
The Five Hindrances In Meditation  
Before we get into the third hindrance, here’s a quick summary of the hindrances/obstacles we face in 
meditation (and in life). The order in which they are listed are important because of their implications to our 
meditation practice so do take note of the chronology below. The Buddha outlined five hindrances on our 
path. They are: 

1.  sensory desire 

2.  ill will 

3.  sloth and torpor 

4.  restlessness and remorse 

5.  doubt 

The Third Hindrance: Sensory Desire 
Written by Cristof Ensslin 

Sloth and Torpor are what is called the third hindrance to meditation in Buddhism. They are old English 
words for dullness, drowsiness, sleepiness. 

Ajahn Brahm, the British senior monk and experienced meditation teacher in Western Australia, writes in 
his book “Mindfulness, Bliss, and Beyond” on page 39: 

The third hindrance is sloth and torpor. I don’t need to describe it in detail, because I’m sure we 
know it all too well through our experience of meditation. We sit in meditation and don’t really 
know what we are watching, whether it’s the present moment, silence, the breath, or whatever. 
This is because the mind is dull. It’s as if there are no lights turned on inside. It’s all gray and 
blurry. 

He goes on telling us his own story about his own experience as a British monk in a tropical rainforest in 
Thailand, trying to meditate at 3:15 am, while being undernourished, and how his meditation was like a 
pendulum swinging between the extremes of sleepiness and restlessness. His advice from this own-body-
and-mind-experiment: 

The most profound and effective way of overcoming sloth and torpor is to make peace with the dullness 
and stop fighting it! [...] 

The Buddha advocated investigation, not fighting. So I examined where my sloth and torpor 
came from. I had been meditating at 3.15 in the morning, having slept very little, I was 
malnourished, an English monk in a hot tropical jungle ⏤ what would you expect! The dullness 
was the effect of natural causes. I let go and made peace with my sleepiness. I stopped fighting 
and let my head droop. Who knows, I might have even snored. When I stopped fighting sloth 
and torpor it did not last all that long. Moreover, when it passed I was left with peace and not 
with restlessness. I had found the middle of my pendulum swing and I could observe my breath 
easily from then on. 
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We can learn from this, that the best antidote to sleepiness is to make peace with and investigate it instead 
of trying to fight it. 

And speaking of remedies to sloth and torpor in meditation, Bhante Gunaratana, a senior monk residing in 
West Virginia, writes in his book “Mindfulness in Plain English” on page 98: 

It is quite common to experience drowsiness during meditation. You become very calm and 
relaxed. That is exactly what it supposed to happen. Unfortunately, we ordinarily experience this 
lovely state only when we are falling asleep, and we associate it with that process. So naturally, 
you begin to drift off. When you find this happening, apply your mindfulness to the state of 
drowsiness itself. Drowsiness has certain definite characteristics. It does certain things to your 
thought process. Find out what. It has certain bodily feelings associated with it. Locate those. 

This inquisitive awareness is the direct opposite of drowsiness, and will evaporate it. If it does 
not, then you should suspect a physical cause of your sleepiness. Search that out and handle it. 

Furthermore, from my (Cristof) own studies of the experience of several monks’ and nuns’ experiences and 
interpretations of the word the Buddha’s teaching, there are several other antidotes to overcoming 
drowsiness in meditation as well as in everyday life. I have put them together here in the following list: 

• make peace with sloth and torpor and investigate the cause of your drowsiness. 

• bring awareness and mindfulness to the thought and bodily processes that come with sleepiness. 

• open your eyes, e.g. to fixate on another meditation object such as a candle flame. 

• change the meditation object from the breath to contemplation meditation, e.g. contemplating 
impermanence or our own (and everybody’s) mortality. 

• visualize light. 

• hold your breath as long as you can. 

• rub your thighs for a few seconds. 

• do walking meditation (since it’s really hard to fall asleep while walking…). 

• chant a mantra or recite something inspirational, e.g. a verse of the Buddha’s teaching, verbally or in 
your mind. 

• have a bath or take a shower. 

• lay down and rest. 

The Buddha describes the result of overcoming Sloth and Torpor in meditation as a feeling of liberty after 
being imprisoned. That’s a powerful aim to keeping us motivated. So, learning to overcome drowsiness in 
meditation is worth the investigative, experiential, and experimental journey. 

May you be happy, may you be peaceful, may you be free from suffering. 
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