major promoter of 

Transcendental Meditation: 

 

‘We’re like light bulbs… If bliss starts growing inside you, it’s like a light; it affects 

the environment… You enjoy that light inside, and if you ramp it up brighter and 

brighter, you enjoy more and more of it. And that light will extend farther and 

farther.’ (Lynch 2006). 

  

These ideas are, of course, not unique to TM; many of the world’s religions espouse the 

idea that if only Buddhists, Christians, Jews and so on would sincerely and 

wholeheartedly follow the moral and devotional guidelines of their religions, the world 

would become a better place. However, not many traditions felt the need to assume a 

mathematical formula in order to promote the efficacy of their practice in producing 

world peace. Needless to say, these claims opened up an avenue for researchers to put 

these theories to the test.  

 

Meditating for peace: An Experiment 

Within 15 years, TM carried out and published over 40 studies about the effects of 

meditation on collective consciousness. Attempts were made to measure these effects 

through the rates of crime or aggressive action in the case of war zones. The following 

paragraphs explores one of the most ambitious studies on TM, which – with the total 

budget of 4.2 million US dollars – was the record holder of the most expensive research 

on meditation until the 2015 Wellcome Trust grant on Mindfulness meditation.  

 

Between 7th June and 30th July 1993, four thousand transcendental meditators 

assembled at the centre of Washington, D.C. to meditate twice daily, from 7.30am until 

noon, and again from 5pm until 7pm. The project was called ‘The National 

Demonstration Project to Reduce Violent Crime and Improve Governmental 

Effectiveness’. The experiment initially began with 1,000 meditators and subsequently 

increased to 2,500, and then to 4,000, on the premise that if TM could decrease the 
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stress levels of the collective consciousness field that affected crime, then logically, the 

effect would be more profound when more people meditated. The study took into 

account other factors known to affect crime levels, such as temperature, number of 

daylight hours, and police activities; they also compared the crime rates of the eight 

weeks during which the experiment took place with the previous criminal rates in 

Washington, D.C.  

 

Published six year later, the results showed that violent crimes dropped by 15.6% 

during the length of the experiment (Haegelin et al., 1999). The apparent effect was 

reported to be at its peak on the final week of the study, when a total of 4,000 people 

meditated together: the decrease in crime during that period was said to be 23.3 per 

cent. However, crime rates appeared to drop only when there were at least 2,500 

meditators gathered – an observation which led these TM scientists to reason that the 

effect in the collective consciousness is observed in the same way that water comes to 

boil when it reaches 100 degree Celsius, but not before.  

 

However, a recent re-examination of this study suggests that it was far from successful. 

Although the percentage for rapes and assaults had decreased significantly during the 

time that the experiment took place, it did not affect the rate of robberies and, contrary 

to the predictions, the rate of homicides had increased by 50% in compared to the 

previous year (Farias & Wikholm, 2015).  

 

By the time these results were published, in 1999, the interest of the academic 

community and the public was already shifting towards a different type of meditation, 

namely, Mindfulness Meditation (MM). This practice originates from modern Theravada 

Buddhism and is said to produce a state of ‘bare awareness’ through a non-judgmental 

observance and acceptance of what you think and feel in the present moment. Jon 

Kabbat-Zin, who established the first health-applied program of mindfulness – 

Mindfulness-based stress reduction – has framed this method as ‘Buddhist meditation 

without the Buddhism’ (Moyers, 1993).  

 

 

Scientific Research on Mindfulness Meditation  
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Research on mindfulness meditation has followed very closely the same instrumental 

logic of TM: it first attempted to establish the physical and mental health benefits of its 

practice and then to assert its pro-social value, concerning the increase of compassion 

and empathy, or a reduction in violent behaviour. Despite the media fanfare and public 

enthusiasm about the health benefits of mindfulness meditation, the scientific evidence 

is not consistent or conclusive. The most comprehensive meta-analysis of randomized 

controlled clinical trials showed that mindfulness interventions only led to moderate 

improvements in depression, anxiety and pain and very small improvements in stress 

reduction and quality of life. There was no evidence that it had an effect on other 

variables, such as positive mood, attention, sleep or substance use. Further, when 

mindfulness was compared to other interventions, such as physical exercise or 

relaxation, it wasn’t found to be any more effective (Goyal et al., 2014). This confirms 

the result of a previous meta-analysis, which found that mindfulness based 

interventions didn’t lead to medium or long-term (3 weeks to 3 years post intervention) 

better clinical outcomes than relaxation or psychoeducation (Khoury et al., 2013).   

 

There are other findings in the scientific literature that raise doubts about the long-term 

health benefits of meditation. Two other meta-analyses disconfirmed the expectation 

that continuous practice would lead to cumulative changes, both in emotional-cognitive 

domains (Sedlmeier et al., 2012) and in brain structure (Fox et al., 2014). There are no 

obvious interpretations for the expected positive changes of mindfulness to plateau 

after only some weeks of practice, rather than increase in time. But the contrary is also 

true – there is no clear rationale for why continuous mindfulness practice would keep 

improving well-being or cognitive abilities. A sort of magical rationale for the ‘power of 

mindfulness’ appears to be the underlying explanation, such as the more one practices 

the closer we become to ‘pure awareness’.  Continuous practice is supposed to add up in 

a mathematical way, making one more mindful, aware, and happier. And 

compassionate, as well. Here, too, a meta-analysis found that despite the moderate 

effects of mindfulness and other Buddhist-derived meditation techniques, such as 

loving-kindness meditation, on compassion, when compared to other psychological 

interventions the pro-social effects of meditation were either very weak or non-existent 

(Galante et al. 2014). 
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Our aim in this chapter is not examine the merits of meditation as a clinical tool but to 

reflect on how its scientization has, notwithstanding the attempt to secularise it, led to 

exaggerated and quasi-religious claims about its benefits. We will now focus on the 

commonalities between the TM and mindfulness as social-scientific enterprises.     

Common aims of TM and Mindfulness 

Although the practices of TM and Mindfulness meditation are somewhat different, they 

share at their core a number of similarities, including the manner in which they have 

been approached, refashioned, and promoted by the scientific community.  First, despite 

having their origins in Eastern religious traditions, both techniques were – at least at a 

discursive level – stripped off of their supernatural elements. For instance, while 

references exist to certain concepts such as self-transcendence and unusual paranormal 

within TM, nonetheless they are reframed in a secular oriented language so as to be 

understood within a naturalistic sphere within the reach of science – explicit reference 

to gods or miracles are discarded at the cost of rationality. Second, both techniques 

espouse universality by means of claiming the ability to produce a universal state of 

mind (in the case of TM) or an innate cognitive ability (in mindfulness this is the ability 

of attending to thoughts and feelings in a non-judgmental way). Third, both practices 

claim to unleash healing powers that will treat or decrease various disorders such as 

depression, anxiety, eating disorders, neuroticism, negative emotions, heart disease, 

blood pressure, etc. as well as increasing general wellbeing and capacities such as 

attention in their meditators. Fourth, they both envision that their meditational 

technique can harbor societal consequences – either through its effects on the collective 

consciousness or by increasing empathic motivations and compassionate behaviors 

among individuals. We can add a fifth commonality: a political intention. For example, 

TM has established a trans-national Natural Law Party, whereas mindfulness has 

breached into the British Parliament with its very own manifesto: Mindful Nation UK 

(2015), which aims to promote the practice of mindfulness in various secular spheres, 

from schools and hospitals to sports and the workplace. Similar efforts have been made 

in the US towards creating a ‘mindful nation’ to the point that even the US military has 

started using a mindfulness based program to train and effectively increase the efficacy 

of their soldiers within combat zones.   
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Turning Science into Religion 

The popularization of meditational techniques in the West rests upon many (often 

interrelated) social-cultural factors (Carrette and King, 2005; Lopez, 2008). What is 

perhaps rather unique is its circular trajectory: how religious techniques were first 

purposefully secularized and turned into science to become culturally mainstream; and 

then turned back into a sort of scientific religion, which allows us to ripe individual 

benefits from it as well as to explore and understand better our minds. Such an agenda 

underlies the writings of the new atheist, Sam Harris. In ‘Waking Up: Searching for 

Spirituality without Religion’, Harris (2014: 29) writes:  

 

Buddhism in particular possesses a literature on the nature of the mind that has 

no peer in Western religion or Western science. Some of these teachings are 

cluttered with metaphysical assumptions that should provoke our doubts, but 

many aren’t. And when engaged as a set of hypotheses by which to investigate 

the mind and deepen one’s ethical life, Buddhism can be an entirely rational 

enterprise. 

 

Harris argues that unlike Christianity, Buddhist meditation takes us straight to what 

matters – an experience where we overcome the illusion of the everyday self by 

focusing our attention in the experience of the present moment. Harris’ view is not 

dissimilar to that of scientists investigating the effects of meditation. The idea of a 

particular state of attention to the “here and now” and non-attachment to one’s 

thoughts are the crux of techniques like Mindfulness-based cognitive therapy. Rather 

than challenging your biased thoughts about reality or of yourself (as in Cognitive 

Behaviour Therapy), you are taught to let go and realize that thoughts are just mental 

events that needn’t be real. From the awareness of the unreal nature of your thoughts 

follows the awareness of the unreal nature of the self. In this way, mindfulness presents 

itself not only as a technique, but also as a theory of mind, which is rather attractive to 

secular individuals and scientists, particularly those inclined to believe, following 

Francis Crick, that our sense of self is nothing more than ‘a pack of neurons’. But 
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mindfulness also offers a quasi-spiritual hope: the promise of enabling self-

transcendence and the cultivation of a self that is both detached and compassionate.   

 

This scientization of meditation brings with it an almost inevitable impoverishment of 

the possibilities of deep self-transformation that spiritual traditions describe. Sharf 

(2015) brings to attention the century-old warnings against the forms of practices that 

emphasise quick results as opposed to gradual transformation balanced with 

intellectual engagement with scripture. Sharf (2015: 476) explores early forms of 

Chinese Zen (Chan) and Tibetan Dzogchen and argues that similar to modern 

meditation teachers, the masters and advocates of these practices were commonly 

under fire from critics for “dumbing down the tradition, for devaluing ethical training, 

for misconstruing or devaluing the role of wisdom, and for their crassly “instrumental” 

approach to practice”.  According to Sharf’s review, one common criticism directed at 

these techniques was that it could lead to paralysing states described as “falling into 

emptiness” or “meditation sickness. 

 

Moreover, the concepts of the mind conveyed in Hinduism and Buddhism are 

remarkably different from that of neurocognitive and biomedical sciences; they provide 

a nuanced and multi-layered model, malleable to various conscious and unconscious 

motivations and pressures, including the actions accumulated in past lives. This is also 

captured in the complex and detailed descriptions of various states of mind, often in a 

hierarchical way, for which there are no phenomenological equivalents in modern 

psychology or neuroscience.  Mindfulness researchers are content to follow a relatively 

one-dimensional understanding of the mind, often comparing it to bodily processes. To 

take one example, Willem Kuyken (2015), the director of the Oxford Mindfulness Centre 

has described mindfulness as a form of ‘mind exercise’: “Just as brushing your teeth or 

going for a run are well known ways of protecting general physical health, mindfulness 

exercises develop mental fitness and resilience.”    

 

The desire to de-emphasize the cultural, religious, and supernatural dimensions of 

Buddhism at the cost of glorifying its alleged rationality is a modern enterprise that 

continues to receive support from both Buddhist (but not all) and scientific quarters. It 

is best to acknowledge that this rational reading of Buddhist text, doctrines, and 
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practices are mostly the projections of our own modern categories of thought.3 Perhaps, 

instead of desperately trying to prove (or disprove) the compatibility of science and 

meditation, it is more fruitful to reflect on the underlying anxieties and needs that 

implicitly drive these endeavors. Is it possible that our coupling of science and 

meditation is an unconscious response to the conditions of our ever increasing secular 

societies — and our unhappiness with this? Are we creating and widely promoting a 

quasi-religious belief system by watering down sophisticated meditative techniques and 

replacing its religious scriptures with thousands of studies?  

 

Similar concerns have been raised by others. In regards to Buddhism, McMahan (2010) 

suggests that by “tying its fate too closely to the laboratory and linking its legitimacy to 

the authority of science”, Buddhism (and Buddhist meditation in particular) places itself 

at the risk of being rendered one day as an “outdated” method for producing certain 

mind-enhancing effects. Sharf (2015) and Verhoeven (2001) have noted that by altering 

Buddhism to fit the demands of science, we are in fact robbing this tradition of its 

unique abilities to critique mainstream culture. In the same spirit, Plank (2011 cited in 

Husgafvel, 2016: 89) described this unhinged approach to Buddhist practices and 

concepts as a “hollow cultural appropriation – and even colonization” – of Eastern ideas 

to support individualistic values and economic agendas. 

 

With this in mind, we suggest that scientists engrossed in this particular field of study 

could and should safeguard the legitimacy of their work – and by extension, the 

integrity of the scientific values they espouse – by adopting a convention often used in 

qualitative research, namely, reflexivity. By acknowledging one’s personal orientations 

in every step of the research process – from the source of the funding to design and data 

collection; from analysis and writing to press releases4 – can significantly increase the 

quality and the usefulness of this line of research. It is strictly in this light that we agree 

with Stanley’s (2013: 65) suggestion that “mindfulness practice might be useful for 

                                                        
3 As Steven Evans’ (2007) reexamination of the Kālāma-sutta has accurately demonstrated – a text widely 
referenced to testify for the rational and empirical character of early Buddhist epistemology, or as Soma 
Thera puts it ‘The Buddha’s charter of free enquiry.’ 

4 A recent study by Sumner and his colleagues (2014: 4) suggests that most of the exaggerations detected 
in health related science news did not originate in the media; rather inflated claims already existed “in the 
text of the press releases produced by academics and their establishments.”  
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psychologists themselves to perform as a way of investigating their relationship to the 

world and their participants.”  
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