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In this very life
The Ten Armies of Mara

SEVENTH ARMY: DOUBT

Sloth and torpor is only one reason why yogis
may begin to doubt their own capacities. Doubt is the
Seventh Army of Mara, dreadful and fearsome. When
a yogi begins to slip in his or her practice, he or she
will probably begin to lose self-confidence. Pondering
the situation does not usually lead to improvement.
Instead, doubt arises and slowly spreads: first as self-
doubt, then as doubt of the method of practice. It
may even extend to becoming doubt of the teacher.
Is the teacher competent to understand this situation?
Perhaps this yogi is a special case and needs a special
new set of instructions. The experiences narrated by
fellow yogis must be imaginary. Every conceivable
aspect of practice becomes dubious.

The Pali word for this Seventh Army is
vicikiccha, which means more than simple doubt. It
is the exhaustion of mind that comes about through
conjecture. A yogi attacked by sloth and torpor, for
example, will not be able to muster the continuous
attention that fosters intuitive vipassana insight. If
such a yogi were mindful, he or she might experience
mind and matter directly, and see that these two are
connected by cause and effect. I[f no actual observation
is made, however, the true nature of mind and matter
will remain obscure. One simply cannot understand
what one hasn’t yet seen. Now this unmindful yogi
begins to intellectualize and reason: “I wonder
what mind and matter are composed of, what their
relationship is,” Unfortunately, he or she can only
interpret experiences based on a very immature
depth of knowledge, mixed up with fantasy. This is
an explosive mixture. Since the mind is unable to
penetrate into the truth, agitation arises, and then
perplexity, indecisiveness, which is another aspect of
vicikiccha. Excessive reasoning is exhausting.

Immaturity of insight prevents a yogi from
reaching a firm and convinced position. Instead, his
or her mind is condemned to run about among various
options. Remembering all the meditative techniques
he or she has heard of, a yogi might try a bit from here
and a bit from there. This person falls into a great pot
of chop suey, perhaps to drown. Vicikiccha can be
a terrible obstacle in practice. The proximate cause

By : Sayadaw U. Pandita

of doubting conjecture is lack of proper attention,
an improper adjustment of the mind in its search for
truth. Proper attention, then, is the most direct cure
for doubt. If you look correctly and in the right place,
you will see what you are looking for: the true nature
of things. Having seen this for yourself, you will have
no more doubt about it.

To create the proper conditions for wise
attention, it is important to have a teacher who can
put you on the path leading to truth and wisdom. The
Buddha himself said that one who is intent on finding
the truth should seek out a reliable and competent
teacher. If you cannot find agood teacher and follow his
or her instructions, then you must turn to the plethora
of meditation literature available today. Please be
cautious, especially if you are an avid reader. If you
gain a general knowledge of many techniques and
then try to put them all together, you will probably end
up disappointed, and even more doubtful than when
you started. Some of the techniques may even be
good ones, but since you will not have practiced them
with proper thoroughness, they will not work and you
will feel skeptical of them. Thus you will have robbed
yourself of the opportunity to experience the very
real benefits of meditation practice. If one cannot
practice properly, one cannot gain personal, intuitive,
real understanding of the nature of phenomena. Not
only will doubt increase, but the mind will become
very hard and stiff, attacked by kodha, aversion and
associated mental states. Frustration and resistance
might he among them.

The Thorny Mind

Kodha makes the mind hard and rigid as a
thorn. Under its influence, a yogi is said to be pricked
by the mind, like a traveler thrashing through a
bramble thicket, suffering at every step. Since kodha
is a great impediment in many yogis’ meditation
practice, I will deal with it in some detail in hopes
that readers can learn to overcome it. In general, it
results from two kinds of mental states: firstly from
doubt, and secondly from what are known as “the
mental fetters.”

There are five kinds of doubt which load to
the thorny mind. A yogi is pricked by doubt regarding
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the Buddha, the great master who showed the path
to enlightenment. One doubts the Dhamma, the path
that leads to liberation; and the sangha, the noble
ones who have uprooted some or all of the kilesas.
Next come doubts of oneself, of one’s own morality
and method of practice. Last is doubt of fellow yogis,
including one’s teacher. When so many doubts are
present, the yogi is filled with anger and resistance:
his or her mind becomes thorny indeed, he or she will
probably feel quite unwilling actually to practice this
meditation, seeing it as dubious and unreliable.

All is not lost, however. Wisdom and
knowledge are medicine for this state of vicikiccha.
One form of knowledge is reasoning. Often persuasive
words can coax a doubting yogi from the brambles:
a teacher’s reasoning, or an inspiring and well-
constructed discourse. Returning to the clear path
of direct observation, such yogis breathe great sighs
of relief and gratitude. Now they have the chance to
gain personal insight into the true nature of reality. If
they do attain insight, then a higher level of wisdom
becomes their medicine for the thorny mind. Failure
to return to the path, however, may allow doubt to
reach its incurable stage.

The Five Mental Fetters

The thorny mind arises not only from doubt,
but also from another set of causes known as the five
mental fetters. When these mental letters are present,
the mind suffers from hard and prickling states of
aversion, frustration and resistance. But these fetters
can be overcome.

Vipassana  meditation  clears  them
automatically from the mind. If they do manage to
intrude upon one’s practice, identifying them is the
first step toward recovering a broad and flexible
mental state. The first mental fetter is to be chained
to the various objects of the senses. Desiring only
pleasant objects, one will be dissatisfied with what is
really occurring in the present moment. The primary
object, the rising and falling of the abdomen, may
seem inadequate and uninteresting in comparison
with one’s fantasies. If this dissatisfaction occurs,
one’s meditative development will be undermined.

The second fetter is over-attachment to
one’s own body, sometimes spoken of as excessive
self-love. A variation is the projection of attachment
and possessiveness onto another person and his or her
body. This is the third fetter, and it is such a common
situation that I hardly need elaborate.
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Excessive sell-love can be a significant
hindrance in the course of practice. When one sits for
extended periods, unpleasant sensations invariably
arise, some of them rather intense. You may begin
to wonder about your poor legs. Will you ever walk
again? You may decide to open your eyes and stretch.
At this point, continuity of attention usually breaks
apart; momentum is lost. Tender consideration for
one’s own body can sometimes supplant the courage
we need to probe into the actual nature of pain.

Personal appearance is another area where
this second fetter can arise. Some human beings
depend on stylish clothes and makeup to feel happy.
If ever they lose access to these external supports
(perhaps on a retreat where makeup and flamboyant
fashions are inappropriate distractions), these people
feel as if something is missing, and worry can
interfere with their progress. The fourth fetter of mind
is to be chained to food. Some people like to eat large
amounts; others have many whims and preferences.
People whose first concern is the satisfaction of their
bellies tend to find greater bliss in snoozing than in
practicing mindfulness. A few yogis have the opposite
problem, worrying constantly about gaining weight.
They, too, are chained to what they eat.

The fifth fetter of mind is to practice with
the goal of gaining rebirth in a deva world. Besides
effectively basing one’s practice on craving for
sensual pleasures, this is also to set one’s sights much
too low. For information on the disadvantages of
deva life, see the last chapter of this book, “Chariot
to Nibbana.”

By diligent practice one overcomes these
five fetters. By the same means, (one overcomes
doubt and the anger that follows it. Relieved from
thorny discomfort, the mind becomes crystal clear
and bright. This bright mind is happy to make the
preliminary effort that sets your feet on the path of
practice, the steady effort that moves you along into
deeper meditation, and the culminating effort that
brings liberation at the higher stages of practice. This
threefold effort — actually directed toward keeping
the mind alert and observant — is the best and most
natural defense strategy against Mara’s Seventh
Army of doubt. Only when the mind slips from the
object, as it will in times of slackening effort, do the
conjectures and equivocations of doubt have a chance
to set in.

To be continued...
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