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Today

1. Immersed in ego

2. Struggling with ego

3. Awareness of ego

4. Undermining ego

5. Embracing ego



Context – Degeneration Foreseen?

1000s of years ago,

contemplative adepts

projected that during the

present period, levels of

contemplative awareness

would rapidly diminish,

giving rise to major

environmental, social and

psychological problems
(Huang Po, 1982; Marra, 1998).

Source: Nathan Hobbs (https://unsplash.com/)



• “Your idea or opinion of yourself, especially your 

feeling of your own importance and ability” (Cambridge Dictionary)

• “The self especially as contrasted with another self or the world” 

(Merriam-Webster Dictionary)

• “That portion of the human personality which is experienced as the 

self or I” (Encyclopedia Britannica)

• “The self, particularly the conscious sense of self ... ego refers to 

all the psychological phenomena and processes that are related to 

the self and that comprise the individual’s attitudes, values, and 

concerns” (American Psychological Society)

Defining Ego



1. Immersed in Ego

• Ego-led and caught up in self

• Limited awareness of ego

• Mundane objectives

• Led by emotions, impulse, 

desire

• Suffering and confusion

• Like plankton driven by the tide

Source: Roman & Littlefield

“All of our problems can be traced to one source,

our concern for ourselves whom we cherish the most” 
(Wheel of Sharp Weapons, Dharmarakṣita)



1. Immersed in Ego

Attachment: “The over-allocation of 

cognitive and emotional resources 

towards a particular object, 

construct, or idea to the extent that 

the object is assigned an attractive 

quality that is unrealistic and that 

exceeds its intrinsic worth”

“A thirst that can never be quenched”

Source: Eyasu Etsub Mora (https://unsplash.com/)

(Van Gordon et al., 2016)



1. Immersed in Ego

Ontological addiction: 

“The unwillingness to 

relinquish an erroneous 

and deep-rooted belief in 

an inherently existing 

‘self’ or ‘I’ as well as the 

impaired functionality that 

arises from such a belief”



1. Immersed in Ego



1. Immersed in Ego

3. Felt uplifted when you were praised

4. Found it hard to accept your mistakes or shortcomings

10. Felt inferior to others



1. Immersed in Ego

Source: Total Shape (https://unsplash.com/)



2. Struggling with Ego

• Dissatisfaction and 

disillusionment

• Contemplating suffering

• Contemplating happiness

• Search for greater meaning

• Search for peace and tranquillity

• Suffering propels personal and 

spiritual growth

• But can also be ignored!

Source: Warren Long (https://unsplash.com/)



(Shonin, Van Gordon, Griffiths, 2014)

Mindlessness Mindfulness

2. Struggling with Ego



Mindlessness involves being: 

“Much like a robot; thoughts, emotions, 

and behaviours … are determined by 

programmed routines” (Bodner & Langer, 

2001, p. 1). 

“Mindlessness diminishes our self-image, 

narrows our choices, and weds us to 

single-minded attitudes” (Langer, 1989, p. 55). 

Source: Rock’n Roll Monkey (https://unsplash.com/)

2. Struggling with Ego



Conventional hallucination:

The perceiving of that which is not

Inverted hallucination:

The non-perceiving of that which is
(Van Gordon et al., 2019)

Source: Maria Teneva (https://unsplash.com/)

2. Struggling with Ego



3. Awareness of Ego

• Mindfulness

• Concentrative meditation

• Creating breathing space

• Recognising ego

• Calm and centre the mind

• Can get stuck here!

Source: Max Van Den Oetelaar (https://unsplash.com/)



Breath awareness:

• A meditative anchor

• “Tie” the mind to the present

moment

• Each breath is unique

• It has a beginning, middle, 

and an end

• It has a texture and a taste

• Let it follow its natural course

• Don’t be a “breather”

• Focus should be open and 

encompassing

Source: Jason Leung (https://unsplash.com/)

(Van Gordon et al., 2017)

3. Awareness of Ego



• Follow the breath inwards, and 

become aware of the body

• Allow the body and emotions to 

be soothed by the breath

Source: Nhia Moua (https://unsplash.com/)

3. Awareness of Ego



• Follow the breath out of the 

body - see where it goes

• When you breathe out, the 

trees breathe in

• Follow the breath through 

time and space

• There is only one breath, 

and we all share it

Source: Cristofer Jeschke (https://unsplash.com/)

3. Awareness of Ego



Stop

Observe the breath

Step back and watch the mindT
h

e
 C

h
a

tt
e

ri
n

g
 M

in
d

3. Awareness of Ego



4. Undermining Ego

• Insight meditation techniques

• Penetrative meditative analysis

• Non-conceptual

• Non-attachment

• Emptiness and non-self

• Don’t forget compassion

• Taste true happiness

• Spiritual ego!

“Trample him, trample him, dance on the head

of this treacherous concept of selfish concern ...

who kills our chance to gain liberation”
(Wheel of Sharp Weapons, Dharmarakṣita)



4. Undermining Ego



4. Undermining Ego



• 1st study to directly 

assess emptiness: 

25 advanced 

Buddhist 

meditators 

• Emptiness meditation 

Vs. mindfulness-

based meditation

• Emptiness resulted in 

significantly greater 

improvements in non-

attachment, mystical 

experiences, 

compassion, +ive

and -ive affect

(Van Gordon et al., 2018)

4. Undermining Ego



“Everything flows freely. Things just happen. There’s no need to try to 

connect events with a time or place. Ideas such as near

and far or before and after must be let go of. Emptiness means

that all things happen right here and right now.” (Participant 11)

“You have to be open to emptiness. You have to know it places its 

mark on everything. But you don’t try to force it. You don’t

ignore it either. You just allow it to come.” (Participant 2)

“Everything is of [the nature of] emptiness but trying to find [emptiness] 

is impossible because it means you’re placing labels on something that 

can’t be labelled. You have to be emptiness rather

than try and find it.” (Participant 9)

(Van Gordon et al., 2019)

4. Undermining Ego



4. Undermining Ego



5. Embracing Ego

• Often misunderstood phase

• Ego isn’t a problem

• Working in harmony with ego

• Advanced stage of awakening

• Ego as a spiritual compass

• But very few examples!

Source: Ali Kazal (https://unsplash.com/)



5. Embracing Ego

Participant 11: “Everything flows freely. Things just happen. There’s no 

need to try to connect events with a time or place. Ideas such as near

and far or before and after must be let go of. Emptiness means

that all things happen right here and right now.”

Participant 2: “You have to be open to emptiness. You have to know it 

places its mark on everything. But you don’t try to force it. You don’t

ignore it either. You just allow it to come.”

Participant 9: “Everything is of [the nature of] emptiness but trying to 

find [emptiness] is impossible because it means you’re placing labels 

on something that can’t be labelled. You have to be emptiness rather

than try and find it.”

(Van Gordon et al., 2019)



“-All things are like images found in a mirror, 

and yet we imagine they are real, very real.

-All things are like mist or clouds on a 

mountain, and yet we imagine they are stable 

and firm. 

-Our enemy is our insistence on ego-identities 

… and our selfish concern for ourselves. 

-Like all things these appear to be truly 

existent, though they never truly existed at all”. 
(Wheel of Sharp Weapons, Dharmarakṣita)

email: w.vangordon@derby.ac.uk

Thank you

Source: Saffu (https://unsplash.com/)


