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Abstract
Criticism of potential drawbacks of mindfulness is crucial for the field to move forward and remain grounded in reality rather 
than become carried away by the mindfulness hype. At the same time, however, such criticism needs to be reasonable and 
based on actual facts rather than subjective imagination. The allegation that mindfulness is intrinsically dangerous appears 
to have been influenced by unreasonable claims made by Daniel Ingram, which have been taken seriously due to an apparent 
lack of acquaintance of some scholars with Buddhist doctrine and with genuine forms of insight meditation.
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The remarkable spread of mindfulness-related practices has 
resulted in a form of hype (Van Dam et al. 2018). In order 
for mindfulness research and applications to stay grounded 
and avoid potential pitfalls resulting from this hype, con-
structive criticism by academic peers is indispensable and 
highly welcome.

Yet, at times, such criticism can itself succumb to the 
hype, in the sense of going overboard and taking on a life of 
its own that is no longer grounded in reality. Hence, with all 
due recognition to the need for criticism and objections to be 
heard and taken seriously, some of these overstate their case 
to such an extent that they call for an attempt to return to the 
sobriety that should ideally inform research on mindfulness 
and meditation.

One dimension of mindfulness-based practices that has 
deservedly inspired criticism is the trend toward commer-
cialization. However, the employment of the catchy phrase 
“McMindfulness” has led to an overstatement of such criti-
cism by Purser (2019). An inspection of several arguments, 
made in support of this type of criticism, shows that these 
do not stand up on closer examination (Anālayo 2020b).

The Dangers of Mindfulness

Another in itself pertinent and deserved criticism of mind-
fulness practices has the important function of counterbal-
ancing an overstating of their positive repercussions, which 
at times almost gives the impression that mindfulness has 
come to be viewed as a panacea for all possible problems. 
In view of the current hype, such criticism is indeed needed. 
It should be made clear that mindfulness is not in itself the 
solution for everyone under all circumstances. Someone suf-
fering from trauma may require other types of interventions 
or additional practices in order to deal more efficiently with 
the challenges that have arisen. Hence, there is definitely a 
need for mindfulness practices and meditations to become 
increasingly more “trauma-sensitive” (Treleaven 2018).

Once 3 to 10% of patients in psychotherapies in general 
experience adverse effects, it only stands to reason that the 
same can be expected of MBCT (Mindfulness-based Cogni-
tive Therapy) and other mindfulness-related programs (Baer 
et al. 2021). As noted by Baer et al. (2019, p. 111):

In well-established approaches to health and wellbe-
ing, including psychotherapy, pharmacotherapy, and 
physical exercise, some participants suffer serious 
harm or get meaningfully worse … Evidence-based 
MBPs have important commonalities with these 
approaches … Because of these commonalities, it is 
essential to consider the possibility that some partici-
pants in evidence-based MBPs may get worse. *	 Bhikkhu Anālayo 
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For this reason, there is a pressing need to encourage 
those who are researching mindfulness-based programs 
to report adversities in published papers, in order to help 
develop a body of knowledge on potential drawbacks that 
can then inform the deployment of strategies and adjust-
ments in order to minimize potential harm.

At the same time, however, drawing attention to potential 
adversities should not lead to what Vörös (2016, p. 78) has 
described as a possible “shift from the mythization phase, in 
which mindfulness is presented as panacea for all the ills and 
evils of contemporary society, to the demonization phase, in 
which it will be stigmatized as something too unpredictable 
and hazardous for clinical purposes.” A tendency toward 
such a shift appears to be evident in publications that con-
flate mindfulness-based programs in the clinical setting with 
intensive insight meditation in a retreat setting and the possi-
ble experience of the so-called insight knowledges (Barford 
2018; Compson 2018; Grabovac 2015). The first of these 
authors explicitly refers to Daniel Ingram, who thus appears 
to be a chief source for an overstatement of the dangers sup-
posedly inherent in any form of mindfulness practice.

A better appreciation of the profusion of such ideas 
requires a close look at Daniel Ingram’s main publication 
(2008/2018), in particular regarding his reinterpretation of 
the Theravāda scheme of insight knowledge, his claim to 
be an arahant, and his style of insight meditation as com-
pared to the traditional practice taught by Mahāsi Sayādaw 
(1904–1982).

A Reinterpretation of the Insight 
Knowledges

The insight knowledges offer a description of the progress 
of insight as understood in Theravāda texts and meditation 
traditions. Although in themselves the result of a process of 
historical development (Anālayo 2012, 2019b), the final-
ized scheme of the insight knowledges, as described in the 
Visuddhimagga (translated Ñāṇamoli 1991), for example, 
has served as an authoritative reference point for Theravāda 
insight meditation.

 Even though Ingram (2008/2018) employs the same ter-
minology of the insight knowledges, his actual descriptions 
of the progress of insight involve rather substantial reinter-
pretations of the stages of insight. This departure from the 
traditional model is a new development that does not appear 
to have precedents in the history of Theravāda insight medi-
tation, in the sense that personal experiences are accommo-
dated to the map of meditative progress by adjusting the lat-
ter. In the present case, this went to the extent of identifying 
childhood experiences and dreams as conforming to certain 
insights (e.g., pp. 443–445 and 472). With all due allow-
ance for personal freedom, it needs to be clearly recognized 

that such ideas no longer do justice to the intended meaning 
of the stages of insight in the Theravāda model (Anālayo 
2020a), which are about profoundly transformative experi-
ence resulting from prolonged and intensive cultivation of 
insight meditation in a retreat setting.

A central factor helping to understand the dynamics of 
such reinterpretation appears to be a strong fascination with 
maps, evident in the statement in Ingram (2008/2018, p. 
272): I “care incredibly much about the maps.” Due to such 
fascination, the scheme of the insight knowledges seems to 
have gradually morphed into a script to be executed in medi-
tation and applied retrospectively to previous experiences 
(Anālayo 2020a). Since the personal experiences described 
by Daniel Ingram do not fit the authoritative description of 
the insight knowledges adequately, this appears to have led 
to an ongoing process of adjusting the map to achieve a 
better congruence. The final result of the proposed develop-
ment is that the map provided by Daniel Ingram has little 
in common with the original description of the progress of 
insight. A key element here is a tendency for deep meditative 
insight to become conflated with daily life situations, such as 
watching TV as the supposed occasion for the occurrence of 
the highest of the insight knowledges, “equanimity toward 
formations” (p. 245).

With the basic trajectory of such conflation in place, the 
evolving reinterpretation of the insight knowledges seems 
to have broadened out further to incorporate bits and pieces 
from various other contemplative traditions, resulting in a 
map subjectively believed to reflect “an innate part of human 
development” (p. 218). This trajectory can perhaps best be 
viewed as reflecting the universalization of subjectivity in 
an attempt to authenticate the self-made map.

Such seemingly ad hoc pursuit of elevating content and 
modes of first-person experience to the rank of innate and 
universal is quite different, for example, from psychoanalyti-
cal or comparative approaches to the phenomenology of the 
lived religious or contemplative experience of an individual 
or group. The problem here is that Daniel Ingram bases him-
self on a circularity between his own personal experience 
and an adjustment of an existing map that is subjected to 
rewriting to accommodate his own idiosyncratic contem-
plative development, being thereby stripped off its salient 
features and internal consistency that constitute its episte-
mological authoritativeness within its original context. Nev-
ertheless, in this muted format, it is used in order to confer 
a seal of authority to his own experience and mapping. It 
is based on this procedure that Daniel Ingram posits sub-
jective “attainments” as innate and universal phenomena. 
However, fact-checking of his attainment claims against the 
actual model (within its own context, an objective source of 
epistemic authority) reveals ongoing intentional manipula-
tion of the original source. Having won a public audience 
who puts the created map into practice, the audience’s own 
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first-person experiences are then used as supportive evidence 
to legitimize the above-described short-circuiting.

In an invited comment on the analysis of this re-inter-
pretation of the insight knowledges, provided in Anālayo 
(2020a), the internationally renowned meditation teacher 
Jack Kornfield (2020) offered the following assessment:

The profound insight knowledges of the Progress of 
Insight are not accessible and common in ordinary life, 
in times like just walking about or watching TV. In 
fact, encouraging students to claim the experience of 
the progress of insight in daily activities and medita-
tion can lead the mind to construct the feeling of expe-
riences that are much less profound than the spontane-
ous and powerful illuminations of the actual progress 
of insight. This is a danger which undercuts the pro-
found and spontaneous transformation during the deep 
Progress of Insight, and is a misguided understanding 
against which the masters in the Mahasi tradition have 
regularly cautioned.

This assessment shows that the question at stake is not 
about asserting property rights over the Theravāda scheme 
of insight knowledges in an attempt to affirm religious ortho-
doxy. Instead, there is a need to clarify that the clinical rel-
evance and potential of the model presented by Ingram need 
to be evaluated apart from considerations pertinent to the 
traditional scheme of insight knowledges, simply because 
these two descriptions of the progress of insight are poles 
apart. The “Ingram model,” if it can be called such, and the 
Theravāda scheme of insight knowledges are substantially 
different. What holds for the one does not hold for the other. 
Each of these two maps of meditation practice needs to be 
evaluated on its own terms, in order to avoid the type of 
confusion that results from conflating them.

Assertions made by Daniel Ingram, based on his personal 
model, are not relevant to an evaluation of the implications 
of the actual Theravāda insight knowledges experienced in 
intensive meditation, nor do they carry weight in relation to 
contemporary mindfulness-based practices.

Claims to Awakening

In line with a radical reinterpretation of the insight knowl-
edges, a similar and perhaps even more radical reinterpreta-
tion appears to have taken place in relation to the stages of 
awakening. In fact, the claim to having reached the high-
est possible level of awakening recognized in early and 
Theravāda Buddhism occurs on the cover of the book by 
Ingram (2008/2018), which introduces the author as “the 
arahant Daniel M. Ingram.”

Note that this employs the Pāli term “arahant” and thereby 
lays claim to having reached the acme of spiritual perfection 

as understood in the Theravāda tradition, which employs 
Pāli as its doctrinal and religious language. As explained by 
Gombrich (1988, p. 3), “hallmarks of Theravāda Buddhism 
are the use of Pali as its main sacred language and depend-
ence on the Pali version of the Buddhist Canon as its sacred 
scripture.” Due to the employment of Pāli terminology, the 
claim made by Daniel Ingram is firmly situated within the 
Theravāda context and needs to be evaluated from the view-
point of the Theravāda definition of what makes someone 
an arahant. Other Buddhist traditions are not of relevance 
for evaluating his claim. For example, the usage of the San-
skrit counterpart arhat in the context of descriptions in other 
Buddhist traditions of the non-bodhisattva or non-Mahāyāna 
path and the respective (often polemical) taxonomies of the 
paths and stages of awakening is neither text-historically nor 
doctrinally comparable to Ingram’s procedure and does not 
represent a precedent to it.

From the stage of early Buddhism, represented by the 
Pāli discourses (and their parallels), to later Pāli texts, 
the notion that an arahant has eradicated defilements is a 
continuous key element in Theravāda thought. This holds 
even for the Bāhiya instruction, which Ingram (2008/2018, 
p. 320) apparently considers to be reflecting an alternative 
model of awakening. This idea seems to be based on the 
assumption that in the relevant Pāli discourse the Buddha 
“said that realization involves this direct insight: ‘In the 
seeing just the seen, in the hearing just the heard, in the 
sensed just the sensed, in the cognized just the cognized.’” 
In the Pāli original, the phrase just quoted is an instruc-
tion for meditative training, evident from the fact that it is 
preceded by the phrase “Bāhiya, you should train yourself 
thus” (Ud 1.10: te bāhiya evaṃ sikkhitabbaṃ). This is 
thus a meditation instruction in bare awareness (Anālayo 
2018a, 2019a). Even though Bāhiya reached awakening 
after putting into practice this instruction, this does not 
turn the instruction itself into a description of a level of 
awakening. The ability to cultivate bare awareness as such 
does not imply that the practitioner must be an awakened 
being.

Ingram (2008/2018, p. 335) introduced his revised version 
of the four stages of awakening by reasoning that “using the 
original terminology and revising its definitions allows a lot of 
the most universally applicable and least culturally conditioned 
information from the Pāli canon to be used today.” Regard-
ing the idea of altering the implications of key constructs in 
order to make them more universally applicable, suppose the 
same procedure were to be applied in the medical professions. 
Someone could claim to be a medical doctor without ever hav-
ing studied or practiced medicine, a contention justified so as 
to make personal attempts at contributing to healthcare more 
universally applicable than they would be without such claims. 
The results of such a procedure can safely be expected to be 
detrimental. The same holds for claims to Buddhist levels of 
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awakening based on a personal revision of the definition of 
what awakening implies.

In view of the position taken in the Theravāda tradition on 
the implications of being an arahant, the appropriation of the 
Pāli term arahant by someone who is still subject to defile-
ments like sexual lust and anger risks being considered a case 
of wrongful cultural appropriation. In the present instance, a 
white male from a dominant Western culture employs a term 
with profound sacred connotations among Theravāda popula-
tions of South and Southeast Asia who have inherited a his-
tory, especially on being subjected to colonial rule, of perva-
sive oppression of their religious culture by Western powers. 
The appropriation of this term takes place in full awareness of 
not doing justice, by any means, to the connotations it evokes 
in its traditional usage, where the mere mention of the Pāli 
term arahant can move people to tears and motivate them to 
engage in various traditional forms of expressing respect. 
Such respect is motivated precisely by the chief connotation 
of total liberation from defilements. Hence, for someone to 
appropriate the term arahant without living up to this connota-
tion can be experienced as deeply offensive by those among 
such Theravāda populations (including immigrants living in 
the West) who come to know of it.

Although the vocabulary of cultural appropriation was of 
course not known in ancient India, the seriousness of making 
claims to being an arahant in awareness of failing to fulfil the 
relevant chief criteria can be seen in the following Pāli verse:

Someone who, not being an arahant, claims to be an 
arahant, in this world with its gods is a thief.
(Sn 135: yo ve anarahā santo, arahaṃ paṭijānati, coro 
sabrahmake loke).

Yet, Ingram (2008/2018, p. 332) much rather targets the 
Buddhist tradition as being collectively reprehensible on ethi-
cal grounds for making the supposedly false claim that eradi-
cation of defilements is at all possible. This strategy, perhaps 
serving as a pre-emptive attack, takes the form of alleging that 
the entire Buddhist tradition, from its earliest stages onward, 
has been dishonest in claiming that it is possible to eradicate 
defilements from the mind, as implicit in the core meaning and 
implication of becoming an arahant. The alleged dishonesty 
was supposedly a move “to fool ignorant peasants” and get 
food supplies. Key elements of the arahant ideal in Pāli texts, 
according to which one who has reached this acme of perfec-
tion no longer has sex, kills, steals, etc., should therefore be 
viewed as “absurd lies” (p. 356).

Insight Meditation

The reinterpretation of the insight knowledges and stages 
of awakening comes combined with a significant change 
in the actual meditation method. The noting technique 

employed in the tradition of Mahāsi Sayādaw can be under-
stood to put into practice an aspect of the instructions in the 
Satipaṭṭhāna-sutta, which “suggest a form of mental not-
ing” (Anālayo 2003, p. 113). If used appropriately as an aid 
in clarity of recognition and understanding, such practice 
can lead to progress through the insight knowledges and the 
gaining of “levels of awakening” (Anālayo 2018b, p. 197). 
If overdone, however, in particular by employing a high-
speed form of noting combined with excessive reliance on 
the expectation of certain experiences to be reached, the 
crucial receptivity of mindfulness can become lost, and the 
employment of the noting technique can result in scripting 
meditation experiences to conform to the practitioner’s per-
sonal ideas and expectations (Anālayo 2020a).

Needless to say, Daniel Ingram is of course free to adjust 
the meditation technique taught by Mahāsi Sayādaw as he 
wishes for his personal practice, such as adopting high-speed 
noting as a tool for actualizing his own map. In fact, his 
approach appears to have attracted a number of meditators 
who are comfortable relying on the same mode of practice 
and on his map as the chief reference point for their practice.

However, the purpose of the present article, as would be 
evident from its submission to an academic journal, is to pro-
vide information to scholars in the field of psychology. In 
particular, those involved in research on mindfulness-based 
clinical applications and programs need to be provided with 
information to contextualize the claims made by Daniel 
Ingram of being an authorized insight meditation teacher who 
has reached the highest goal envisaged in early and Theravāda 
Buddhism.

In an invited comment on the presentation in Anālayo 
(2020a), Bhikkhu Vivekānanda Mahāthera, an internation-
ally renowned insight meditation teacher in the tradition of 
Mahāsi Sayādaw, clarified (Vivekānanda 2020):

Mr. Daniel Ingram’s teachings of meditation do not 
accord with Ven. Mahasi Sayadaw’s teachings of 
Vipassana meditation … Mr. Daniel Ingram’s way of 
teaching meditation is actually causing harm to a num-
ber of his students.

Kornfield (2020) also warned that “the approach of a 
heavy, forced and intense effort to note every experience 
can further exacerbate adverse reactions.” In the same vein, 
Kirmayer (2015, p. 463 n. 9) noted that.

recent ‘hardcore’ (Ingram 2008) approaches to medi-
tative practice … as a way to advance along the path 
to enlightenment may be particularly stressful and 
put some individuals at risk for meditation-related 
pathologies.

These comments point to the potentially harmful con-
sequences of commending an unbalanced form of practice 
under the overarching drive to conform to a self-made map 
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of the progress of insight. Yet, perhaps in another pre-emp-
tive attack in line with the apparent mode of defense adopted 
for the claim to being an arahant, Ingram (2008/2018, p. 
296) alleged that problems during insight meditation arise 
because meditators are intentionally kept ignorant of the 
insight knowledges, the teachers of insight meditation being 
part of a “warped culture of secrecy.”

Information on the genuine insight knowledges has long 
been publicly available (Anālayo 2020a). Potential problems 
arising from intensive insight meditation in a retreat set-
ting were studied soon after such form of meditation was 
introduced in the West. Kornfield (1979, p. 44) provided a 
detailed survey of “unusual experiences,” reported by insight 
meditators, so as to enable Western psychologists to assess 
such phenomena appropriately from the viewpoint of their 
potentially pathological nature. Right away on the first page 
of another relevant publication, Epstein and Lieff (1981, p. 
137) highlighted the need for clarifications regarding “the 
range of side effects of meditative practices that may present 
to the clinician as psychological disturbance” (for related 
studies published recently, see Lindahl et al. 2017, 2020).

Although research aimed at providing publicly available 
information on possible repercussions of insight meditation 
has thus a long history, the above argumentative strategy by 
Daniel Ingram, in combination with his misguided idea that 
the stages of insight can be experienced in daily life, appears 
to have been successful in raising ethical concerns among 
those researching general mindfulness practices. This has led 
to expressions of concern that merely teaching mindfulness 
in a clinical context could be fraught with danger.

The assumption that mindfulness is intrinsically danger-
ous, apparently to a considerable degree the result of Dan-
iel Ingram’s authentication strategies, is best considered a 
myth. As pointed out by Jack Kornfield (2020): “It is only 
the mistaken belief that the Progress of Insight stages are 
commonplace that can lead to sounding a false alarm that 
because of this, mindfulness itself may be dangerous.”

The End of the Myth?

It should probably be considered a positive sign that authors 
like Barford (2018), Compson (2018), and Grabovac (2015) 
have been so ready to take up the alleged dangers of mind-
fulness, reflecting a high sensitivity in the field for potential 
ethical problems. This unfortunately combines with a lack 
of insight (pun intended) regarding the imaginary nature 
of the claims made by Daniel Ingram and the authentica-
tion strategy that stands behind his calls for research to be 
based on his self-made model. The main problem remains 
that scholars in the field of psychology are often not suffi-
ciently well equipped with knowledge of Buddhist doctrine 

and Buddhist meditation traditions to be able to separate 
wheat from the chaff, in the sense of avoiding being misled 
by unfounded claims and the subjective imagination of a 
self-styled teacher.

The problem of imagination impacting memory is of 
course well known. Research by Goff and Roediger (1998, 
p. 28), for example, showed that “imagining actions led 
subjects to remember that they had actually performed the 
actions when in fact they had not.” This “effect increased 
with the number of imaginings, as did subjects’ confidence 
about their erroneous responses.” Such imagination can 
easily lead to self-deception. As noted by Chance et al. 
(2015, p. 2), “the surest way to deceive others and not 
display signs of lying is to deceive oneself.”

In the present case, the tendency to construct experience 
to confirm subjective expectations appears to have gone 
beyond the realm of meditative experiences. An exam-
ple is the claim by Ingram (2008/2018, p. 433): “I have 
been authorized and encouraged to teach by a legitimate 
lineage,” apparently made in the belief that Sayādaw U 
Paṇḍita Jr. had conferred such authorization. Yet, accord-
ing to Bhikkhu Vivekānanda (2020): “Neither Ven. Say-
adaw U Pandita Jr. nor Ven. Sayadaw U Panditabhivamsa 
Sr. of Myanmar have ever authorized Mr. Daniel Ingram 
to teach meditation in the Mahasi tradition.”

Another example is the report by Ingram (2008/2018, p. 
476) that the renowned insight meditation teacher Joseph 
Goldstein gave him the following advice: “Nail down what 
you’ve got.” Yet, those familiar with Joseph Goldstein’s 
way of teaching will recognize that this type of expression 
does not fit his style. Joseph Goldstein (personal commu-
nication, October 9, 2020), confirmed that, even though 
he does not remember the actual encounter with Daniel 
Ingram, he is confident that he would not have given such 
advice, simply because this is not how he guides medita-
tion practitioners. Thus, Daniel Ingram’s wish for authen-
tication appears to have led to distorted memories. All of 
this points to a loss of grounding in reality due to being 
carried away by imagination, be this related to meditation 
experiences, their implications, or even just ordinary com-
munications. Such lack of grounding in reality, evident in 
the above-discussed reinterpretations and authentication 
strategies, is not a promising foundation for becoming 
involved in scientific research.

In sum, then, the alleged dangers of mindfulness appear 
to be a myth just as much as the criticism made under the 
heading of McMindfulness. Practicing mindfulness does 
not on its own result in becoming a mindless robot obe-
dient to the dictates of neoliberal capitalism, nor does it 
clandestinely implant the germs of serious mental insanity. 
Instead, practicing mindfulness has a remarkable potential 
for increasing mental clarity and resilience.
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