
Basic concepts after preparing the mind
 
Where  would  you  direct  your  attention  (to  the  Paramatthas)  and  how  would  you  direct  your 
observation (to anicca lakkhana) to end up seeing that  there is nothing to see in itself, no one who 
sees in itself, and therefore no action of seeing in itself.

Preparing the mind minimizes risks, but it is also true that not everyone that jumps into the pool 
without knowing how to swim will drown. From those who do not drown, some make it on their 
own; others, no matter how, receive help. In fact, all these are pure appearances, explanations that 
are limited because of the mere fact of explaining and the tools used for that purpose. “Everyone”, 
“pool”, “make it”, “drown”, etc., are part of that world in which we live, and that in actuality it is 
not in itself, that does not exist independently or separately.

§ 2.
Tattha vutt’ abhidhammatthā – catudhā paramatthato
Cittam cetasikam rūpam – Nibbānam’ iti sabbathā. 
§ 2.
In an ultimatei sense the categories of Abhidhamma, mentioned therein, are 
fourfold in all: (i) consciousness, (ii) mental states, (iii) matter, and (iv) 
Nibbāna.  (Abhidhammattha Sangaha, A manual of Abhidhamma, translated by 
Narada Thera)

The  practice  of  intensive  and  deep  meditation  has  as  its  only  goal  to  generate  a  process  of 

perception that leads us to awakening, that leads to that which is beyond perception and sensation.

In other words, these are not techniques that will apparently help us with our everyday problems, 

which are built upon the idea of “I am”. These are, however, systems that will make us go through 

experiences that compromise our very idea of “I am” until it is completely dissolved. When there is  

no one to experience a problem, that problem has no importance; in fact, it  is not considered a 

problem anymore. It is a problem that exists depending upon an “I”, and ceases along with the “I”.

These  techniques,  systems,  or  ways  of  observation  work  at  deep  levels  of  the  mind,  at  non-

superficial levels, and this sometimes makes the results or evaluations made by our mind of surface 

biased, not very precise, lacking the capacity to see what has happened.

This does not mean that we should follow things blindly, but that if this difficulty to evaluate exists, 

our trust in what we are doing will not be firm, nor will be our work. Therefore until our trust is  

consolidated – something that cannot be forced, but that builds up on its own rhythm ii – this process 

will face hindrances, or moments of greater or lesser application.

In any case, even if it is possible that we are unable to evaluate the deeper effects of meditation,  

they should actually manifest in certain aspects of our everyday life. Above all, it should manifest in 



a greater capacity to relate to our sensations and a greater understanding of their characteristic of 

being impermanent, non-satisfactory and lacking property and substance.

If we could really classify and divide, then we would divide intensive meditation into two aspects  

that complement each other:

a) Working exalted states of mind

b) Working to see phenomena as it really is, seeing the three general characteristics in conditioned 

phenomena.

A) Working exalted states of mind means broadening our perception of what the world is, entering 

new worlds, new dimensions, places beyond the senses, spaces of subtle matter, spaces beyond 

matter...

They can be worked through states of concentration. In the Theravada tradition they are worked 

through the  Jhaanasiii or  meditative absorptions.  All  the other  techniques that  do not deal with 

seeing things as they are and understanding the conditioned arising of phenomena, can be included 

in the group of exalted states of mind. If they do not reach that mental potency, for those who like  

classifying, we could include them in all those techniques that make us feel better with ourselves;  

that help us cohabitate with our conceptual world, that help us to change it and transform it...

B) Working in line with vipassana, be it through one system of vipassana or another, means making 

the commitment to radically and directly get nearer to the root from where and through which our  

identity is born; the idea that we are something independent and separated, or that there is actually 

something independent and separated at all. This implies transcending the famous “we are one”, 

because in such a place there is only ONE, not two, nor us, nor others, nor perception, nor observed 

object and observer... There is no such thing as “we are”; there is only what there is.

In order to work in this way, even if in certain cases the experience may arise spontaneously, we can 

facilitate it if we have clear and precise instructions on how to investigate the reality we are living  

in; what this reality is comprised of and how it is built up. That is to say: who am I, what am I  

doing, what are these things from the outside, what is outside and inside...

 All the techniques of vipassana, taking longer or shorter routes, in a more or less broad way, should 

lead to what we call  paramatthas.  This Pali word is difficult to translate.  Paramattha could be 

defined as  something we can  directly  experience,  like  a  minimal  unit  of  experience,  to  which 

nothing is added, no additional quality to the mere experience. In any case, this definition would not 

be valid for the paramattha nibbaana, but it would for the other three; (consciousness, mental states 

and matter).



We should then differentiate  three things: these  paramattha,  the concepts  or  paññattis,  and the 

designations. Designations are the words we use to designate, either in written form, verbal form or 

as a group of sounds, both an experience (paramattha) and a concept (paññattis). For instance: if 

we put some salt on the tongue, we will experience a flavour. That flavour is an experience. The  

salt, as a separate object, is a concept (that is: the image of salt, plus the flavour of salt, plus the 

touch of salt, plus the smell of salt, plus the sound of salt, plus the previous ideas added to this  

experience or to the very concept that is formed through these). It is through these six experiences  

that we elaborate concepts, which we designate with words or designations. The question is whether 

these  words  directly  designate  experiences  or  not,  like  in  the  example  above:  the  word  “salt” 

designates a concept, and the word “salty” designates an experience. Designations or words are 

things we use to communicate. However, the important thing to understand is if we are referring to 

a direct experience with it, or if we are referring to an idea or concept that we elaborate through 

experiences; like in the case of the idea of this thing that we call salt, which we cannot believe to 

experience unless we unite all those experiences we mentioned before and elaborate something new 

we call salt, that cannot be conceived separately from those experiences. 

However, when we touch salt, for example table salt, we do have an experience of touch; when salt 

comes into contact with the gustatory matter, we do have a taste experience... These experiences 

arise from putting in contact matter that perceives with matter that can be perceived (in this case by 

the five senses) or if not, when mind generates an idea from something it has established through 

contact via the five senses or when it has direct contact with a mental object. The experience ends as 

soon as the contact ceases and arises as soon as the contact begins.

Something similar occurs with emotional states. What we designate with the name “happiness” or 

“sadness”, is an experience. It is something that is being experienced. Something that has arisen due 

to some causes (but it is not the story? we usually refer to, but something deeper) and ceases with 

the causes. Happiness refers to a sensation that does not last, something that continuously comes 

and goes. If with it we mean an emotional state that may last days or weeks, the emotional state is a 

concept, the sensation that supports it is the experience or paramattha through which the concept is 

generated. Because the concept is based on the sensation, it obviously cannot last or be eternal.  

However in order to have an observation that can deeply impact the way we understand things, we 

need to direct this observation to the experience through which we build our world of ideas.

Once it is clear what we need to observe, that is, to observe these paramatthas, and not to live in the 

story of the paññattis, nor get lost in designations but use them to communicate with others when 

verbal or written communication is required, then we can directly start studying or investigating the 

quality  of  these  direct  experiences.  These  common qualities  are:  that  they are impermanent  or 

transitory, that they are a source of dissatisfaction (not in themselves, but when we are trying to find 

satisfaction through them, something that is our motive and movement of life, until we find that in 

fact satisfaction is always present,  and it  belongs to nobody; until  then the movement of going 



somewhere in search of satisfaction, ultimately always leads to frustration, because it is based on an 

apparent  but  not  truthful  idea of  how things  are).  This  last  factor  is  the  third  characteristic  of 

dependent arising phenomena: that they are impersonal, that belong to nobody - because there is 

nobody -, that they are unsubstantial in themselves...

Alright, so how do vipassana techniques do this? Either by doing a specific observation that plays 

down the importance of the particular qualities of the things that happen or take place (this is what 

we  call  phenomena)  or  by  widely  observing  the  common  qualities  of  the  experiences  we  go 

through; we start seeing the common qualities of these events.

What  are  the  “particular  qualities”?  They are  a  part  of  what  we call  paramattha.  That  is:  the 

experience we designate as sadness has a mental and physical quality different from the experience 

we call happiness. The contact experience of a soothing caress has a different material quality than 

the experience of grazing up against a scourer. The scourer and the caress are the story, smooth and 

rough are the experience. In deep meditation we pay attention to smooth and rough and leave the 

story of scourer-caress, because in that moment – but perhaps not in others – these are not very 

useful for discovering that which we are investigating. Once we start living out of the story, and  

start living in the experience,  we can start  to investigate this conditioned arising of things, this 

equality or sameness of all the experiences regarding their arising and passing away. Therefore in 

our lives we will start living in a similar way: these direct experiences and their characteristics, both 

general and particular, and the story that formally we may be living; all of which allows us to live in 

a more fulfilled and truthful way once we manage to integrate both aspects.

However, we will normally observe with surprise that, even though we can directly see that there is 

no reason whatsoever to feel preference towards one sensation or another, towards one story or 

another, our behaviour focuses on looking for some experiences and avoiding others. And according 

to the memories of the stories we might have lived, we look for some stories that we associate with 

certain sensations and avoid other stories that we associate with other sensations.

Once our attention starts getting stabilized in these paramatthas we can start observing more clearly 

that all of them (except for the experience of ONE) arise and pass away with an incessant velocity, 

as if they were photograms of a cinema film and we could see them one by one, separately, without 

continuity. It is not the typical idea of impermanence and transience in which a human being lasts 

longer than a cloud. In that case, human being and cloud are designations of concepts or paññattis 

and  they  are  not  something  we  can  experience  directly,  but  are  aggregates,  accumulations  or 

compounds of a collection of experiences put together and seen as a self-existing unity. As if we 

were  watching  the  movie  all  together,  without  interruptions,  as  a  whole.  Normally  this 

impermanence of the cloud and the human being is the impermanence we refer to on a conventional 

level. The other, the one in which we say that the human and the cloud are already vanished in 

themselves,  is  the  impermanence  we  talk  about  in  deep  meditation.  Hence  the  importance  of 



clarifying in which context we use each word to create the fewer number of misunderstandings 

possible.

TO SUMMARIZE: these are the basics…Observing the paramattha and not the paññattis, however 

keeping them in mind in order to live our lives with others and to be able to enter their world, 

generally  a  world of  concepts,  far  from experience.  Seeing the characteristic  of  impermanence 

directly in these units of perception, which will result in the base of our knowledge (that is the 

objects) starting to dissolve, and with that the seemingly solid and real knowledge that was  based 

on it.

At the end, one should leave all of this story, get free from one’s own story, and live happily with 

things as they are, with full acceptance (not of concepts, however, but of the ultimate nature of 

things, of the absence of an “I” that might be benefitting or getting harmed from things, …).

Idea…honesty in practise. Living wherever one is. If there is an active ego, there is an active ego, 

and one  does  not  try  to  deceive  oneself  into  living  the  idea  that  that  is  not  there.  It  is  not  a 

philosophical idea; it is something that occurs automatically when the experience arises, be it in an 

apparently spontaneous form or in an apparently gradual form. In any case, it is indeed possible that 

the conceptual mind needs some time to adapt to this absence of point of view and this absence of 

solid entity. Therefore, even though it may be surprising for us Westerners, and it so may be for 

Asians  awakening  does  not  necessarily  have  to  be  directly  translated  into  acceptance  of  the 

awakening. As Suzanne Segal says, it took her twelve years to integrate the experience. Following a 

tradition, or joining a tradition once the mind has opened, can be helpful; or at least it has been so in 

the majority of cases I have read about. 

The more sustained this way of observation or this practice is, the faster the process will go.

All that being said, 

Practice with caution, 

And do not ask meditation 

That which it cannot give you,

That is, 

Your world to be perfect, beautiful, wonderful, 

Without even a single painful experience…



The world is actually like that if we let it be, 

It is our confused view 

Which calls pain to that which is not

And calls pleasure to that which is pain.

A problem of designation of references.

Even if it does not look like the thing you are looking for, 

As one digs in the earth 

To raise walls to the sky,

This is the result you are deeply longing for,

That peace that searches for nothing, 

That which already is and has always been,

Or that which is beyond being, beyond not being, 

Beyond being and not being, 

Beyond neither being nor not being.

GS.

PS: Even though in an ultimate sense there is no one who loves and nothing to love, from a deeper  

understanding arises true love, which belongs to no one; in any case, along the path, when one 

conceives something or someone, always remembering universal love (metta) and compassion (the 

desire of getting out of the suffering and out of the eternal dissatisfaction that always makes us look  

for something more) can be of great help and benefit, both for yourself and those around you.

NOTES:



i

 For a more detailed and clarifying explanation of this confusing concept: ultimate reality, 
conventional reality, you can check the glossary of A map of the Journey – Sayadaw U Jotika, in 
http://www.buddhanet.net/pdf_file/mapjourney6.pdf (But remember these are only explicative systems to 
clarify, not to get confused, in which case, let go of them!)
ii  As the aphorism attributed to Lao Tzu goes: “Nature does not hurry, yet everything is 

accomplished.”
iii  According to some advanced meditators, this word is used in the Pali Canon to designate 

indistinctly two different processes. One is the above mentioned process (A), and the other refers 
to what is called vipassana-jhaanas, related with the next section (B).
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