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A view of planet Earth from space, with a sunburst behind it. The planet is divided vertically into five different strips. On each strip, the landmass and water are different colours, with some looking green in tone, some looking brown and some red. Whilst these sections form what seems to be a complete planet, they are slightly misaligned, giving a disjointed feel. These different sections represent alternate versions of Earth in parallel universes.
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CHAPTER ONE



That Was My Life . . . But I Must Have Missed It


Every morning, a man walked his four dogs in the park. Three of them always darted about, barking happily, tails wagging with delight. The fourth seemed happy enough but would only ever run around in tight little circles (albeit covering quite a distance), staying close to the man as he walked. Day after day, the park keeper watched the dog’s strange behaviour. After a while, the keeper plucked up the courage to ask the man why his dog was behaving so oddly.1


‘Ah,’ the man replied. ‘She’s a rescue dog. She was locked up for most of her life. That was the size of her cage.’


How often have you behaved like that dog? Free, but constantly running around in little mental circles. Free to be happy, yet caged by the same dark, repetitive thoughts. Free to be at peace with yourself and the world, while remaining trapped and entangled by anxiety, stress, unhappiness and exhaustion.


Free as a dog in a cage.


So much of life is needlessly marred by little tragedies such as these. Deep down, we all know that we are capable of living happy and fulfilling lives, and yet something always stops us from doing so. Just as life seems to be within our grasp, it slips through our fingers. Although such periods of distress seem to appear from nowhere, they actually arise from deeply buried psychological forces. Neuroscientists have begun to understand how these processes guide our thoughts, feelings and emotions; but more importantly, they have discovered why they occasionally go wrong and leave our lives as shadows of their true potential. These new discoveries also show why mindfulness is so effective at relieving distress, but crucially, they also open the door to subtly different methods that can be even more effective. Mindfulness has not been superseded; rather, it can be expanded to include an extra dimension that transforms it.


This is a book that harnesses these new developments. It will help you to step aside from your worries and give you the tools necessary to deal with anxiety, stress, unhappiness, exhaustion and even depression. And when these unpleasant emotions evaporate, you will rediscover a calm space inside from which you can rebuild your life.


We can help you to do this because we – and our colleagues at Oxford University and other institutions around the world – have spent many years developing treatments for anxiety, stress, depression and exhaustion. We co-developed Mindfulness-based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT), which has been clinically proven to be one of the most effective treatments for depression so far developed.2 Out of this work arose our book Mindfulness: Finding Peace in a Frantic World. That book, and the mindfulness programme within it, has been proven in clinical trials at Cambridge University and elsewhere to be a highly effective treatment for anxiety, stress and depression. So much so, that it is prescribed by doctors and psychiatrists around the world to help people cope with a wide range of mental-health conditions, as well as generalised unhappiness and dissatisfaction with life.


But the practices revealed in Mindfulness, and similar skills taught on courses such as Mindfulness-based Stress Reduction (MBSR), are only the first steps on a longer and more fruitful road. Although they form the foundations for a happier and more fulfilling life, and have proven transformative for many, a lot of people have asked us whether there is anything more they could do to enhance their practice and resolve their remaining issues.


The answer is yes. There is a way of taking mindfulness to the next level, of going deeper and unleashing more of your potential, by exploring another frontier of mindfulness known as vedana or feeling tone. And, importantly, you don’t need to have extensive meditation experience to benefit from these practices. Research is showing that novice meditators can gain just as much from them as those who have practised for many years.


Although it is an often-overlooked aspect of meditation, feeling tone is, in fact, one of the four original foundations of mindfulness. These are: mindfulness of the body and breath; mindfulness of feelings and sensations (or vedana); mindfulness of the mind or consciousness; and mindfulness of the ever-changing nature of the world and what helps and hinders your journey through it. Each aspect is cultivated using a different set of practices that, together, bring about profoundly different effects on mind and body. Mindfulness courses generally focus on the first layer of each of these four foundations. This book uses new meditations on feeling tone as a gateway into the deeper layers of the same four aspects of mindfulness. These take you closer to the source of your ‘spirit’; closer to any difficulties you may be having; nearer still to their resolution.


There is no satisfactory translation of the ancient Sanskrit word vedana.3


It is a quality of awareness that can only be experienced, not pinned down with precision. It is the feeling, almost a background ‘colour’, that tinges our experience of the world – of mindfulness itself. For this reason, vedana is often translated as feeling tone. Although we will use both terms interchangeably, it will always pay to remember that we are referring to a flavour of awareness, and not a rigid concept that can be hedged in by words and definitions. Feeling tone is something that you feel in mind, body and ‘spirit’, but its true quality will always remain slightly ineffable. Sometimes annoyingly so.


A typical feeling-tone meditation consists of stilling the mind with a simple breath or body meditation and then paying attention to your experiences in a manner that is subtly different to what other meditations request. It asks you to focus in a very specific way on the feelings and sensations that arise in the moment when the unconscious mind crystallises into the conscious one. Such moments, though fleeting, are often the most important ones in your life. This is because vedana is the balance point in your mind that sets the tone for the sequence of thoughts, feelings and emotions that follow. It is often subtle, but if you pay attention to it, you can feel it in your mind, body and spirit – right through to your bones. The feeling tone is of profound importance because it guides the trajectory of your subsequent thoughts, feelings and emotions. If it is ‘pleasant’, you will tend to feel positive, dynamic and in control of your life (at least for a while). If it is ‘unpleasant’, you will likely feel slightly gloomy, deflated and powerless. Feeling-tone meditations teach you to see, or more precisely, to feel the way that your life is pushed and pulled around by forces you are barely conscious of. Sometimes these forces act in your best interests, sometimes not – but the important thing is that they are not under your immediate control. Under their influence, your life is not your own.


To help these ideas settle into your mind, you might like to try this little practice to get a sense of your feeling tones: if it is convenient, take a few moments to look around you; the room, the window, the interior of your train or bus, or perhaps the street, field or forest before you. As your eyes alight on different things, or different sounds come to your ears, see if you can register the subtle sense of whether each one feels pleasant, unpleasant or neutral. If you are at home, your eye might alight on a card, gift or memento from a much-loved friend. You might feel the instant warm glow of a pleasant feeling tone in response. Or you might see a dirty dish that you’ve been meaning to tidy away, or something you’ve borrowed from someone and had intended to return, and then you might notice an unpleasant feeling tone. If you are outside, you may notice the sun streaming through the leaves of a tree, or a piece of dirty plastic rubbish flapping around. If you can catch the moment, you might sense ripples of pleasant or unpleasant feeling tones. But it is not just the external world that has such an impact. You may also become aware of sensations inside your body, such as aches and pains, or perhaps a sense of relaxed calm. These, too, register on the same dimension of pleasant, unpleasant or neutral. And sooner or later, you may notice thoughts or emotions arising and passing away soon after the feeling tones.


You don’t need to know how you know these feeling tones – you just know. Somehow there is a ‘read-out’ in body and mind on the dimension of pleasant to unpleasant. It’s like a gut feeling. It’s not a matter of thinking hard about it, or hunting for it, it’s more like the taste of something; you just know it when you taste it. Like tasting milk that’s gone sour, you know it’s unpleasant without having to think about it.


Feeling tones can be hugely significant. Cast your mind back to the last time you were sitting in a café and suddenly felt unhappy for no apparent reason. If you could rewind the clock and observe what was happening – frame by frame – as your unhappiness arose, you would have noticed that the emotion was preceded by a momentary pause. It was as if your mind was poised on a knife-edge, a moment when it was sensing whether the evolving situation was pleasant, unpleasant or neutral. A moment of vedana.


So vedana is often a tipping point in your mind that affects how you experience the world in the moments that follow. Good, bad, indifferent. But it is what happens next that is of paramount importance – we call it ‘the reactivity pulse’. It works like this: if a pleasant feeling tone arises in the mind, then it is entirely natural to want to grasp it, keep hold of it and be a little fearful that it will fade away or slip through your fingers. If the tone is unpleasant, then it is natural to want to get rid of it, to push it away, fearing that it will stick around for ever and never leave. Neutral sensations often feel boring, so you feel like tuning out and finding something more interesting to do. These feeling tones are primal and can quickly trigger a cascade of reactions in the mind and body. These are felt as emotions and cravings that compel you to try to keep hold of pleasant feeling tones, push away unpleasant ones and distract yourself from neutral ones. So, the reactivity pulse is the mind’s knee-jerk reaction to feeling tone. If a feeling tone sets the scene, then the reactivity pulse casts the actors, selects the costumes and writes the script for what happens next. And it can write a script and direct a scene that can easily ruin your whole day and sometimes far, far, longer.


Virtually all of the emotional difficulties that many of us experience begin with the mind’s reaction to our feeling tones – our reactivity pulse. But it’s not even the pulse itself that is the problem, but our ignorance of its existence and underlying nature. We are often not aware that it has occurred, oblivious of the feeling tone that triggered it and unaware of its tendency to fade away, all by itself, if only we would allow it to do so. All we are aware of is the cascade of thoughts, feelings and emotions that follow in its wake.


Learning to sense the feeling tone – bringing it into the light – teaches you to recognise your underlying state of mind and helps you make allowances for your sensitivities and entirely natural biases and reactions. It gives you the space to respond rather than react. It helps you to compassionately accept that although you might be anxious, stressed, angry or depressed in this moment, this is not the totality of your life with only one depressing future ahead of you. You can change course. Alternative futures are available to you.


And tapping into an alternative future is as simple as sensing the underlying flow of feeling tones. Noticing the reactivity pulses. Realising that the craving for things to be different is the problem. Craving an end to unpleasantness. Craving for pleasantness to remain. Craving an end to boredom. This idea is common to many ancient traditions. And now, neuroscience agrees.





Why cultivate awareness of the feeling tone of your thoughts, memories and emotions?


Your thoughts, feelings, memories and emotions are not the problem, no matter how unpleasantly real and visceral they might feel. As an example, emotions are signals that something important needs our attention:


•   We feel sad if we’ve lost something or someone important.


•   We feel fear when a threat appears on the horizon.


•   We feel angry when a goal is thwarted.


•   We are preoccupied when a long-term project needs our problem-solving skills.


In many ways, the real problem is the reactivity pulse (see page 6), triggered by fluctuations in the underlying feeling tone. This creates a narrative so compelling that we can get stuck inside our thoughts, feelings, emotions and memories and can’t escape.


Learning to sense the feeling tone that precedes this reactivity pulse gives you extra information. It signals to you the very moment when your thoughts, feelings, emotions or memories are likely to seize control, become entangled and spiral out of control. This programme teaches you how to recognise these moments so you can step in and dissolve your old, destructive habits. It will help you rediscover the calm, vigour and joy that lie at the core of your being.






HOW CAN THIS BOOK HELP YOU?


Our previous book, Mindfulness: Finding Peace in a Frantic World, became the ‘go-to’ book for so many people because it helped them find freedom from their emotional and physical suffering. Throughout the book, we were honest about the benefits of mindfulness, and also warned readers that their journey would not be quick or particularly easy. We asked them to be certain that they were at the right moment in their life to begin, and highlighted that they would need to set aside the necessary time each day to actually do the practices. Despite these caveats, hundreds of thousands of people – perhaps millions – completed the programme in the book (or mindfulness courses based upon it). Many of these people became so intrigued by the effects of meditation on their lives that they wanted to broaden and deepen their practice. Perhaps you are one of them. If you, like them, would like to go beyond the eight-week programme taught in Mindfulness, or on your meditation, MBCT or MBSR course, and extend your practice to embed its benefits, this book is a good place for you to begin.


Alternatively, you may have found Mindfulness, or a course, helpful but it did not go far enough to completely dissolve your remaining negative or self-destructive habits. Perhaps you caught a glimpse of freedom but then lost it once again in your rush through life and now want to renew your acquaintance with it. Or, maybe, the mindfulness skills you learned on courses or through books didn’t quite ‘gel’ with you and you now want to try a different approach. If any of these is true for you, then this book will likely help you.


In Deeper Mindfulness, and the accompanying meditation downloads, we reveal the Feeling Tone programme. This is not simply a sequel to our original book, or to other meditation courses and classes; rather, it is one that will take your practice in a new and even more fruitful direction. And if you don’t have any meditation experience, there is no reason to be put off. The programme has been found to be equally helpful for both novice and experienced meditators, especially for those seeking a practice that combines scientific rigour with millennia-old wisdom.


If you are keen to start this new meditation programme straight away, we suggest that you turn to Chapter Four after reading this chapter. If you would first like to know more about the ideas underpinning the programme, start with Chapters Two and Three. The practice of becoming aware of feeling tone, like mindfulness in general, is enhanced if you understand how and why the different meditations work. It is also useful (and fascinating) to know at the deepest of levels how the mind works and how, occasionally, we can begin suffering from anxiety, stress, depression, exhaustion and a host of other problems. Whether you read these chapters first or as you work through the programme, you will find that they greatly enhance it. The final eight chapters of the book (five to twelve) contain the week-by-week programme.


We wish you well on your journey.




The links to the accompanying meditations can be found in the ‘Practices for the week’ boxes in Chapters five to twelve. We suggest that you read through the written meditation instructions as you come to them in the book before listening to the audio versions and following their guidance.













CHAPTER TWO



Why Do We Exhaust Ourselves?


Zoe was staring blankly at the computer screen. Stuck. She’s the team leader in the office of an enormous ‘fulfilment centre’ run by an online clothing retailer. As she freely admits, there’s nothing fulfilling about working in the warehouse. The company demands perfection, which is often at odds with its other stated aims of speed and efficiency. And with it expanding so fast, there are never enough people to do all that is required, meaning that Zoe is often forced to do others’ jobs in parallel to her own. Which is just the way everyone (except Zoe) likes it. Zoe is so efficient that many of her colleagues turn to her whenever there’s a problem, rather than sorting it out for themselves. In the past, this made Zoe feel important. Now she’s just jaded and short-tempered. She’s also begun procrastinating endlessly, rather like an overloaded computer prone to freezing. Such episodes of grumpy mental blankness have started happening increasingly often and are getting progressively worse, as she finds herself thinking, Oh, God, this should be easy. Why the hell do they keep changing things? I just can’t keep up any more. Maybe it’s me? I’m just not as fast as I used to be. Or as clever. Everything is so rushed. Why am I so tired all the time? No wonder I don’t have a life . . . I just don’t have the time or energy to juggle everything . . . too tired to cope.


Zoe took another gulp of the strong coffee that the company gave away by the gallon. The phone rang. It was her boss demanding that she reschedule that afternoon’s two o’clock meeting. This meant reorganising schedules for six other people. A red banner appeared on screen – the warehouse team was behind schedule and needed the office staff to help them pick and pack items for delivery. She reached for the tannoy to make the announcement. At which point, her daughter Megan’s primary school rang. Megan had a high temperature, so Zoe would have to go and collect her early. Except that her car was in the garage for repairs and would not be ready until later that afternoon. ‘Oh, for God’s sake,’ she cursed under her breath. Her mind blanked out and she glanced out of the window to the warehouse floor. Dinky tank-tracked robots scurried about, picking and packing orders. They’re getting to be as good as us now, she thought. And the only ones left alone long enough to actually concentrate on their work.


Then she remembered that the warehouse had been reorganised overnight; the human workers were now helping the robots to do their work. Her heart sank a little further. Such fears for the future were becoming a central part of Zoe’s life and were starting to keep her awake at night: It’s only going to get worse. How will our children cope? There simply won’t be the jobs, let alone good ones. They won’t even be able to get a flat of their own, certainly not a house. All the money will be in the hands of the tech barons; we’ll just get a few crumbs from the table. No more than rats to those at the top . . . It was getting to the point where a couple of big glasses of wine were needed to relax Zoe enough for sleep.


Zoe’s story is hardly unique. She’s overworked and her life has been taken over by anxiety and a gnawing sense of unhappiness. She desperately wants to be happy, to have enough time and energy for herself and her young family, but she has no idea how to get there. She’s not anxious, stressed or depressed in a clinical sense, nor has she ‘burned out’, but neither is she energised and truly happy. She’s existing rather than living.


If you asked Zoe to tease apart what was happening in her mind when she was ‘rushed and stressed out’, she would realise that the relentless demands of work combined with her hectic pace of life were overloading her mind and driving it around in circles. Her constant activity might make her look efficient, but inside she was crumbling. This is hardly surprising. Trying to juggle too many demands at once exacts a significant but largely hidden price. Try this little exercise to see why:




Time yourself while you recite the first two lines of this nursery rhyme:




Mary had a little lamb,


Its fleece was white as snow.





How long did it take to say these eleven words? About four seconds?


Now time yourself while you count to eleven.


Four seconds again? So, it takes about eight seconds to recite the two lines of verse and then count to eleven.


Now time yourself as you close your eyes and alternate between saying the words of the nursery rhyme and the numbers. That is: Mary-1; had-2; a-3 and so on.


How long does this take? Around sixteen to twenty seconds?





The additional time it takes to alternate between the words of the nursery rhyme and the numbers one to eleven is the so-called ‘switching cost’. It takes more time because you have to keep in mind where you are in the alternating sequence of words and numbers while also fighting the tendency to complete the sequence you have just left. That is, if you say the word ‘little’ you automatically want to say ‘lamb’ next, rather than ‘four’. Much of the switching cost results from what’s known as the ‘inhibition of return’ – the mental focus needed to stop the mind from sliding backwards into the previous task. Inhibiting one task and starting another – many times in succession – for hour after hour – consumes time and mental energy. Such multitasking might feel like you are doing many things at once in parallel, whereas in reality you are simply jumping from one task to another very inefficiently. And the more complex the task, the more inefficient the switching becomes. According to some studies,1 it can take around twenty minutes to refocus on a complex task after an interruption – and sometimes far longer. Repeated switching has a more insidious consequence, too. As each day progresses, and the weeks move into years, your mind can become shallower and shallower. It begins to erode your attention span. Your mind starts behaving like a skipping stone, bouncing off the surface of a pond. You may become better at switching, but less efficient at focusing on the tasks that you switch to. And because you can hold less and less in your mind, you need to switch more often, which means that you slow down even more as all the different priorities compete for the diminishing space of your mind.


There’s an emotional cost too. Because you are focusing your finite mental energy on the difficult task of switching, rather than working, such interruptions make you feel irritable and short-tempered. It can feel like you actually need that little burst of angry energy to switch back to the task that was interrupted. And it’s stressful. These changes can become hard-wired into your brain, so that you end up being quicker to anger and slower to laugh.


Nor are these problems confined solely to work. Looking after family and keeping a home running smoothly were once considered major tasks in themselves. Now, often out of necessity, they have been squeezed to the margins. This, in turn, means that maintaining a social life is far more difficult and having some genuine free time can seem all but impossible. Even if you do manage to find a little time for yourself, it might be interrupted by the arrival of an email from your boss, an alert from your calendar or perhaps a ping from a social media or auction site. Even something as simple as picking up the phone to check the time can mean being confronted with a long list of alerts, banners and notifications. Each one grabs a moment of your life – then trying to ignore or suppress them snatches away the next.


None of these is a difficulty in itself, but they can all combine to become a major problem when you have too much to do and not enough time to do it all. In this way, they can add to feelings of being swamped and overwhelmed. And it’s hardly surprising, then, that you can end up feeling increasingly frazzled and on the edge of burning out.2


Although such a state is distressing and exhausting, something extra is needed to turn it into clinical-level anxiety, stress or depression. It’s called entanglement; it’s when you become so trapped and enmeshed in difficulty that you cannot see a way out, no matter how hard you try. It’s when you begin to over-think and to brood; becoming wrapped up in negativity. But it’s not the ‘negative’ feelings themselves that are the problem – they are symptoms; rather, it’s the way that they become entangled with each other to deepen and prolong your suffering that is the root of your difficulties. Each one nestles in and supports the others. They can become so intertwined that one sad thought triggers the next, and the next and the next in a vicious downward spiral, dragging down with them your feelings, your body’s energy levels and your motivation to do the things that might support and nourish you.


The same is true of all distressing thoughts. Anxious thoughts trigger more anxious thoughts. Stress triggers stress. Each spiral of negativity begins to act like a sticky net that flails around, dredging up more uncomfortable feelings and becoming ever more entangled. As you become more and more distracted, short of time and overwhelmed, it can be ever harder to stop working, stop worrying, stop brooding. Entangled states often take the form of negative open-ended questions that rarely have a definitive answer: What’s up with me today? Where did I go wrong? Why do I always make these mistakes? Why can’t I get a grip? I should be happy . . . why aren’t I happy? These appear to be open-ended questions, but if you listen, you’ll hear what they really are. They’re the sound of your inner critic: There’s something wrong; you always make mistakes; get a grip; you should be happy.


The inner critic snipes from the sidelines, demands perfection and orders you to try harder, whatever the cost. It warns you against weakness, worries for your future and reminds you of past failures. It traps and then entangles you inside your own thoughts with no obvious means of escape. Such negative states can build up so much momentum that they can become extremely difficult to stop. They can lead to increasing agitation as your mind flails around and spirals out of control. Or you might become outwardly angry and aggressive, or perhaps get into verbal or even physical fights. If such agitation continues, you can become exhausted by the struggle and start to feel helpless before quietly slipping into despair and maybe even depression.


Feelings of anxiety, stress, unhappiness and exhaustion can become so entangled that they form a spiky knot of pain at the core of your being. Such entanglement is driven by a fundamental feature of the mind and involves both feeling tones and reactivity pulses. New research shows how it happens – but more importantly, it points to a way out.3 It’s complicated, so an analogy might help:


Think back to the dog in the park running around in tight circles. You may have thought: Why doesn’t she notice the space? Even though it was all around her, she simply could not see it. She was locked into a pattern of behaviour born out of her sense of being trapped – and this perception was so all-encompassing that she simply could not see her way out, even though she was doing her best and her escape route was right in front of her eyes. The same can happen to us. We can become so entangled with our daily lives that we cannot chart a path to freedom. Even low-level mental distress can become so all-consuming that we simply cannot escape, no matter how hard we try. Painful though it is, such entanglement is part of the mind’s attempt to find freedom from suffering. When your inner critic attacks you, it is, in fact, doing its best to help. But it often tragically backfires. This happens because of a curious feature of our minds when we rush about, overwork and become overwhelmed.


To understand what is at the root of this entanglement we need to turn to new findings within psychology and neuroscience. Although the details are still being worked out, it is clear that the way we perceive and make sense of the world is dramatically different to what was believed – and this has profound implications for our understanding of the origins of our thoughts, feelings and emotions (and also for many mental-health problems). When these new ideas are incorporated into the practice of mindfulness, they greatly enhance its benefits. They can, however, be a little tricky to understand because they are so wildly counterintuitive, so please bear with us while we explain. After this, it will all make perfect sense, and much of your life’s distress will start to evaporate as you put the principles into practice.


THE NEW PSYCHOLOGY OF THE MIND: PREDICTIVE PROCESSING


It takes an enormous amount of mental energy to become conscious of the present moment. This is because of the vast amount of information flowing in from our senses, all of it needing to be co-ordinated and integrated so that we can become not only conscious of the world but also make decisions and act upon them – in real time – in the present moment. Given the complexity of the task, you would expect this to make everything – from walking along a crowded street to avoiding road accidents or even something as simple as catching a ball – extremely difficult. But nature has got around the problem by giving us a brain that predicts the future. It constructs a ‘simplified’ model of the world that is constantly updated and enriched by information from our senses. What we regard as the present moment is actually a stunningly realistic illusion created by the mind. An illusion so compelling that we mistake it for reality. It is called a simulation and the process it relies upon is known as ‘predictive processing’.4 Predictive processing works by constantly ‘guessing’ what information the senses are about to send to the brain. We do not truly see the world; we see what our minds think the world is about to look like. Nor do we truly hear, but instead experience the sounds that the mind believes are about to hit our ears. And the same is true for our other senses, too. The mind predicts what we are about to taste, feel and smell. And in practice, it is this prediction – or simulation – that we experience, rather than the ‘real’ world.


As you can imagine, this is a fantastically complex process, but a simple analogy helps here: if you are talking about politics in the UK and someone mentions the Houses of P . . . you can guess what’s coming next (the word ‘Parliament’). Because you have predicted the word, you don’t need to listen to the word itself. You can instead use that moment to capture the meaning of the whole sentence. Such predictions make perception and responses more fluent because the world is normally predictable. As explained above, we don’t create a prediction for one single sense but for all of them. Simultaneously. We construct a global model that incorporates sights, sounds, smells, tastes and sensations. This model is constantly updated, moment by moment, and incorporates any deviations from the real external ‘reality’; we move through the world creating and updating – predicting and checking – it. And if our checks show that we have made an error (like when we approach a shop door and pull on the large handle rather than pushing on it), we simply begin to pay more attention to the actual stream of data arriving from our senses. Any necessary corrections are then built into the model. The mind runs many different variations of the model simultaneously, and each is continuously checked against reality to notice the beginnings of any divergence. The most accurate one ‘wins’ and becomes a moment in the simulation that we experience.


Each moment in the simulation builds upon the last, as it rolls forwards through time. With each iteration of the model, all incoming data from the senses is compared to the current most accurate model, along with countless variants of it. And then, once again, the most accurate model ‘wins’ and serves as the foundation for the next iteration. Each model, therefore, spawns others, with each one fanning outwards into the future, slowly diverging from the others. In practice, most of the information flowing through the mind is a kind of ‘self-talk’ – internally generated predictions that are topped up with data from our senses, the most accurate of which then become incorporated into the simulation.




Even vision is a simulation


There are several major parts of the brain that deal with vision, known as V1 to V6. They shuttle information back and forth between themselves to create the experience of seeing. V1 is called the primary visual cortex because it is the first port of call for information from the eye. You would expect that most information that flows into V1 to come from the eye alone. After all, it is the eye that does the seeing. But this is not the case. More information flows from other areas of the brain into V1. By some measures, the brain is sending ten times as much information to this part of the visual cortex as the eyes.5 So, when you close your eyes and imagine an object (say, an orange) or picture a scene such as your first kiss, your brain is sending information to the V1 so you can ‘see’ it. Your mind’s eye is using the visual brain to create images. This ‘top-down’ data flowing into the visual centre of the brain is also used to predict what you are about to see and this is then checked against information from the eyes; so this, too, is the simulation of vision rather than the eye’s ‘cinematic’ vision itself. Rather than passively looking at the world, therefore, you are actually building a world that is then checked against reality moment by moment.


But it’s not just vision that works this way. All senses do. And it doesn’t end there. It is all combined with information about the state of your body along with your thoughts, feelings and emotions to create your overall state of mind. And all of these fluctuate moment by moment; rising and falling, like waves on the sea.





Such internal models aren’t just fast; they are thrifty, too. They radically reduce the effort needed to make sense of the world and grant us the mental space to think and make creative choices. The brain does this by noticing only the differences between what your senses are receiving and what you were expecting them to receive. This slashes the amount of information needed to be held in the mind and processed. Another analogy might help here: streaming services such as YouTube and Netflix manage to serve up ultra-high-definition video while still being fast and thrifty because they are extremely efficient at compressing movie data. And they do it in ways that are conceptually similar to the way the mind creates its simulation. In the past, broadcasters sent all the data needed to build up a single frame of a film and they did so fifty to sixty times every second. This meant they could only broadcast relatively low-resolution pictures with a limited range of colours and sounds. Streaming services take the opposite approach. They send only the differences between successive movie frames. They can do this because the differences are often only small. Think of a film scene with a red open-topped sports car cruising along a desert highway. The only thing that changes from one frame to the next is the relatively small movement of the car along the road. The shape and colour of the car are almost identical, the sky stays largely the same, as does the desert scenery. Core elements of the film might also be stored in a ‘cache’ ready for re-use later on (a cache is a specialised area of very fast memory that stores frequently accessed information). So, in practice, for the same bandwidth, a streaming service can send a far more life-like, ultra-high-definition film that contains millions of colours and 3D surround sound.


It turns out, the brain does something similar with sensory information, along with the most commonly experienced thoughts, feelings, emotions and concepts. It has a cache that stores your core experiences ready for re-use in your simulation. Imagine you are walking through your local park on a lovely sunny day. You have been to the park countless times before, and know it in detail. You have seen the sun filtering through the leaves of the trees many times; you know how the grass looks and smells, the sounds made by the children on the swings, the dogs barking and the traffic in the distance. You know how the ground feels under your feet, the sensations the sunlight makes on your skin and how fresh the air feels each time you breathe. You know everything you need to know about the park in order to reconstruct a highly accurate simulation of it in your mind. And if there are a few gaps – well, the mind is perfectly capable of filling them in and constructing a seamless experience. You do not need to sense it directly to feel as if you are experiencing it. Your mind only needs the information about parks that is stored in your long-term memory. This can simply be loaded into the cache as needed and used in the mind’s simulation of reality. And the chances are, it is virtually 100 per cent accurate – certainly accurate enough for you to enjoy your walk.


But the cache isn’t just a fast memory that allows you to reconstruct places that you have already visited. The core concepts can be used to simulate new places and experiences, too. In practice, if you visit a new park, you can re-use the information that relates to your local park in the new situation. In this example, you can, in effect, experience your old park when you visit the new one. And the same is true for any new situation. When confronted with something new, a quick glance is often enough to trigger memories in the cache which are then used to prime the simulation and build up a ‘fast and messy model’. This is then refined and updated as the senses send the mind new information. In practice, a visit to a new park starts off as a simulation of your local one, but as new information arrives, you begin to notice the differences, and these are then built into your global model.


And it’s not just visits to a lovely park that are stored in memory. Distressing thoughts, feelings and emotions are stored, too. This is because the cache tends to store the most salient recent experiences, along with your most potent thoughts, feelings and emotions. And unfortunately for us, the most pressing and salient ones are also the most distressing. This means those most likely to be re-experienced in your simulation are the most negative ones. It is far more probable that you will recall anxious, stressful and unhappy thoughts than positive or even neutral ones. So the thoughts most likely to be uploaded into the cache and then held on a hair-trigger are ones such as: Why is everything so difficult? I’m exhausted. No one is pulling their weight. Everyone expects me to do everything for them. I’m fed up with being taken for granted. And the same is true for feelings and emotions and also for verbal and physical reactions and even aggression. Such dark and amorphous emotions as anxiety, stress, anger and unhappiness are held at the front of the queue. And because everything is entangled, even a few negative thoughts can unleash a torrent. These can trigger other powerful negative emotions. And all the while, these emotions are triggering physical changes in the body, too: pains in your neck or shoulder might appear; a headache might start brewing; or perhaps anxious butterflies in your stomach might transform into sickness.


None of this means that your distress is exaggerated or untrue. Nor are you overreacting, being overly sensitive or ‘weak’ in some way. If you feel sad, then you are sad. If you feel anxious, stressed, exhausted or angry, then you truly are experiencing such distress. Your predictions are true for you. Simulation is reality.


Painful though they are, these states of distress are also ones of hope. For you will soon come to realise that they are not solid, real and unchanging. And something quite pure and simple lies beneath them. Something that sits between the ‘essence’ of you and your experience of the world. It fluctuates moment by moment. Moments that are either pleasant, unpleasant or neutral. The feeling tones of the moment. And it is these that guide your subsequent thoughts, feelings, emotions and physical sensations and also your reactions to them. They prime your mind to create a world that is either positive and uplifting, dark and forbidding or something in between.


And once you have made contact with the underlying stream of feeling tones, something remarkable can begin to happen. Simply paying attention to them, warmly greeting them as they rise and fall, is enough for all their tangles to simply unravel of their own accord. Even your darkest thoughts, feelings and emotions will begin to dissolve. Your mind begins to clear, leaving you free to directly experience the world in all its sensory joy.




Feeling tones of the Doing and Being states of mind and body


In our previous book, Mindfulness: Finding Peace in a Frantic World, we explained that many of our difficulties result from trying to logically solve emotional problems. This is because when you try to solve an emotional difficulty, you deploy one of the mind’s most powerful tools: rational, critical thinking. This is done using the mind’s Doing mode – its rational and logical way of approaching the world and of thinking and solving problems. It’s one of the most useful and powerful devices in our mental toolbox. It excels at solving problems, such as juggling work schedules, navigating across a city, organising logistics chains and generally getting things done. The Doing mode works by progressively narrowing the gap between where you are and where you want to be. It does so by subconsciously breaking down the problem into pieces, each of which is solved in the mind’s eye (mental models again), and the solution is then re-analysed to see whether it’s got you any closer to your goal.


But when it comes to emotions, this approach can backfire because it requires you to focus on the gap between how you feel now (unhappy) and how you’d like to feel (happy). Focusing on the gap highlights it, bringing it into sharp relief, magnifying it and making it all-consuming. In this way, an emotional difficulty is converted into a logical problem that demands to be solved. And in so doing, you ask yourself such tough, critical questions as: Why can’t I get a grip on this? What’s wrong with me? Where did I go wrong? Why do I always make these mistakes? Such questions are not only harsh and self-destructive, but also demand that the mind furnishes the evidence to explain its discontent. Very quickly, your mind can produce a list of reasons why you can’t get a grip, why you continuously make mistakes and where you have gone wrong in life. These are then built into your mental models.


Using the Doing mode in this way is disastrous because emotions are not ‘solid’ and unchanging, so they cannot be ‘solved’ in any logical and concrete way. They are not problems to be solved but messages to be felt. Once the message has been delivered (that is, felt), it has done its job, so it will tend to evaporate like the mist on a spring morning. And this holds true for all our most troubling feelings and emotions, whether they be anxiety, stress, unhappiness, anger or exhaustion. Although there is nothing inherently wrong with the Doing mode, it can become a problem when it runs amok and volunteers for a job that it simply cannot do, such as solving an emotional problem. For this reason, when it starts to chase its own tail, it morphs into the Driven-Doing mode (we call it the Driven mode). This is when you become bogged down inside your thoughts. Inside your simulation. It is when your mind’s cache and predictive processor become so tightly coupled that all you can experience are the same things over and over again – the same thoughts, feelings and emotions. Driven mode is a symptom of a suffering mind.


Signs of the Driven mode


Driven mode has seven main characteristics that indicate when it has taken over the mind:


•   Distracted You find it harder to keep your mind on one thing; your attention is easily pushed and pulled by things around you, or by your own thoughts, memories or daydreams.


•   Judgmental You get into a battle with your mind, becoming judgmental and unkind towards yourself, and less tolerant of others, too.


•   Emotional You rush through life and don’t see the tipping points for your emotions. You may find yourself having an emotional meltdown without warning.


•   Off balance You find yourself at the mercy of your moods. When you try to resist the negative, it escalates and becomes even worse; when you try to get more of the positives, they slip through your fingers, so you learn to ignore or dismiss them to avoid future disappointment.


•   Reactive Your mind constantly gears up for action that may never be taken, and you become exhausted as your body’s energy is used up by imagined plans and strategies.


•   Avoidant You find yourself suppressing, avoiding or trying to escape from even the smallest of difficulties because the mood feels intolerable.


•   Joyless To focus on your preoccupations, the mind damps down everything else, even your positive states of mind, such as happiness and joy. You then find it increasingly difficult to get things done or to find fulfilment in life.


You cannot stop the triggering of negative thoughts, feelings and emotions, but you can stop what happens next. You can stop the vicious cycle from feeding off itself and triggering wave after wave of negativity. You can do this by harnessing an alternative way of relating to yourself and the world. The mind can do so much more than logically crunch through problems. You can also become aware that you are thinking. You can connect directly with the world using your senses. You can experience it without your mental cache acting as a distorting filter. Such pure awareness is known as the Being mode.


Being mode allows you to step outside of the mind’s natural tendency to over-think, overanalyse and overjudge. Throughout the ages, people have learned how to cultivate this Being mode through meditation. And this course takes the process further by going ‘upstream’, into the moment you become aware of your thinking, feeling and sensing. Moments of vedana. Moments of clarity that will, ultimately, set you free.


Although a driven state of mind can be distressing, its seven characteristics can also be used as entry points into the realm of feeling tones. And it is these entry points that are explored and harnessed in the practice chapters of Deeper Mindfulness.
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