The tingling / vibrating / pulsing sensations reported during body scan (Vipassanā) practice are real physiological and neurophysiological events, but they are normally filtered out by the nervous system. Body scanning alters that filtering.
Below is a layered explanation, from peripheral physiology → central nervous system → attentional modulation, with explicit links to Goenka-style practice.
1. Peripheral contributors (what’s happening in the body)
A. Cutaneous mechanoreceptor firing
· Meissner corpuscles → flutter / vibration
· Pacinian corpuscles → rapid vibration
· Merkel cells → pressure boundaries
At rest, these fire below conscious threshold. Focused attention raises their gain.
Subjective correlate: fine tingling, buzzing, shimmering.
B. Microvascular pulsation
· Capillaries and arterioles pulse with cardiac rhythm
· Vasomotor oscillations (~0.1 Hz) occur naturally
Attention unmasks these signals.
Subjective correlate: rhythmic pulsing or waves.
C. Autonomic vasodilation / vasoconstriction shifts
· Vagal dominance reduces sympathetic tone
· Blood flow redistributes to skin
Subjective correlate: warmth, spreading sensation, flowing currents.
D. C-fiber activity (non-painful)
· Slow-conducting fibers convey diffuse bodily presence
· Usually perceived as “background tone”
When amplified:
· Felt as vibration or hum rather than pain
2. Central nervous system mechanisms (where the magic happens)
A. Thalamic sensory gating loosens
Normally:
· Thalamus suppresses redundant signals
During sustained attention:
· Gating reduces
· More raw sensory data reaches cortex
Result: sensations feel granular and rapid.
B. Somatosensory cortical remapping
· S1/S2 receptive fields sharpen
· Boundary maps soften
This allows:
· Multiple micro-signals to be felt simultaneously
Subjective correlate: buzzing fields, non-localized sensation.
C. Increased insula coherence
The insula integrates:
· Touch
· Interoception
· Autonomic signals
Enhanced coherence creates:
· Unified vibratory experience rather than discrete sensations
3. Attention as a physiological amplifier
Focused attention:
· Increases signal-to-noise ratio
· Synchronizes neuronal firing
· Raises conscious access to subthreshold inputs
This is not imagination—it’s attentional gain control.
4. Why sensations feel impermanent and rapid (anicca link)
Key point:
The body is always generating micro-events, but the mind normally averages them.
Body scanning:
· Stops temporal averaging
· Reveals raw temporal resolution
Thus sensations appear:
· Flickering
· Unstable
· Unholdable
This is the physiological basis of anicca insight.
5. Why vibrations sometimes spread or dissolve boundaries
· Cortical inhibition between adjacent body maps decreases
· Interoceptive and exteroceptive signals blend
· Default body schema loosens
Subjective effects:
· “Energy flow”
· Whole-body vibration
· Loss of sharp edges
Neuroscientifically: map desegregation, not energy.
6. Role of breathing and vagal tone
· Slow breathing enhances vagal afferent input
· Vagal tone stabilizes perception
· Prevents sensations from being interpreted as threat
Low vagal tone → same sensations feel overwhelming or itchy
High vagal tone → sensations feel neutral or interesting
7. What these sensations are not
Common misconceptions:
· ❌ Not qi/prana moving (though culturally framed that way)
· ❌ Not nerve damage
· ❌ Not hallucinations
· ❌ Not signs of progress by themselves
They are normal sensory data revealed by attention.
8. When sensations become intense or uncomfortable
Can occur if:
· Attention is too narrow
· Breath is unconsciously controlled
· Sympathetic arousal increases
Grounding fixes:
· Widen attention
· Return to breath
· Open eyes briefly
· Feel contact with the floor
9. Bottom line
Tingling, vibration, and pulsing during body scan practice arise from amplified awareness of normal mechanoreceptive, vascular, autonomic, and interoceptive signals, revealed by reduced sensory filtering and increased attentional gain.
They are the physiology of impermanence becoming conscious.

