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Autonomic patterns during respiratory suspensions:

Possible markers of Transcendental Consciousness
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Abstract

In two experiments, we investigated physiological correlates of transcendental consciousness during Transcenden-
tal Meditation® sessions. In the first, experimenter-initiated bells, based on observed physiological patterns, marked
three phases during a Transcendental Meditation session in 16 individuals. Interrater reliability between partici-
pant and experimenter classification of experiences at each bell was quite good. During phases including transcen-
dental consciousness experiences, skin conductance responses and heart rate deceleration occurred at the onset
of respiratory suspensions or reductions in breath volume. In the second experiment, this autonomic pattern was
compared with that during forced breath holding. Phasic autonomic activity was significantly higher at respira-
tory suspension onset than at breath holding onset. These easily measured markers could help focus research on

the existence and characteristics of transcendental consciousness.

Descriptors: Skin conductance response, Heart rate deceleration, Transcendental Consciousness, Consciousness,

Orienting, Transcendental Meditation

Subjective experiences during a Transcendental Meditation® ses-
sion' can be generally classified into three qualitatively differ-
ent categories or phases: (a) the progressive reduction of mental
and physical activity, called the inward stroke, (b) complete

mental quiescence in which thoughts are absent and yet con-

sciousness is maintained, referred to as a state of Transcendental
Consciousness, and (c) the progressive increase of mental and
physical activity, called the outward stroke (Maharishi, 1972;
Wallace, 1986). In this study, we investigated physiological pat-
terns during Transcendental Consciousness experiences and
tested whether these patterns could discriminate Transcenden-
tal Consciousness from other meditation experiences.

Most studies investigating physiological parameters during
Transcendental Meditation sessions have compared variables
averaged over extended periods, typicaily 5-20 min (Banquet,
1973; Fenwick et al., 1977; Hebert & Lehman, 1977; Stigsby,
Rodenberg, & Moth, 1981). By averaging data over the entire
meditation session, these studies combined the physiological pat-
terns underlying the more active mental processing of the inward
and outward strokes with those underlying the mental quiescence
of Transcendental Consciousness. Mixing data from all three
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periods would have confounded tests of the existence and
uniqueness of Transcendental Consciousness and the compari-
son of it with eyes-closed rest, relaxation techniques, and other
meditation techniques.

Three studies have investigated physiological markers dur-
ing Transcendental Consciousness experiences. Farrow and
Hebert (1982) reported results from a series of experiments in
which they correlated incidents of respiratory suspensions with
experiences of Transcendental Consciousness. They defined a
respiratory suspension as any breath period that was more than
twice the average breath period during the initial eyes-closed rest
period. They observed 161 respiratory suspensions in 28 indi-
viduals during Transcendental Meditation sessions, compared
with 19 respiratory suspensions in 23 age-matched resting con-
trol individuals. In a second experiment, they asked 11 people
to press a button after Transcendental Consciousness experi-
ences. To ensure that the participants were blind to the hypoth-
eses being tested, the authors applied heart rate and skin
conductance electrodes (but did not record these signals) and
measured respiration covertly with a two-channel magnetom-
eter. All participants pressed buttons during the Transcendental
Meditation session, but only 8 of the 11 participants also exhib-
ited respiratory suspensions. Among those eight individuals, 36
of 84 button presses occurred within 10 s of the offset of 1 of
56 respiratory suspensions (64% hits). These data suggest that
respiratory suspensions will probably be one of a constellation
of variables characterizing Transcendental Consciousness, if
Transcendental Consciousness can be characterized by a specific,
measurable physiological pattern.

Badawi, Wallace, Orme-Johnson, and Rouzeré (1984) rep-
licated and extended these findings. They reported 52 respira-
























