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For Arlene







            It has been put rather differently by Pirandello as the title of a play—Six Characters in Search of an Author. But why stop at that? Why should it not be something which is even smaller; more fragmentary than that? It is a thought wandering around for some thinker to lodge itself in.

—W. R. Bion
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Foreword by the Dalai Lama

THE PURPOSE OF LIFE is to be happy. As a Buddhist I have found that one’s own mental attitude is the most influential factor in working toward that goal. In order to change conditions outside ourselves, whether they concern the environment or relations with others, we must first change within ourselves. Inner peace is the key. In that state of mind you can face difficulties with calm and reason, while keeping your inner happiness. The Buddhist teachings of love, kindness, and tolerance, the conduct of nonviolence, and the theory that all things are relative, as well as a variety of techniques for calming the mind, are sources of that inner peace.

Recently, psychotherapists, with their background in science and medicine, have begun to explore the possibilities of employing Buddhist techniques in a therapeutic context. I feel this is entirely consistent with the aim of overcoming suffering and improving the welfare of all sentient beings. Living experience of Buddhist meditation has given practitioners a profound knowledge of the workings and nature of the mind, an inner science to complement our understanding of the physical world. On its own no amount of technological development can lead to lasting happiness. What is almost always missing is a corresponding inner development. This is an area in which there is increasing evidence that Buddhist assertions and modern findings have the potential to be valuable to one another.

I am greatly encouraged to see these approaches develop. I congratulate Mark Epstein on completing this book, the result of twenty years’ experience in both Western psychotherapy and Buddhist meditation. Thoughts without a Thinker will not only offer useful insights to therapists, but also stimulate further study and mutual cooperation between therapists and followers of the meditative path.

December 1994







Updated Preface

I wrote this book in the early 1990s, after studying Buddhism, learning to meditate, traveling to India, going to medical school, working as a psychiatrist, getting married, and having children. Although I had written a number of academic articles in the preceding years, mostly for an obscure California journal of “transpersonal” psychology, trying to puzzle out my own confusion about concepts common to Eastern and Western psychology (self, ego, and emptiness being the most prominent), Thoughts without a Thinker was my first mature work. I was forty-two years old when it was published. I did not see myself as a writer at the time and was surprised that an editor had reached out to me to suggest that I consider writing a book. “I think you have it in you,” she said. “A Canadian author of mine sent me some of your articles.” The editor, at Basic Books, had just published a book about feminism and psychoanalysis to much acclaim. “This could be the next thing,” she said, trying to be convincing, “Buddhism and psychoanalysis. Send me a proposal.” Intimidated, I told her I had no idea how to do that, but she said that was no problem. She sent me a one-page summary of how to write a book proposal that I followed dutifully and have kept safely in my office ever since. It began to yellow many years ago.

Writing the book taught me a great deal. I felt pressure, both internal and external, to use practical examples from my therapy practice to ground the integration of Buddhist and psychoanalytic concepts I was reaching for. What did psychotherapy from a Buddhist perspective actually look like? What had I found in Buddhism that helped shape my approach to therapy? Do I meditate with my patients? Don’t just tell us the theory, show us! In fact, in most of my time as a therapist I was improvising, as many good therapists do, working with both a Buddhist and a psychodynamic sensibility simultaneously. I was reluctant to claim authority as a “Buddhist psychiatrist” or to pretend that I was spearheading a new school of therapy. And I did not want to eavesdrop on my work with my patients in order to feed the book’s narrative. (In fact, with their cooperation, I ended up using a fair amount of material from my patients, but it was not without a lot of internal conflict.) I decided, as the book began to unfold, that if I had really learned anything about the relevance of Buddhism to psychotherapy, I ought to be able to describe it from my own experience and that I should use myself as my primary case example. If I had anything authentic to offer, I needed to find it inside myself. This changed my whole approach to writing and created a challenge that has enriched my books since. As Erik Erikson once stated, in a quote that opens Part III, “My analysis, which gave me self-awareness, led me not to fear being myself.” Writing turned out to be, for me, as important as meditation and therapy in approaching that elusive goal.

It is now thirty years later and what more can I say? Mindfulness is no longer the unknown and esoteric meditation technique it was when I first discovered it for myself in 1971 in a basement alternative bookstore called The Sphinx on Mt. Auburn Street in Harvard Square. (It was there that I found a memoir, published in 1958, called An Experiment in Mindfulness by a former rear admiral in the British Navy who took a detour to Rangoon to the Burmese monastery of Mahasi Sayadaw for a silent vipassana retreat and wrote of his frustrations and its power. And I bought newly translated texts there, published by Unity Press, of this same Mahasi Sayadaw’s instructions in mindfulness entitled Practical Insight Meditation. I didn’t know at the time that I would travel to that same monastery with Joseph Goldstein and Jack Kornfield some six years later to pay respect to the great teacher with whom Joseph’s first mentor, Anagarika Munindra, had also studied. But I did recognize, right away, that there was something here that was going to help me not fear being myself so much.) Mindfulness has now infiltrated not only Western clinical psychology but the culture as a whole. What is lagging behind—although from the Buddhist point of view it is the more important element—is insight: insight into all of the problems caused by our mistaken conceptions of self. The benefits of insight are still poorly understood in the West. I think this is one reason why Thoughts without a Thinker has maintained its relevance, to the extent that it is able to clarify, within its pages, something of the freedom that comes from letting go of one’s fixed identity or at least loosening attachment to some of our more entrenched identifications.

What does this really mean? In the texts, insight into the nature of the self is presented as a natural outgrowth of the awareness cultivated in the practice of mindfulness. Self is exposed as a construct, a false entity, something that is imputed but cannot be found in the way it is imagined. As the Diamond Sutra famously put it: “So you should see this fleeting world: a star at dawn, a bubble in a stream, a flash of lightning in a summer cloud, a flickering lamp, a phantom, and a dream.” The classical texts make it sound as if the revelation comes instantaneously, as if, in meditation, one suddenly sees through the illusion of self and is released in one fell swoop. This has not been my experience.

Insight, for me, has come incidentally, around the margins, peripherally, almost as a by-product of a steady, if intermittent, examination of my own mind. While on a silent retreat a few years ago, for example, I was impatient with the food being served at breakfast every morning. There was nothing wrong with it, but every morning the same yogurt, porridge, sunflower seeds, and raisins were being offered. “Why can’t there ever be some freshly baked bread?” my mind insisted. “They have a kitchen here. It’s not so hard.” Finally, to my relief, on the fifth morning, some bread appeared. (Granted, it was gluten free and made from chickpea flour, but it was still bread!) My heart leapt as I cut two slices, toasted them, prepared them with butter and jam, made tea, and sat down to savor it all. As it was a mindfulness retreat, I endeavored to attend to each bite carefully. I remember the first morsel very clearly. I noted the feel of the toast and its smell, the lifting of my hand to my mouth, the sensations of the toast as I bit into it, the pleasant taste, the chewing and swallowing motions, and the fading of the flavor as its consistency turned toward cardboard. “Finish each bite completely before taking the new one,” I reminded myself. But the next thing I noticed was that my toast was gone. “Who ate my toast?” I cried out to myself, and, my mindfulness returning, I watched myself casting about for someone, or something, to blame. The situation was absurd, but there I was, instinctively looking to blame. This was my moment of insight: when frustrated or disappointed or ashamed, when falling short of my own ideal and lost in my own thoughts, my impulse was to feel sorry for myself and make someone else responsible. Seeing it so nakedly in the silence of the retreat made me laugh. It was poignant: the toast was a metaphor for my entire life, slipping away before I knew what was happening. But it was also funny: This was how I was going to deal with it? By finding someone to blame? Something gave way in that moment; I was like a dog shaking water off after a bath. And while the tendency toward blame and self-pity has not left me, I now recognize it very quickly when it comes up. Having seen it so distinctly on the retreat, it has definitely lessened its hold on my mind.

Sigmund Freud, whose work was deeply important to this book, found his own form of meditation in his time. Examining his mind by looking at his dreams, he gradually expanded his method to include free association and evenly suspended attention, two strategies of nonjudgmental awareness that come very close to the Buddhist practice of mindfulness, of which he was unaware. Toward the very end of his life, Freud began collecting Chinese artifacts, many of a Buddhist nature, and they can still be seen in the Freud Museum in London, populating the home and office he moved into after fleeing Vienna in the late 1930s. They were among his most treasured possessions at the time. His housekeeper from that period reported that he would bow to a Chinese statue of a lohan, or wise man, every morning before sitting down at his desk. I have no doubt that, had Freud lived to see texts like those I found in the basement of The Sphinx, he would have been as drawn to them as he was to his statue.

In reading over Freud’s seminal The Interpretation of Dreams, I can see that he had his own version of “Who ate my toast?” Only his insight came, not on an official retreat, but during the analysis of an early dream. Had he but known of the Buddha’s psychology, I think he would have naturally taken his realizations in the Buddha’s insightful direction. As it was, he came pretty close.

The dream I am referring to is the first one that Freud examined in depth and is the origin of Freud’s theory that dreams are wishes in disguise. It is known, because of its content, as “The Dream of Irma’s Injection,” and its description and analysis take up most of the second chapter of Freud’s dream book. Irma was a patient of Freud’s whose treatment was not entirely successful. Even at the conclusion of her analysis she still had some of her original symptoms, as a colleague named Otto had informed him the day before, and Freud, by taking apart and analyzing his associations to each fragment of his dream, concluded that its function was to exonerate him from responsibility, placing the blame, instead, on the colleague who had delivered the disheartening news. Like me with the toast, Freud’s deepest instinct was to find someone to blame. In discovering this about himself, Freud also stumbled upon a Buddhist truism, central to my thesis in Thoughts without a Thinker, that in order to loosen the hold that the concept of self has on us, to achieve insight, we first have to discover how the self actually appears in our interior experience. We have to find the self, mercurial though it may be, as it appears. (Further discussion of this comes in Chapter 10 of this volume, under the rubric of injured innocence.) This is the primary task of insight, at least from a Buddhist perspective.

Freud found his self, or at least an indignant version of it, by examining his dream. Listen to him try to justify his failures with Irma, albeit with the self-deprecating wit for which he was known. Notice the way he italicized his I’s for emphasis.


I was not to blame for Irma’s pains, since she herself was to blame for them by refusing to accept my solution. I was not concerned with Irma’s pains since they were of an organic nature and quite incurable by psychological treatment. Irma’s pains could be satisfactorily explained by her widowhood… which I had no means of altering. Irma’s pains had been caused by Otto giving her an incautious injection of an unsuitable drug—a thing I should never have done. Irma’s pains were the result of an injection with a dirty needle… whereas I never did any harm with my injections.…

The whole plea—for the dream was nothing else—reminded one vividly of the defence put forward by the man who was charged by one of his neighbours with having given him back a borrowed kettle in a damaged condition. The defendant asserted first, that he had given it back undamaged; secondly, that the kettle had a hole in it when he borrowed it; and thirdly, that he had never borrowed a kettle from his neighbour at all. So much the better: if only a single one of these three lines of defence were to be accepted as valid, the man would have to be acquitted.



From a Buddhist perspective, the liberating aspect of Freud’s interpretation lies not so much in his discovery of dreams as wish fulfillment but in his uncovering of his felt sense of I. Bringing it into awareness, as Freud was able to do by meditating on his dream’s content, removed some of the hold (Freud might have used the word cathexis) it had over him. It was the gateway to realizing what the Buddhists refer to as the “emptiness” of self, to seeing it as a thought that essentially thinks itself. You can sense, in Freud’s humor, this movement toward liberation. “Kettle logic,” as it has come to be known, is one of the self’s most obvious attempts at evading responsibility, but it is also one of the self’s clearest manifestations. Often operating in the privacy of our minds, under our breath as it were, these kinds of reflexive responses, be they blame, shame, resentment, self-pity, or jealousy, are expressions of the insecure self’s tenacious hold on our minds. Freud saw it operating in himself, and at the same time, he saw through it. This is akin to a Buddhist insight arriving through psychoanalytic means. It is the kind of thing that becomes more and more possible as these two intertwining worlds continue to influence each other.

Thousands of years ago, when Buddhist sages first began to encounter their peers from the West, similar things began to happen. As early as 250 BC, after Alexander the Great had pushed as far as modern-day Afghanistan, the Greek kingdom of Bactria became a meeting ground for scholars and practitioners of Greek and Buddhist philosophy. In a conversation preserved in an ancient Chinese text, the Greek King Milinda tried to understand what insights the Buddhist Nāgasena might have to offer.

“Is the self permanent or impermanent?” he asked to start with.

“Is the fruit of the mango tree in your garden sweet or sour?” Nāgasena countered.

“There is no mango tree in my garden so how can I answer your question?” the king replied.

“Exactly,” said Nāgasena, a Buddhist therapist to the end.

It is through dialogues like this: prototypes, perhaps, of some of the psychotherapeutic conversations of our own time, that concepts like egolessness and emptiness can start to enter our consciousness and make sense. We all cling to our notions of self and other, but do we really have a grasp of what we are clinging to? Self is an elusive concept. When we dig down and really try to pinpoint it, what do we find? A cry in the wilderness? The disappearance of our toast? The urge to blame? “Thoughts exist without a thinker,” insisted the British psychoanalyst Wilfred Bion. The Buddhist psychologists who preceded him could not have agreed more.

Twenty years before the publication of Thoughts without a Thinker I graduated from college. We recently had our fiftieth reunion. A classmate asked if I would contribute something to the memorial service for those, including four of my close friends, who had already died. The memorial was the centerpiece of the reunion; it was impossible not to be moved by the very fact of it. It included music, the reading of names, and short passages from many of our spiritual traditions. I chose a Zen Buddhist poem to read, written by Shohi on his deathbed in 1750 when he was seventy-nine, part of a tradition of Japanese death poems:



   
	O morning glory—

	Asagao ya




	I, too, yearn for

	ware mo meate wa




	eternity.

	jūman’okudo






One of things that touched me about the poem was Shohi’s use of the first-person I. Often, in Buddhist literature, the first person is avoided and a passive voice is adopted, in a nod to the concept of selflessness. But Shohi did not shy away from his I. Like Freud analyzing his dream, he was able to draw on his instinctive sense of an absolute self in order to relativize it. All of us in that hall could relate to the morning glory, yearning, despite knowing better, for eternity. Does it help to know that there is no mango tree in the garden? I hope so.

—Mark Epstein

Woodstock, New York

November 2025
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INTRODUCTION

KNOCKING ON BUDDHA’S DOOR

THE QUESTION I am most frequently asked has to do with how Buddhism has influenced me as a therapist, how I have integrated it into my work. This is a formidable question, since I did not set out to become a “Buddhist psychotherapist.” I pursued a study of both Eastern and Western systems simultaneously. I met my first meditation teachers at about the same time that I was exposed to Freudian theory, traveled to India and Southeast Asia around the time of my medical studies, and spent weeks in silent retreat before ever sitting with my first therapy patient. I was not schooled in how to integrate the two: I had no real choice in the matter. As befits the intensely personal nature of both meditation and psychotherapy, my own attempts at integration have been, above all, private ones.

This is a far cry from the way in which the great psychologist William James imagined it would be. James was impressed with the psychological sophistication of Buddhism and predicted that it would be a major influence on Western psychology. A story about him sets the stage for this book. While lecturing at Harvard in the early 1900s, James suddenly stopped when he recognized a visiting Buddhist monk from Sri Lanka in his audience. “Take my chair,” he is reported to have said. “You are better equipped to lecture on psychology than I. This is the psychology everybody will be studying twenty-five years from now.”1 James was one of the first to appreciate the psychological dimension of Buddhist thought, yet he was not as accomplished at prophecy as he was at psychology. Several years earlier, in Vienna, Freud had published The Interpretation of Dreams, and it was Freud’s psychology, not the Buddha’s, that has had a far greater impact in the West over the subsequent decades.

At the time of James’s lecture, the influence of Eastern philosophy was just beginning to be felt among Western psychologists. In psychoanalytic circles, an interest in Oriental thought was common. Many of Freud’s early colleagues and followers (including Ernest Jones, Otto Rank, Sandor Ferenczi, Franz Alexander, Lou Andreas-Salome, and Carl Jung) were conversant with ideas about Eastern mysticism and attempted to address it from a psychoanalytic perspective. Freud’s friend Romain Rolland, the French poet and author, was a devout follower of the Hindu teachers Ramakrishna and Vivekananda, and he engaged Freud in a lively correspondence about his meditative experiences, as described extensively in Freud’s Civilization and Its Discontents. Fascinated by, if somewhat skeptical of, his friend’s reports, Freud struggled to apply his psychoanalytic understanding to Rolland’s experiences. In 1930 Freud wrote:

I shall now try with your guidance to penetrate into the Indian jungle from which until now an uncertain blending of Hellenic love of proportion, Jewish sobriety, and philistine timidity have kept me away. I really ought to have tackled it earlier, for the plants of this soil shouldn’t be alien to me; I have dug to certain depths for their roots. But it isn’t easy to pass beyond the limits of one’s nature.2

As one who shares with Freud all three of these characteristics—the “love of proportion, Jewish sobriety, and philistine timidity”—I can attest that none of them need make the Buddhist approach incomprehensible. Freud himself did his best to penetrate the Indian jungle, despite his misgivings. Under Rolland’s influence, Freud described the “oceanic feeling” as the prototypical mystical experience: a sense of limitless and unbounded oneness with the universe that seeks the “restoration of limitless narcissism” and the “resurrection of infantile helplessness.”3 This equation of the meditative experience with a return to the breast or the womb has gone virtually unchallenged within the psychoanalytic community since Freud’s commentary. While it does capture some truth, it takes no account of the investigative or analytical practices most distinctive of Buddhism and most related to the psychodynamic approach. Whereas James seemed to be opening psychology up to the potential contributions of the Buddhist approach, Freud effectively closed it down. This stemmed not from Freud’s unwillingness to apply psychoanalytic investigation to the range of meditative states but from a basic unfamiliarity with what Buddhist meditation, at least, was actually about.

James understood something that subsequent generations of more psychoanalytically influenced commentators did not: the essential psychological dimension of Buddhist spiritual experience. Far from being a mystical retreat from the complexities of mental and emotional experience, the Buddhist approach requires that all of the psyche be subject to meditative awareness. It is here that the overlap with what has come to be called psychotherapy is most obvious. Meditation is not world denying; the slowing down that it requires is in service of closer examination of the day-to-day mind. This examination is, by definition, psychological. Its object is to question the true nature of the self and to end the production of self-created mental suffering. It is a pursuit that various schools of psychotherapy have been approaching independently, often without benefit of the overarching methodology of the Buddhist psychologists of mind. As long as Buddhism could be seen as a mystical, or otherworldly, pursuit, as an Eastern exoticism incomprehensible to the Western mind, as a spiritual pursuit with little relevance to our complicated neurotic attachments, it could be kept isolated from the psychological mainstream, and its insights could be relegated to the esoteric shelves of “Eastern philosophy.” Yet, Buddhism has something essential to teach contemporary psychotherapists: it long ago perfected a technique of confronting and uprooting human narcissism, a goal that Western psychotherapy has only recently begun even to contemplate.

Slowly and steadily, especially since the late 1960s and the 1970s, Eastern thought has crept into the psychological consciousness of the West. Fueled by Jung’s break with Freud, by the Beat poets’ embrace of Zen in the 1950s, and by the counterculture’s linking of psychedelia and Eastern mysticism in the 1960s, the psychological dimension of
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Praise for

THOUGHTS WITHOUT A THINKER

“One of the most sophisticated integrations of the therapeutic and spiritual disciplines.”

—Daniel Goleman, New York Times

“Epstein tries bravely and earnestly to make such matters of the mind and heart as clear as possible.”

—Robert Coles, New England Journal of Medicine

“Epstein’s solid book offers another example of contemporary efforts to revitalize psychotherapy.”

—Spirituality and Practice

“Eloquent yet down‑to‑earth, this gem offers an exhilarating and expansive perspective on the therapeutic process.”

—Booklist

“A highly personal, thoughtful, illuminating synthesis.… Patients, psychologists, and meditators… will find much spiritual nourishment.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Mark Epstein’s book is inspired in its lucidity.… After Thoughts without a Thinker, psychotherapy without a Buddhist perspective looks like a diminished thing.”

—Adam Phillips, author of On Kissing, Tickling, and Being Bored

“A groundbreaking work.… The book will take its place among the classics of the literature of meditation.”

—Jon Kabat–Zinn, author of Full Catastrophe Living

“A marvelous book that is at once scholarly and fresh, informative and personal.”

—Stephen A. Mitchell, author of Relational Concepts in Psychoanalysis

“A most lucid and expert account of the wedding of psychotherapy and meditation. An Eastern‑Western psychology that truly speaks from the inside of both worlds.”

—Jack Kornfield, author of A Path with Heart

“I loved Thoughts without a Thinker. Mark Epstein has given us a brilliant account of how an ancient science of mind, based on a rich meditative tradition, can complement therapy and lead to new dimensions of wisdom and wholeness.”

—Joan Borysenko, author of Minding the Body, Mending the Mind
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