




Praise for Mindfulness in Early Buddhism: Characteristics and
Functions

Since so few practitioners have the ability to access the early
Buddhist discourses, which are preserved in languages as diverse as
Pāli, Gāndhārī, Sanskrit, Chinese, and Tibetan, this book, as with the
author’s other writings, is an important contribution to the topic.
Another consequence of letting the primary texts, the discourses
attributed to the Buddha, speak for themselves through providing
very readable and �uent translations of them, supplemented with
the author’s commentary and interpretations, is that the book is a
delight to read because the early discourses are so varied, fresh, and
informative, with teachings liberally illustrated and enhanced
through similes, metaphors, and the like. – Mark Allon, from the
Foreword, author of Style and Function: A Study of Dominant Stylistic
Features of the Prose Portions of Pāli Canonical Sutta Texts and Their
Mnemonic Function and Three Gāndhārī Ekottarikāgama-Type Sūtras:
British Library Kharoṣṭhī Fragments 12 and 14

In presenting us with this thematic compilation of comparative
Nikāya-Āgama studies on the topic of mindfulness, Anālayo has once
more provided us all with a signi�cant resource that enriches our
appreciation of early Buddhist literature and its presentation of
mindfulness. And I for one am yet again grateful to Anālayo for his
continued dedication to making this overlooked parallel material
more easily accessible to scholars and practitioners alike. – Rupert
Gethin, from the Foreword, author of The Buddhist Path to
Awakening: A Study of the Bodhi-Pakkhiyā Dhammā and The
Foundations of Buddhism

Bhikkhu Anālayo’s Mindfulness in Early Buddhism: Characteristics and
Functions is a result of his comparative study of mindfulness in Pāli
and Chinese texts. In my view, this is one book that everybody
seriously teaching and practising mindfulness meditation should



have in their homes as a reference book on various aspects of
mindfulness. It can amazingly bene�t Buddhists from di�erent
traditions who are unfamiliar with each other’s meditation
practices. Reading this book opens our minds to see various usages,
similarities, dissimilarities, and misinterpretations of mindfulness. –
H. Guṇaratana Mahāthera, author of Mindfulness in Plain English

Mindfulness in Early Buddhism: Characteristics and Functions is a
treasure trove of teachings, illuminating in depth and detail the
many aspects and nuances of mindfulness. Through his own practice
and scholarly research, Bhikkhu Anālayo explores the di�erent
characteristics and functions of mindfulness and how they lead us
on to freedom. A wonderfully deep dive into what liberates the
mind. – Joseph Goldstein, author of Mindfulness: A Practical Guide
to Awakening

The de�nitive resource for scholars, meditation teachers, and those
practitioners interested in a high-resolution framing of the meaning
and cultivation of mindfulness under a wide variety of life
circumstances, as illuminated by a careful and broad-minded
exegesis of speci�c texts (Pāli Nikāyas and Chinese Āgamas) written
down closest to the time of the Buddha. Anālayo here provides a
rich framework for examining, re�ecting upon, and deepening one’s
own ongoing practice and understanding in light of these earliest
teachings on the cultivation of mindfulness as the direct path for the
liberation and the extinguishing of su�ering. He ends by o�ering his
own inclusive de�nition of mindfulness. Much of what is
illuminated here may be highly germane to current neuro science
studies of meditation, including brain networks subtending salience,
memory (including working memory), proprioception, executive
function, emotion regulation, and sense of self. – Jon Kabat-Zinn,
Founder of MBSR, author of The Healing Power of Mindfulness and
Mindfulness for All

Mindfulness in Early Buddhism: Characteristics and Functions is an
invaluable and timely contribution to our understanding of the early



Buddhist notion of “mindfulness”. Anālayo makes available, through
scrupulous translation and astute analysis, the vast scriptural and
commentarial literature bearing on the topic in Pāli, as well as the
early Āgama literature – often ignored – that survives in Chinese.
The volume stands as the most comprehensive sourcebook and
exhaustive study of the early materials to date, and should be
required reading of anyone interested in the Buddhist roots of
mindfulness practice. – Robert Sharf, author of Coming to Terms
with Chinese Buddhism: A Reading of the Treasure Store Treatise
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FOREWORD BY MARK ALLON

It is with pleasure that I write this foreword to Bhikkhu Anālayo’s
most recent book, Mindfulness in Early Buddhism: Characteristics and
Functions. First, I write in appreciation of the great contribution he
has made to scholarship on early Buddhism and in particular, with
my own scholarly interests in mind, to research on the origin and
development of early Buddhist literature, since these texts are the
foundation for our knowledge and understanding of the teaching of
the Buddha and of the myriad of expressions of Buddhism that arose
as a consequence. Second, I do so in appreciation of his contribution
to our understanding of Buddhist meditative practices, in particular
of mindfulness practice, the topic of this book, and in appreciation
of him as a meditation teacher. I bene�ted greatly from
participating in a week-long meditation retreat he conducted just
south of Sydney in July 2018, during which it became apparent to
me just how informed his instruction is by his scholarship and by his
personal experience as a meditator. Finally, I write this in
appreciation of Anālayo as a good friend, a kalyāṇa-mitra, I have
known for many years.

This interesting book is aimed at practitioners of mindfulness
practice who generally do not know much about the context in
which mindfulness was taught and practised in the early period of
Buddhism and whose understanding of mindfulness, as well as other
meditative practices, is generally informed by reading secondary
literature mostly written by teachers who set out their own
understanding of and method for developing mindfulness. The



author rightly believes that modern practitioners would bene�t from
such knowledge of the primary sources, letting the primary texts
which record early Buddhist guidance on understanding and
engaging in mindfulness practice speak for themselves. This is a
hallmark of Anālayo’s work. Both his writings and his meditation
retreats are thoroughly grounded in the early Buddhist discourses
(Pāli sutta, Sanskrit sūtra). Since so few practitioners have the ability
to access these sources, which are preserved in languages as diverse
as Pāli, Gāndhārī, Sanskrit, Chinese, and Tibetan, this book, as with
the author’s other writings, is an important contribution to the
topic. Another consequence of letting the primary texts, the
discourses attributed to the Buddha, speak for themselves through
providing very readable and �uent translations of them,
supplemented with the author’s commentary and interpretations, is
that the book is a delight to read because the early discourses are so
varied, fresh, and informative, with teachings liberally illustrated
and enhanced through similes, metaphors, and the like. Similes in
particular are a prominent feature of early Buddhist discourses, the
Buddha himself reportedly saying that it is through similes that
intelligent people better grasp his teachings.

The author has written on the topic of mindfulness for many
years, producing four monographs prior to the present one –
Satipaṭṭhāna, The Direct Path to Realization (2003), Perspectives on
Satipaṭṭhāna (2013), Early Buddhist Meditation Studies (2017), and
Satipaṭṭhāna Meditation: A Practice Guide (2018) – and many articles
whose primary focus is mindfulness, the most recent ones published
in the journal Mindfulness (see bibliography). This being the case, it
is inevitable that there is some repetition amongst these works and
reuse of the same material, though usually for di�erent reasons and
in di�erent ways. An example is the de�nition of mindfulness in
chapter 1 and its relationship to memory: a reader who is familiar
with the author’s earlier writings on this topic will get a sense that
some passages and arguments are familiar. But, of course, each work
has a di�erent purpose and is intended for a slightly di�erent
audience. The current work o�ers much that is new, drawing on
both the author’s own research, as well as that of others, which has



been published since his previous books on this topic. But a major
new contribution made by this book is the large number of
discourses that are preserved in the Chinese Āgama collections that
are discussed and translated, most of which have previously not
been translated. To date, with the exception in particular of the
works of Anālayo himself, discussions of mindfulness have mostly
drawn on the more readily available Pāli sources. Although
immensely valuable, Pāli texts are but one of several sources we
have that attest to the earliest phase of Buddhist thought and
practice, others being the rather more fragmentary Sanskrit and
Gāndhārī discourses, and the Chinese and occasionally Tibetan
translations. Anālayo commands and uses freely all discourse
material dealing with mindfulness preserved in these diverse
languages. This is relatively rare even for scholars, and I for one
envy his command of Chinese sources that are so rich yet so
neglected. Such �uency in command of the materials in these
languages is even rarer for practitioner-teachers who normally rely
on texts in one language, e.g. the Pāli, or translations in modern
languages only. But I cannot recall a book dealing with mindfulness
in early Buddhism that takes as its primary starting point the
Chinese discourses. This is indeed an original approach, one that,
judging from the results, is very productive.

As a general rule of methodology, which is the correct one to
follow, the author only discusses in detail and translates discourses
that are found in both the Chinese Āgamas and in the Pāli Nikāyas
and/or Sanskrit Āgamas, rather than say occurring in only one
source, believing that such material is most likely to go back to the
early common textual inheritance and hence be representative of
early Buddhism.

In his far-ranging use of a large number of discourses sourced
from di�erent collections preserved in di�erent languages, the
author has certainly captured the importance of mindfulness in early
Buddhist practice and the profound and diverse bene�ts of
practising it, examples being: that if one is to practise anything it is
mindfulness that is most productive (chapter 1); the special status
mindfulness has as the �rst of the seven awakening factors in



relationship to the other six (chapter 2); and similarly the special
status it has as one of the members of the noble eightfold path in
relation to the other seven (chapter 2); its inclusion in many of the
lists found in the important Dasuttara-sutta and its Chinese parallel
(chapter 2); the four establishments of mindfulness being the way to
liberation from dukkha, to attaining Nirvāṇa, the deathless, and as a
direct path to mental puri�cation (chapters 3, 5, 6); that an arahant
is one who has completely cultivated the four establishments of
mindfulness (chapter 4); that mindfulness can provide vital
protection against getting stuck in the world of the senses, aid in
facing illness and overcoming physical pain, and in dealing with the
death of others and of oneself (chapter 4); the signi�cant role the
four establishments of mindfulness have in the cultivation of
concentration (chapter 6), and so on. In the course of this book,
many less profound, but nonetheless useful, bene�ts of mindfulness
are illustrated, such as the physical and psychological bene�ts of
moderation in eating achieved through eating mindfully, the
bene�ts of falling asleep with mindfulness, and mindfulness as a
means of overcoming anger (chapters 5, 6). In his conclusion, the
author groups these diverse bene�ts under the �ve headings of
protective, embodied, attentive, receptive, and liberating, which is
quite helpful.

An important point illustrated by several discourse passages
discussed at di�erent points in the book is how foundational moral
conduct is for the cultivation of mindfulness that leads to liberating
insight (e.g. chapters 3, 4). In the modern practice of mindfulness in
non-Asian countries this is commonly either lightly touched on or
not mentioned at all. This may in part be due to a general dislike of
“moralizing” and rules for behaviour that characterizes the modern
age. Yet as here, time and again in early Buddhist texts the
importance of moral conduct as foundation for practice is
emphasized. We see many modern applications of what is called
“mindfulness practice” aimed at improving performance in activities
that from a Buddhist perspective are ethically problematic, such as
in military training, or are quite contrary to its Buddhist
applications, such as in marriage counselling or in enhancing



sensual experience and appreciation. In this connection, an
interesting fact noted by the author (chapter 3) is that in early
Buddhist thought mindfulness itself is considered to be an ethically
indeterminate quality, in contrast to some later Buddhist traditions
where mindfulness is invariably a wholesome quality.

As in the author’s numerous other publications, the value of
taking all versions of a given discourse into account, texts that are
preserved in di�erent languages and have di�erent transmission
lineages, is amply illustrated throughout this book, exposing
developments and likely transmission errors in each version. For
example, in the Chinese version of a particular discourse (SĀ 1319)
mindfulness is said to be the means by which the mind can
overcome anger, where the Pāli version (SN 10.4) gives the
impression that mindfulness alone is not enough to do so. The
author argues that, in light of the Chinese version, the Pāli version is
likely to have su�ered from a textual corruption, where the
conjunction ca, “and”, was confused with the negative particle na,
“not” (chapter 6).

The book has a user-friendly structure: each chapter introduces
the discourses and topics that will be discussed, with subheadings
for the discussion of the discourses at hand, and concludes with a
summary of the main ideas and arguments.

Having thought about and translated for us an enormous amount
of early Buddhist discourses on mindfulness, the author ends the
book with a provisional de�nition of mindfulness: “An openly
receptive presence that enables a full taking in of information,
resulting in an awake quality of the mind that facilitates clarity and
recollection by monitoring, in the present moment and without
interfering, the internal and external repercussions of whatever is
taking place.” This subtle and perceptive de�nition may well serve
the test of time.

I believe the reader and particularly the practitioner will �nd
much in this book that is useful and inspiring.

Mark Allon



FOREWORD BY RUPERT GETHIN

For the last �fteen years Bhikkhu Anālayo has devoted most of his
very considerable scholarly energies to exploring the parallel
versions of the surviving Buddhist Nikāya-Āgama literature. In
particular he has published numerous studies comparing the suttas
of the four primary Pāli Nikāyas – the Dīgha-, Majjhima-, Saṃyutta-
and Aṅguttara-nikāyas – preserved by the Theravāda tradition, with
the parallel versions preserved by other ancient Indian Buddhist
traditions that survive in Chinese translation. In doing this Anālayo
has contributed to something of a revolution in the study of the
earliest stratum of Buddhist literature.

Twenty years ago there were, of course, a number of studies
available that made some of the rich source material surviving in
Chinese translation available to scholars of early Buddhist literature
working on the Pāli and Sanskrit sources. But to those of us with
little or no knowledge of Buddhist Chinese and without access to a
library that held the Taishō edition of the Chinese Tripiṭaka, the
Chinese Āgama translations remained largely a closed book. Then, at
the beginning of the new millennium, through the e�orts of the
Chinese Buddhist Text Association (CBETA) in Taiwan and the SAT
Daizōkyō Text Database project in Japan, the Chinese text of the
Taishō edition of the Chinese Tripiṭaka began to become widely
available in a digital form. Following this, Anālayo embarked on his
work providing English translations and studies of material from the
Chinese Āgamas. More than any other single scholar, he has worked
to make the repository of early Buddhist literature found in the



Chinese Tripiṭaka more accessible and more familiar to scholars and
meditators used to relying on the Pāli Nikāyas for their
understanding of early Buddhism. Anālayo has challenged us all to
consider what light the many parallels surviving, especially in
Chinese translation, shed on the early history and development of
Buddhist literature and thought. Anālayo’s output is prodigious. In a
series of over 300 articles as well as a number of books and studies,
he has discussed parallel after parallel. Anālayo suggests that the
close scrutiny of the parallel versions of an early discourse provides
a means of approaching more closely the authentic teaching of the
Buddha himself. He believes that where we �nd variant parallel
presentations, we can in many cases determine with some degree of
probability which is the earlier. Whether or not we are always
persuaded by his judgement in this regard, there can be no doubt
that the great quantity of material that Anālayo has brought to the
scholarly community’s attention in itself provides an invaluable
resource to be pondered and considered. The sheer volume of his
work provides us with a solid basis for the task of forming a
properly rounded and balanced appreciation of the breadth and
depth of the earliest Buddhist literary tradition.

In addition to presenting us with parallel versions of NikāyaĀgama
materials generally, Anālayo’s scholarly output has also frequently
had a particular focus on the way the practice of mindfulness is
presented in the earliest Buddhist sources. The present volume thus
brings his method of comparing parallel versions of Nikāya-Āgama
discourses to bear once more on the topic of mindfulness. Each
chapter is devoted to considering parallel versions of a series of
passages related to a particular topic. The �rst chapter is prompted
by the fact that the word we have come to translate as
“mindfulness” is more literally rendered as “remembering”: how
then is the relationship between mindfulness and remembering
understood in the early literature? The second chapter focuses on
mindfulness of the body. Chapters three and four consider the
presentation of the four establishments of mindfulness in Nikāya-
Āgama material apart from the (Mahā-)Satipaṭṭhāna-sutta and its
parallels (which Anālayo has considered in previous studies); the



focus here is on the Chinese parallels to the discourses of the
Satipaṭṭhānasaṃyutta. Chapter �ve considers miscellaneous material
on mindfulness. Finally, chapter six turns to the manner in which
the early literature relates mindfulness to liberation itself.

In presenting us with this thematic compilation of comparative
Nikāya-Āgama studies on the topic of mindfulness, Anālayo has once
more provided us all with a signi�cant resource that enriches our
appreciation of early Buddhist literature and its presentation of
mindfulness. And I for one am yet again grateful to Anālayo for his
continued dedication to making this overlooked parallel material
more easily accessible to scholars and practitioners alike.

Rupert Gethin



INTRODUCTION

The present book has its origin in a retreat I taught together with
Jon Kabat-Zinn at the Insight Meditation Society (IMS) in
Massachusetts. Based on our personal friendship and within the
setting of an intensive meditation retreat, we opened up a space for
a practice-oriented dialogue on the topics of disease and death
between teachers of Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR)
and teachers or practitioners of traditional insight meditation.

The experience of this retreat made me realize that those involved
in the current mindfulness movement would bene�t from more
detailed information on the nature and purposes of mindfulness in
the Buddhist traditions. This inspired me to start working
immediately by contributing from my own area of research, which
is early Buddhism. In addition to a series of articles relating speci�c
aspects of early Buddhism to current mindfulness-based
interventions or programmes, with the present book and its
companion, Introducing Mindfulness (2020f), I hope to o�er a starting
point for an exchange of information, dialogue, and further
research.

Whereas Introducing Mindfulness is aimed at a more general
readership and meant to provide an easy and practical approach to
mindfulness, the present book has a more scholarly orientation. The
ensuing pages in a way put mindfulness in the early discourses
under the microscope, providing a sourcebook that brings together a
range of di�erent aspects to enable an appreciation of the wealth of



information available on early Buddhist mindfulness and its
versatility.

My presentation is based mainly on selected excerpts translated
from the four Chinese Āgamas that mention mindfulness and have a
Pāli parallel. The choice of such excerpts is based on my impression
that their presentation is in some way relevant to an understanding
of early Buddhist mindfulness. Even though I have endeavoured to
be fairly comprehensive in my survey, my presentation is
necessarily incomplete. Mindfulness is often implicit in passages
where it is not explicitly mentioned. Yet, in order to avoid too much
of an in�uence by my personal judgement, it seemed wise to restrict
myself to only those passages where mindfulness is explicitly
mentioned in at least one of the parallel versions.

One of the discourses taken up proclaims that the Buddha would
have been able to give uninterrupted teachings on the cultivation of
mindfulness for even a hundred years without running out of
material (see below here). Thus the topic of mindfulness was
already in ancient times considered inexhaustible. Hence the present
book, although building on three monographs dedicated to
satipaṭṭhāna meditation (Anālayo 2003b, 2013b, and 2018i), can at
best only be a starting point for further discussion. For this reason,
even though I have tried to the best of my abilities to put into
perspective the extracts chosen for translation, the present survey
can only be an interim stage in our ongoing attempts to understand
and practise the various dimensions of mindfulness.

THE SOURCE MATERIAL

The discourses found in the Pāli Nikāyas and their Chinese Āgama
parallels are the �nal results of centuries of oral transmission,
involving texts which according to tradition were spoken originally
by the Buddha and his disciples. One lineage of these orally
transmitted discourses eventually reached Sri Lanka and was
subsequently committed to writing. According to the Sri Lankan
chronicles, the writing down of the texts occurred shortly before the
beginning of the Common Era. By then, several centuries had passed



since the time when the Buddha would have lived. Other Buddhist
traditions in India also preserved their records of the Buddha’s
teachings and, probably at about the time of the writing down of the
Pāli canon in Sri Lanka or soon thereafter, these other transmission
lineages were also committed to writing.

Due to the climatic conditions in most of the Indian subcontinent,
written records of the teachings, made on material such as palm
leaves, were sooner or later in need of being copied again. With the
eventual disappearance of Buddhism from India, the process of
copying manuscripts came to an end in the Buddha’s home country,
and much of the written material produced there has been lost. In
Sri Lanka and other Southeast Asian countries, however, the Pāli
manuscript tradition continued. Moreover, collections of discourses
from di�erent Buddhist traditions had been brought from India and
Central Asia to China and translated into Chinese. As far as we
know, early discourse collections also reached Tibet, but these
appear to have been lost during a period of persecution of
Buddhism. The present-day Buddhist canon preserved in Tibetan
translation does not contain counterparts to the four main discourse
collections, the Pāli Nikāyas or the Chinese Āgamas, but only some
selected discourses preserved on their own or as citations in
exegetical treatises.

Other sources of early Buddhist discourse material can be found
in manuscripts that come from Gandhāra (present-day eastern
Afghanistan and northern Pakistan) and Central Asia. Due to the dry
climatic conditions in these regions, texts written on material like
birch bark endure much longer than manuscripts in the tropical
climates of Sri Lanka or South India. Even in recent years substantial
manuscript �nds have made headlines.

THE CHINESE ĀGAMAS

The Chinese Āgamas stem from various oral transmission lineages
that attempted to preserve the teachings of the Buddha. Such
transmission lineages became part of the canonical textual collection

1



of particular Buddhist monastic traditions that had developed over
time.

In the case of discourses preserved in Chinese, there is of course
the problem of translation errors. Rendering an Indic text into
Chinese involves bridging two languages that are substantially
di�erent from each other, making it a rather demanding task to
transform a text from one language to the other without a change or
even loss of meaning. Nevertheless, the discourses in the Chinese
Āgamas are not themselves products of Chinese culture, but are
testimonies of Indian Buddhism. By way of illustration, they could
be compared to an Indian wearing traditional Chinese dress.
However much the clothing is Chinese, the person inside remains an
Indian.

Recourse to the Chinese Āgamas (or other parallels, when extant)
enables comparing di�erent versions of a particular discourse and
thereby assessing the earliest strata of Buddhist teachings that are
still accessible today. A basic principle here is that, if material is
found in similar ways in di�erent versions, such passages can be
more con�dently relied upon for reconstructing early Buddhist
thoughts and ideas. When di�erences manifest, often (but not
always) it is possible to determine with some degree of probability
which of the variant presentations is the earlier one.

The vision of early Buddhism that emerges from such comparative
study can at times be quite di�erent from the doctrinal position of
the Theravāda tradition, which has developed since the transmission
of Buddhism to Sri Lanka during the time of the reign of King Asoka
in India. The expression “early Buddhism”, in contrast to Theravāda,
stands for the preceding period of time, from the Buddha until King
Asoka, spanning roughly from the �fth to the third century before
the Common Era. Thus what follows in the ensuing chapters of this
book is meant to o�er source material and observations that enable
an appreciation of the “early Buddhist” perspective on mindfulness,
as distinct from the perspectives of later traditions as presented in
Abhidharma and exegesis.
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ORAL TRANSMISSION LINEAGES

Whereas the four Pāli Nikāyas were transmitted by a single
tradition, commonly called Theravāda, the Āgamas to which we
have access in Chinese translation stem from di�erent transmission
lineages. Such lineages are usually distinguished by the name of the
ordination tradition within which the respective monastic reciters
went forth.  In the case of the Pāli Nikāyas, the reciters were
ordained according to Theravāda monastic discipline. This does not
mean that the Pāli discourses are themselves the product of
Theravādins; in fact, as already mentioned above, they can at times
di�er considerably from Theravāda doctrine. It only means that
those responsible for the oral transmission of this particular set of
discourses were Theravāda monastics. In the case of the Chinese
Āgamas, relevant monastic ordination lineages are known by the
names of Dharmaguptaka, Mahāsāṅghika, Mūlasarvāstivāda, and
Sarvāstivāda.

Translations taken from the collection of long discourses, the
Dīrgha-āgama (DĀ), can fairly con�dently be identi�ed as
representing a Dharmaguptaka transmission lineage.  From the
viewpoint of the history of the di�erent Buddhist traditions,
resulting from geographical separation and the coming into being of
di�erent monastic observances, texts from the Dharmaguptaka
tradition tend to be close to those transmitted by Theravādins.

Although the lineage responsible for transmitting the collection of
medium-length discourses, the Madhyama-āgama (MĀ), has been a
matter of debate, it seems to me fairly certain that it can be assigned
to a Sarvāstivāda line of transmission.  Texts passed down by the
Sarvāstivāda tradition(s) tend to di�er more markedly from their
Theravāda counterparts than Dharmaguptaka texts.

The reciter tradition of the topic-wise discourses contained in the
Saṃyukta-āgama (SĀ) can with a high degree of certainty be
identi�ed as being Mūlasarvāstivāda.  This discourse collection,
which also tends to di�er considerably from its Theravāda parallels,
is particularly rich in material relevant to an understanding of
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mindfulness and for this reason is the source of most of my
translations.

Identifying the reciter lineage responsible for transmitting the
Indic original of the numerical collection, the Ekottarika-āgama (EĀ),
is complicated by the fact that this collection appears to have
undergone a process of reworking in China, leading to the
integration of material that did not belong to the original.  As far as
the Indic original is concerned, it seems to me quite probable that
this was transmitted by Mahāsāṅghika reciters. The Mahāsāṅghika
tradition formed at an early point in the history of the di�erent
Buddhist traditions. Texts preserved by the corresponding
transmission lineages have for a long time been transmitted
independently and can therefore at times be markedly di�erent from
their Pāli counterparts. This in turn means that, when Ekottarika-
āgama texts agree with their Pāli counterpart, such concordance is
fairly strong evidence for the earliness of the respective passage.
Only a few instances from that collection will be taken up in the
following chapters, as it contains relatively less relevant material.

Besides these four main Āgamas, partial discourse collections have
also been preserved in Chinese translation. In the course of my
study, I will refer to a partial Saṃyukta-āgama (SĀ ) and a partial
Ekottarika-āgama (T 150A), and also to single discourses translated
in Chinese as well as other relevant material in Gāndhārī, Sanskrit,
or Tibetan translation.

CONVENTIONS

In my annotations, I provide abbreviated references to relevant Pāli
discourses. Here abbreviations that have an “N” as their second
letter denote the four main Pāli collections, referred to as the Pāli
Nikāyas: the collection of long discourses (DN: Dīgha-nikāya), the
collection of medium-length discourses (MN: Majjhima-nikāya), the
collection of topic-wise assembled discourses (SN: Saṃyutta-nikāya),
and the collection of numerical discourses (AN: Aṅguttara-nikāya).
Their Chinese parallels can be discerned by the fact that the second
letter of the abbreviation is instead an “Ā”, representing the term
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Āgama. These are similarly collections of long (DĀ), medium-length
(MĀ), topic-wise (SĀ), and numerical discourses (EĀ). The �rst
occurrence of each reference to a Pāli discourse comes with
information about an English translation that, in case of interest,
could be consulted. To date no reliable complete translation of any
of the four Chinese Āgamas has been published,  which is why in
what follows I provide my own translations from these collections.

What I present here is meant as a sourcebook, wherefore in the
ensuing pages my exploration of the material and its relevance to
understanding mindfulness in early Buddhism alternates between
renditions from the Chinese Āgamas and my own comments on the
translated excerpts in light of their Pāli discourse parallels. Reading
through all of the material assembled will not necessarily be an
attractive prospect to all readers. For this reason, the introductions
to each chapter are meant to provide an initial brief survey of the
topics covered. Any point of particular interest could then be
followed up by proceeding to the relevant discourse, whose number
is given in brackets in the introduction and again in the headers to
the respective section. Summaries at the end of each chapter are
meant to highlight key points that emerged from the passages
surveyed and bring the various perspectives together.

In an attempt to string together the wealth of material available
on mindfulness in the early discourses, I will be referring recurrently
to �ve qualities of mindfulness (Anālayo 2018i: 213). These simply
re�ect my personal understanding and are just one of several
possible ways in which key aspects of mindfulness could be
summarized. The �ve qualities that I have chosen are: protective,
embodied, attentive, receptive, and liberating.

In the �rst of the altogether six chapters of my exploration, I
begin with a topic that has been a perennial challenge for the
understanding of mindfulness, namely its relationship to memory. I
will relate this in particular to the “attentive” dimension of
mindfulness (although the “protective” dimension also emerges in
the context of the practice of recollection, also discussed in this
chapter). With the second chapter I turn to mindfulness of the body,
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which re�ects in particular an “embodied” aspect of mindfulness.
The four establishments of mindfulness are the theme of the third
and fourth chapters. These rely on the “receptive” nature of
mindfulness, which in turn has a “liberating” e�ect. In addition, the
four establishments of mindfulness also serve a “protective”
function. The last two chapters cover the remaining relevant
material, which due to its variety is not easily assigned to a single
topic. The �fth chapter somewhat loosely assembles passages that
re�ect various “dimensions” of mindfulness. In the sixth chapter, the
“liberating” potential of mindfulness is fairly prominent, as most of
the passages here provide perspectives on the relationship between
mindfulness and liberation.

A survey of Gāndhārī fragments and their particular
signi�cance can be found in Salomon 2018.
On the notion of transmission lineages as monastic ordination
lineages, rather than being doctrinal schools, see also Anālayo
2020g.
For a brief survey see Anālayo 2015a.
The Chinese Dīrgha-āgama has been translated into English by
Ichimura 2015, 2016, and 2018. Unfortunately, his translations
are unreliable; see Anālayo 2020e. Hence in what follows I
provide my own translations. Out of the Dīrgha-āgama
discourses taken up in the course of my study, partial
translations of DĀ 1 and DĀ 21 can also be found in Anālayo
2017a: 74–83 and 2017b: 122–174.
Anālayo 2017g. Out of the Madhyama-āgama discourses taken
up, complete translations of MĀ 189 and MĀ 198 can also be
found in Anālayo 2012: 294–307 and 395–410 and a partial
translation of MĀ 163 in Anālayo 2013b: 240f.
See in more detail Anālayo 2020d.
Out of the Saṃyukta-āgama discourses taken up, complete
translations of SĀ 265, SĀ 271, SĀ 272, SĀ 575, SĀ 619, SĀ
638, SĀ 727, and SĀ 803 can also be found in Anālayo 2013a:
34–40, 2013a: 55–60, 2013a: 60–64, 2016c: 187–190, 2015c:
311–314, 2016c: 119–123, 2017b: 210–214, and 2013b: 228f.
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Partial translations of the relevant parts in SĀ 312, SĀ 541, SĀ
615, SĀ616, SĀ 617, SĀ 620, SĀ 623, SĀ 639, SĀ 713, SĀ 715,
SĀ 1150, SĀ 1171, SĀ 1175, and SĀ 1319 can be found in
Anālayo 2018a, 2017b: 218, 2015c: 294f, 2013b: 239, 2013b:
26f, 2013b: 24f, 2013b: 56f, 2017f: 212f, 2013b: 209f, 2013b:
206, 2018e: 1649, 2013b: 56, 2013b: 28, and 2018f: 1967
respectively. As evident from this list, there is some overlap
between translations included in the present book and those
found in other publications of mine. On re�ection, it seemed to
me preferable to present all the relevant material here together,
rather than directing the reader each time to these other
publications for consultation of a translated passage.
See Anālayo 2016b: 51–112, 165–214, 443–472.
Out of the discourses taken up, a complete translation of EĀ
19.2 can be found in Anālayo 2016b: 268f.
As mentioned above in note 4, the only complete translation of
an Āgama into English is unfortunately unreliable.
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MEMORY DIMENSIONS OF MINDFULNESS

In the present chapter I explore passages that in one way or another
have a bearing on the relationship between mindfulness and
memory, and thereby to what I would consider to be an “attentive”
dimension of mindfulness. I begin my exploration with an instance
that involves mindfulness in the role of recalling things from the
past, which is the practice of recollection of past lives (DĀ 9).
Mindfulness also relates to other forms of recollection (MĀ 202 and
SĀ 930), the practice of which can counter fear (SĀ 981) or lead to
a higher rebirth (DĀ 14). Mindfulness of the Buddha can have a
relation to the future, in the sense of being mindful of him in
anticipation of meeting him for the �rst time the next day (SĀ 592).
In addition to its role in the context of recollection, a closely related
aspect emerges when someone is reminded of the Buddha by
external circumstances (DĀ 28).

Some references relating mindfulness to a form of memory are not
supported by their parallels (DĀ 10, MĀ 74, and DĀ 2). A similar
disagreement among parallel versions can be seen in relation to
de�nitions of mindfulness as a faculty or power (SĀ 646 and SĀ
647) and as an awakening factor (SĀ 711). In each case, only some
parallel versions refer to the ability to remember what happened a
long time ago. Of relevance to this discussion are also some



de�nitions of mindfulness as a factor of the path to liberation (MĀ
31 and SĀ 784).

Nevertheless, at least in the context of a simile of a gatekeeper,
the parallels do agree in de�ning mindfulness as the ability to recall
the past (MĀ 3). Another simile involving the same imagery of a
gatekeeper in a di�erent context, however, instead speaks of the
four establishments of mindfulness (SĀ 1175). The variations that
emerge between parallel discourses in this way show the memory
nuance to be less central to an understanding of mindfulness than
might be expected on consulting only the Pāli discourses and thus
just a single reciter tradition (in this case that of the Theravādins).

The �nal passage taken up in this chapter describes a slow arising
of mindfulness (SĀ 1173 and MĀ 192). A similar description, found
in a Pāli discourse, has a close relationship to memory. Terminology
found in this passage has signi�cantly in�uenced the understanding
of mindfulness in the Theravāda tradition, leading to the idea that
mindfulness plunges into its objects.

RECOLLECTION OF PAST LIVES (DĀ 9)

The Pāli or Sanskrit term usually translated as “mindfulness”,
sati/smṛti, has etymological connections to memory. However,
already in the most ancient of sacred Indian scriptures, which
predates the Buddhist material by centuries, the term occurs
occasionally to designate an activity related to the present rather
than the past.  Hence Klaus (1993: 78) reasons:

from an etymological point of view, “attention, awareness” is
not necessarily a new connotation of sati attached to it at the
rise of Buddhism, but one that might have belonged to it all
along.

Besides regularly referring to memory, smṛti also stood for the body
of sacred texts that were memorized (as distinct from śruti, texts
received by direct revelation). Gethin (1992: 36) explains:
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Sanskrit smṛti can be both an act of “remembering” or
“bearing in mind”, and also what is remembered – hence the
brahmanical use of smṛti to characterize the body of received
tradition as what has been remembered, as opposed to what
has been directly heard (śruti) from the vedic seers. In
Buddhist literature, however, it is the bare aspect of
“remembering” or “having in mind” that is focused upon to
the exclusion of other meanings: memory as the act of
remembering, not what is remembered.

In the ancient Indian oral setting, young brahmins were trained
from their early youth onwards in learning by rote texts whose
contents they did not yet understand. From the viewpoint of current
research in psychology, the precise textual recall achieved with this
mode of learning appears to be precisely because the text is not
understood, due to which no inferences are drawn during its
processing.  As no inferences are drawn, the text can be
remembered precisely as it was heard.

This in turn suggests that the type of textual memory trained in
ancient India requires avoiding additional associations and instead
endeavouring as much as possible to stick to just what has been
actually experienced. This in a way points to a feature of
mindfulness that is quite prominent in the early Buddhist discourses,
which is just being with what is rather than reacting to it and
proliferating it in various ways.

Another form of memory, of the episodic type, comes to the fore
in one of the three higher knowledges the Buddha reportedly
acquired during the night of his awakening: recollection of past
lives.  This refers to the ability, based on the previous cultivation of
a high degree of concentration, to direct the mind in such a way
that one can remember circumstances of one’s own former lives. The
standard description of such abilities mentions the recollection of a
range of details from such previous lives, for example the place
where one was born, one’s earlier name and family, the kind of food
eaten, and the pleasure or pain experienced. The ability to
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remember such details from even a long time ago involves
mindfulness:

[Through] mindfulness one realizes [recollection of] one’s
former lives.

This is a good example of an “attentive” function of mindfulness
that is clearly related to memory of the past. Such ability to recall
the distant past is considered available to anyone who cultivates the
mind accordingly. Examples for such ability can be found in the
Brahmajāla-sutta and its parallels, which report various views about
the nature of the world that can arise if someone has developed this
ability and then draws unwarranted conclusions from it.

Now the role of mindfulness in the context of such recollection
does not appear to be related to the storing of information, but to its
recall. In other words, the idea is probably not that one must have
been mindful at the time of a particular event in a past life for it to
be recalled now. The Buddha himself is on record for having
remembered certain details of a great number of past lives. It would
hardly do to assume that, for him to remember various details from
those past lives, mindfulness must have been invariably established
on each occasion.

Of course, had mindfulness been present at a certain time in the
past, it would have enhanced the storing of that particular event in
memory. But the same is also possible without it.

Thus, attending with mindfulness to something from the past will
facilitate the recalling of what happened at that time. Nevertheless,
the same is also possible without mindfulness, as the arising of
distracting memories during meditation shows. Such memories are
due to a loss of mindfulness rather than being one of its modalities.
It follows that memory can function on its own even when
mindfulness was not present at the time of the event to be recalled
and is also not present now, at the time of recalling the past event.
Memory will certainly be enhanced through mindfulness, but it does
not require it in order to function.
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The impression that emerges in this way can be contrasted with
re�ections on the role of mindfulness in relation to memory in some
later Buddhist exegetical traditions. Cox (1992/1993: 83) explains
that, according to strands of Sarvāstivāda exegetical thought,

mindfulness functions to cause the nonloss (asampramoṣa) of
the object, and the �xing and noting (abhilapana) by the mind
of the object ... there is some evidence to indicate that such a
de�nition of mindfulness refers explicitly to the ordinary
psychological event of recollection ... [in that] mindfulness
performs the functions of retention, noting or �xing, and
stabilizing that are requisite for recollection.

On the above reasoning, mindfulness becomes indispensable for
memory. According to Cox (1992/1993: 84f), from the viewpoint of
an exegete in a Sarvāstivāda scholastic tradition,

in the absence of this activity of mindfulness, which �xes or
notes the present object in each and every moment,
subsequent recollection would be impossible ... [thus
mindfulness] operates on present objects in each and every
moment; it is this present functioning of �xing or noting that
enables the subsequent event of recollection.

Once mindfulness had become invested with such a function, it
unavoidably came to be considered a quality present in every state
of mind. Only such continuous presence throughout could ensure
that any past state of mind could in principle be recollected later.
This di�ers from the early Buddhist notion of mindfulness, which
does not connote a quality present in any state of mind.

Drawing such a distinction does not imply that the Sarvāstivādins
somehow got it wrong, but only clari�es that the idea that
mindfulness is indispensable for memory involves an understanding
of mindfulness that di�ers from the early Buddhist position on the
matter. In fact, understanding how the relationship to memory
impacts mindfulness practice has been a subject of continuous
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discussion. For a proper appreciation of this topic, there is a need to
distinguish clearly between the di�erent constructs of mindfulness
that have arisen throughout the history of Buddhism.

The early Buddhist notion of mindfulness does not equal memory,
be it of the episodic, working, or semantic type.  Whereas
recollection of past lives involves the intentional recalling of
memories of past events, memories can also arise in the form of
distractions during meditation and in such a case involve a loss of
mindfulness, as already mentioned above. Similarly, one might be
doing a daily chore in autopilot mode or carrying on a conversation
quite absent-mindedly, which would be examples that involve
working and semantic memory but take place without mindfulness
being present. In sum, although early Buddhist mindfulness has
indeed an important relationship to memory, at the same time it is
not simply the same as memory.

Mindfulness being part of a recollection of past events somehow
needs to be bridged with the general emphasis in the cultivation of
the four establishments of mindfulness on attending to the present
moment. This could be achieved by considering an enhanced mental
presence to be characteristic of mindfulness.  Such “attentive”
mental presence through mindfulness has a natural relationship to
the present moment, but can also be exercised when trying to recall
something that happened earlier. The attentiveness of mental
presence would also serve to distinguish intentional recall of the
past from distractions during meditation that involve memories, as
the latter arise when the mental presence has been lost.

THE FUNCTION OF RECOLLECTION (MĀ 202)

Of relevance to the role played by mindfulness in the actual event of
recollection are also descriptions of the practice and bene�ts of
recollecting the Buddha or his teaching. In what follows, I will take
up several passages related to this topic. Recollection of the Buddha
is one of six types of recollection regularly recommended in the
early discourses. The six recollections take the following themes:

the Buddha,
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the teaching (Dharma) of the Buddha,
the community of his noble disciples,
one’s own accomplishment in morality,
one’s own accomplishment in generosity,
one’s own accomplishment in qualities similar to those of
celestial beings.

The passage below outlines the �rst of these six, recollection of the
Buddha, who is here referred to with the epithet “Tathāgata”:

One mindfully recollects the Tathāgata: “That Blessed One, the
Tathāgata, is free from attachment, fully awakened,
accomplished in knowledge and conduct, a Well-gone One, a
knower of the world, an unsurpassable person, a leader on the
path of Dharma,  a teacher of celestials and human beings,
called a Buddha, an Exalted One.”

One who has mindfully recollected the Tathāgata in this
way will in turn gain the ceasing of any bad inclination, and
will also gain the ceasing of any de�led, bad, and
unwholesome mental state.

In agreement with its Pāli parallel, the Madhyama-āgama discourse
continues by depicting similar bene�ts to be gained by recollecting
the Dharma, the community, one’s own morality, and celestial
beings (thus not explicitly covering the topic of generosity).  The
Pāli version additionally mentions the arousing of gladness in the
mind as a bene�cial e�ect of such recollection.

The expression translated in the above extract as “mindfully
recollecting” combines two Chinese characters, one of which stands
for recollection and the other for mindfulness. This conveniently
exempli�es the close interrelation between the two. Their
combination could perhaps be captured with the expression
“keeping in mind” (or even “holding in mind”) as a key aspect of
recollection. In this way the impression could be avoided that such
recollection is invariably concerned only with what is past. In fact,
as becomes evident in a passage to be taken up below (here),
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instances in the discourses where someone is reminded of the
Buddha are not limited to remembering something from the past.

The same holds in general, as the practice of recollecting the
Buddha does not necessarily involve remembrance of something
that happened in the past. The description in the passage above is
much rather about bringing to mind certain qualities of the Buddha.
Its function is also related to the present, as the inspiration to be
gained from bringing such qualities to mind is meant to overcome
unwholesome mental conditions that have manifested or might
manifest now.

Harrison (1992/1993: 228) explains that

if we look at the traditional subjects of anusmṛti [recollection],
we can see quite clearly that personal recollection of past
experience is not involved ... we are dealing with a “calling to
mind” rather than recollection in the strict sense, which, as far
as buddhānusmṛti [recollection of the Buddha] is concerned,
would clearly have been impossible within a generation of
Gautama’s death.

RECOLLECTION AND MINDFULNESS (SĀ 930)

A practical modality of recollection comes to the fore in a passage in
which a disciple of the Buddha describes his experience when, after
having paid a visit to the Buddha, he has to return home:

Often I have encounters with mad elephants, mad people, and
mad chariots. I become afraid for myself and concerned
whether, with all these mad ones, I am encountering life or
encountering death, and I forget to be mindful of the Buddha,
mindful of the Dharma, and mindful of the monastic
community.

The Pāli parallel similarly uses just the term “mindfulness” to refer
to this disciple’s recollection of the Buddha, the Dharma, and the
community.  In a traditional context, such recollection usually
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involves the recitation of formulaic phrases.  However, such
recitation is not mentioned in the present passage.

The import of the passage translated above appears to be that he
was so worried about his present predicament that he was no longer
able to keep in mind the Buddha, etc. In other words, fear here
apparently overwhelmed the ability to relate mentally to these three
objects of inspiration. This supports the suggestion made above that
the memory dimension of recollection could perhaps be captured
with the idea of “keeping in mind”. Such keeping in mind can of
course take the form of remembering something from the past or
else employing formulaic phrases memorized earlier. At the same
time, however, it can also involve simply maintaining an object in
the range of one’s awareness.

RECOLLECTION COUNTERS FEAR (SĀ 981)

Whereas the previous discourse depicted a situation in which the
arising of fear led to a loss of the ability to keep in mind the
Buddha, etc., the passage below clari�es that the very presence of
fear in the mind can in turn be countered by the practice of
recollection:

At the time of being afraid, being so scared that the hairs
stand on end, one should be mindful of the topic of the
Tathāgata, the topic of the Dharma, and the topic of the
monastic community.

The Pāli parallel provides the full formula for recollection of each of
these topics. The present instance thereby complements the theme
of the previous passage, according to which a fearful situation can
cause loss of mindfulness of the Buddha, etc. Read in conjunction
with the present discourse, the remedy is then simply to make an
e�ort to re-establish one’s mindful recollection of the Buddha, etc.
In other words, the very experience of a loss of mindfulness due to
external challenges that provoke fear can, on being recognized,
become an opportunity to return to the presence of mindfulness and
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thereby avoid being overwhelmed by fear. This in turn points to a
“protective” dimension of mindfulness, which in the present case
takes the form of recollection.

MINDFUL ASCENT TO A HIGHER HEAVEN (DĀ 14)

The uplifting potential of mindfulness, when cultivated as a form of
recollection of the teachings, the Dharma, can even result in
ascending to a higher heavenly realm. The relevant episode, found
in the Sakkapañha-sutta and its parallels, describes a lay woman who
had been reborn in a higher heavenly realm than the three Buddhist
monastics whom she had supported during her human life. Realizing
where the monastics had been reborn, she scolded them. On hearing
her rebuke, two of the former Buddhist monastics recollected the
teachings they had earlier received and by putting these into
practice were able to ascend to a higher heavenly realm. The
relevant line in the Chinese Dīrgha-āgama version indicates:

The two men strove with energy, giving attention to the
teachings of the Tathāgata.

The text continues by indicating that their striving was aimed at
removing a�ectionate attachment and contemplating sensual
pleasures as unattractive. A verse in the Pāli parallel similarly
describes their dispassion on seeing the disadvantages of sensuality,
which here is based on e�ort and “recollecting” the teachings of
Gotama.  Another parallel in the Madhyama-āgama speaks also of
“recollecting” the teachings and the monastic discipline (taught) by
Gotama.  The same holds for a Sanskrit fragment, which parallels a
reference to such recollection found a little later in the Pāli
version.

At an earlier point, the prose of the Sakkapañha-sutta speaks of
these two as just regaining their “mindfulness”.  Another two
Chinese parallels use the term “mindfulness” in their description of
what the earlier-mentioned versions consider to be a form of
recollection.
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The terminological variations that emerge in this way point again
to the close relationship between mindfulness and recollection,
already evident from the passages surveyed earlier. This is the case
to such a degree that in the Sakkapañha-sutta the two terms can be
used alternatively to describe what is basically the same mental
event. Here mindfulness and memory in combination make the two
monastics realize the contrast between their present situation and
the teachings they earlier followed, as a result of which they are
su�ciently stirred to let go of attachment to sensuality and are able
to ascend to a higher heavenly realm.

FALLING ASLEEP WITH MINDFULNESS OF THE BUDDHA (SĀ 592)

Mindfulness directed to the Buddha could also be cultivated when
falling asleep. The narrative setting of the relevant discourse
describes a householder who had only heard about the Buddha but
not yet met him. In anticipation of meeting him the next day, he
went to sleep:

Then, in that night, the householder Anāthapiṇḍika directed
his mind to be mindful of the Buddha and because of that was
able to fall asleep.

The Pāli version similarly describes that he went to sleep with his
“mindfulness” directed towards the Buddha. Both versions report
that he was so eager to meet the Buddha that he arose far earlier
than needed. In this way, just having heard about the Buddha had
been su�cient for arousing deep inspiration that then led to
cultivating mindfulness of the object of such inspiration.

The case of Anāthapiṇḍika is of interest as he had as yet only
heard about the Buddha. Whereas the two monastics able to ascend
to a higher heavenly realm, mentioned in the previous passage,
might have met the Buddha personally when hearing the teachings
which they later remembered, so far Anāthapiṇḍika had not met the
Buddha. Keenly anticipating his future meeting with the Buddha, he
even got up too early. In his case, being mindful of the Buddha was
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not just related to recalling a personal encounter with him. He was
not so much “remembering” the Buddha, whom he was rather
“keeping in mind”.

MINDFULNESS AND BEING REMINDED OF THE BUDDHA (DĀ 28)

Another modality of being mindful of the Buddha emerges in a
description of someone who witnesses other practitioners giving
various con�icting answers to a question about the cessation of
perception. This person then is reminded of the Buddha:

For this reason, mindfulness arose in me; mindfulness of the
recluse Gotama who certainly knows this matter.

The Pāli parallel also refers to the arising of mindfulness.  Another
similar instance can be found in a discourse in the Madhyamaāgama
and its Majjhima-nikāya parallel. Both versions describe a king who
sees a secluded place suitable for meditation. The vision brings the
Buddha to his mind. To describe this, both versions use the term
“mindfulness”, which the Madhyama-āgama combines with a
character that conveys the sense of “remembering”.  A parallel in
the Ekottarika-āgama, however, only uses this character and thus
does not refer to mindfulness.

These two instances of being reminded of the Buddha, one due to
a discussion and the other due to seeing a secluded place, further
help to bridge a recalling of something from the past with
mindfulness of the present moment. In the �rst case, the speaker in
fact hopes that subsequently he might get an explanation of the
matter from the Buddha. In the other passage, the king associates
secluded places with the Buddha’s lifestyle and this then motivates
him to pay a visit to the Buddha. In both cases, even though these
are clear instances of being “reminded” of the Buddha as someone
both had met earlier, such reminding is not con�ned to a
recollection of things past.

Already Rhys Davids and Rhys Davids (1910: 322), responsible
for popularizing the translation “mindfulness” for sati, pointed out
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that a rendition of this term as just a form of memory would be an
“inadequate and misleading translation”, although sati has of course
some speci�c functions related to recall. Commenting on the same
term a hundred years later, Bhikkhu Bodhi (2011: 22) concurs that
in its early Buddhist usage

sati no longer means memory ... it would be a fundamental
mistake to insist on reading the old meaning of memory into
the new context.

As part of an exploration of mindfulness in classical Yogācāra,
Gri�th (1992/1993: 111) reasons that smṛti

has by itself nothing essentially to do with the remembering of
some past object of cognition; it can operate just as well in the
present as in the past, and it is perhaps more natural to take
its primary sense as having a present reference. The fact that
smṛti notes ... objects, however, makes possible their
preservation as objects of consciousness ... and thus explains
the extension of the term to cover at least some of the same
semantic ground as the English word memory and its cognates.
In other words, I suggest that the basic meaning of smṛti and
derivatives in Buddhist technical discourse – basic in the sense
that this meaning is both temporally and logically prior to
other meanings – has to do with observation and attention,
not with awareness of past objects.

In the context of a survey of relevant material from the tradition of
the Great Perfection, Kapstein (1992/1993: 249) concludes that

it appears not at all strange that memory and mindfulness
have often been gathered together under a single lexical head
... although the normal temporal reference of memory to the
past is sometimes not a feature of the codesignated
phenomena in question.



Based on the clari�cation that the memory dimension of
mindfulness does not imply that the activity described must
invariably concern the past, I now turn to passages where some
versions have a description that relates mindfulness to recollecting
the past, but the same is not found in the respective parallels.

MINDFULLY COLLECTING ONESELF (DĀ 10)

One of the passages relating mindfulness to recollecting the past
occurs in the context of a listing of ten bene�cial qualities in a
Dīrgha-āgama discourse and its Pāli parallel. One of these qualities
involves mindfulness in the following form:

One constantly collects oneself with mindfulness, without
having another perception, recollecting one’s former
wholesome conduct.

The Pāli parallel instead describes the ability to remember what was
done or said long ago. In the listing of bene�cial qualities in both
versions, mindfulness is preceded by energy (in the sense of making
an e�ort) and followed by wisdom, two qualities of decisive
importance for progress on the path. In this context, the idea of
recollecting one’s former wholesome conduct is not entirely clear,
but could perhaps be taken as a more speci�c modality of what the
Pāli version describes as remembering what was done long ago. In
spite of di�ering in details, both versions clearly agree in relating
mindfulness to the ability to remember something from the past.
Such an ability features repeatedly in de�nitions of mindfulness in
other Pāli discourses, and in what follows I will explore such
occurrences from a comparative perspective.

THE PATH IS FOR ONE WHO IS MINDFUL (DĀ 10 AND MĀ 74)

Another relevant instance occurs in the context of an enumeration
of eight thoughts of a “great person” (mahāpurisa), a term that in the
ancient Indian setting carried connotations of being a hero or a very
exceptional person. These eight thoughts enshrine foundational
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principles of the path to liberation. One of these thoughts relates to
mindfulness. A Dīrgha-āgama version of these eight thoughts
presents the matter in this way:

One on the path should collect mindfulness; being often
forgetful is not the path.

The Dīgha-nikāya parallel to this discourse makes basically the same
point by stating that this teaching is for one who establishes
mindfulness, not for one who has lost mindfulness.

The original occasion for the delivery of this particular teaching
on eight thoughts of a great person is recorded in a discourse in the
Madhyama-āgama and its Aṅguttara-nikāya parallel. These o�er
additional information on the type of mindfulness that is required.
According to the Madhyamaāgama account, the reference is to the
four establishments of mindfulness:

How is the path to be attained through right mindfulness, not
wrong mindfulness? That is, a monastic contemplates the body
as a body internally ... contemplates feeling tones internally ...
the mind ... dharmas as dharmas.  This is reckoned to be
attaining the path through right mindfulness, not wrong
mindfulness.

A similar reference can be found in another parallel extant in
Chinese.  The Aṅguttara-nikāya parallel di�ers, as it instead
mentions the ability to remember mindfully what was done or said
long ago.

When examined in its context, it is noteworthy that the preceding
and following qualities of being energetic and concentrated are
described in the Madhyama-āgama and Aṅguttara-nikāya discourses
in the standard way by listing the four types of e�ort and the four
absorptions. On following this precedent, it would be more natural
for their description of mindfulness to take up the four
establishments of mindfulness.
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From the viewpoint of the path to liberation, the cultivation of the
establishments of mindfulness has a major contribution to o�er,
highlighted similarly in the Satipaṭṭhāna-sutta and its Chinese Āgama
parallels.  In contrast, remembering what one did or said long ago
does not necessarily o�er a comparable contribution and would
therefore not really merit being one of eight foundational principles
of the path to liberation. In other words, the original point of the
reference to mindfulness, as part of the eight thoughts of a great
person, would more probably have been the cultivation of the four
establishments of mindfulness as an indispensable practice for
attaining the path.

This in turn suggests that the reference in the Aṅguttara-nikāya
discourse to recalling the past could be the result of a later change.
This suggestion �nds further support in the circumstance that the
Dīrgha-āgama and Dīgha-nikāya versions of the eight thoughts of a
great person also do not mention remembering what was done or
said long ago. Perhaps an increasing concern with memory and its
relationship to mindfulness in later exegesis in�uenced the oral
transmission of the discourse and led to an introduction of the
ability to remember the distant past in the Aṅguttara-nikāya
discourse.

MINDFULNESS AND RECOLLECTING TEACHINGS (DĀ 2)

The Dīrgha-āgama parallel to the Mahāparinibbāna-sutta refers to
mindfulness, in the context of a list of altogether seven states that
prevent spiritual decline, in the following way:

What one has formerly learned, one mindfully recollects it
without loss.

The corresponding listing of seven qualities in the Pāli parallel just
refers to establishing mindfulness, without any reference to what
one has formerly learned.  The same holds for a Sanskrit fragment
parallel.  Three Chinese parallels instead refer to training in
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reciting, to reciting without remiss, and to delighting in hearing the
teachings.

In conjunction with the passage just examined above, the
variations found in the present case make it possible that in the
course of oral transmission brief references to mindfulness might at
times have been supplemented with more detailed indications, by
adding a description of remembering something from the past or
even training in recitation. Such a type of supplementation would
not be uncommon in oral transmission and a fairly natural
occurrence. On consulting parallel versions, transmitted by di�erent
reciter lineages, such potential supplementations can be detected.
The possibility of such an occurrence during oral transmission is of
further relevance for examining de�nitions of mindfulness as a
spiritual faculty.

THE FACULTY OF MINDFULNESS (SĀ 646 AND SĀ 647)

The discourses regularly mention �ve mental qualities designated as
spiritual “faculties” (at times also called “powers”), which support
progress on the path to liberation.  These comprise con�dence (or
“faith”), energy (in the sense of making an e�ort), mindfulness,
concentration, and wisdom.  The faculty of mindfulness receives
the following de�nition in a discourse in the Saṃyukta-āgama:

The faculty of mindfulness should be understood to be the
four establishments of mindfulness.

The Pāli version makes the same basic point, stating that the faculty
of mindfulness is to be seen in the four satipaṭṭhānas.  The next
discourse in the Saṃyukta-āgama provides the same correlation in
more detail:

What is the faculty of mindfulness? Suppose a monastic dwells
[mindfully] contemplating the body [in relation to] the body
internally, with 〈diligent〉 e�ort,  right knowing, and right
mindfulness, overcoming greed and discontent in the world ...
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the body externally ... the body internally and externally ...
feeling tones ... the mind ... dwells mindfully contemplating
dharmas [in relation to] dharmas should also be recited like this.
This is called the faculty of mindfulness.

In this case, however, the Pāli parallel rather de�nes the faculty of
mindfulness in terms of remembering what was done or said long
ago.  The next discourse in the Pāli Saṃyutta-nikāya then combines
both de�nitions, perhaps the result of a con�ation that occurred
during oral transmission.  This is followed by another Saṃyutta-
nikāya discourse which de�nes the faculty of mindfulness by
referring to the four establishments of mindfulness.

De�nitions of the faculty of mindfulness in another two discourses
in the Saṃyukta-āgama likewise equate it with the four
establishments of mindfulness.  In this way, the Saṃyuktaāgama
never de�nes the faculty of mindfulness in terms of remembering
what was done or said long ago.

The same situation repeats itself with the �ve powers (bala),
which are basically the same �ve mental qualities under a di�erent
name. Saṃyukta-āgama discourses de�ne the power of mindfulness
consistently in terms of the four establishments of mindfulness.
Pāli discourses, found in the Aṅguttara-nikāya, instead vary between
this de�nition and the de�nition by way of remembering the past.

In this way, the elevation of the ability to remember what was
done or said long ago to the position of a spiritual faculty or power,
found in some Pāli discourses, is not corroborated by their
Saṃyukta-āgama parallels. In evaluating this signi�cant di�erence,
the question would be whether the memory nuance of mindfulness
plays a large enough role to become one of the faculties or powers
that are to be cultivated for progress towards awakening. For such
progress, the four establishments of mindfulness clearly play a
prominent role, and their cultivation is predominantly concerned
with the present moment rather than with what happened long ago.
This can be seen through a closer survey of the exercises common to
the Satipaṭṭhāna-sutta and its parallels, which shows that the
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cultivation of the four satipaṭṭhānas comes with a clear emphasis on
staying in the present moment, mindful of what is taking place here
and now.

A relationship between progress towards awakening and the
ability to remember what happened long ago is less self-evident.
Of course, a cultivation of the four establishments of mindfulness
relies to some degree on a prior acquaintance with the relevant
instructions, hence one might suppose that the memory connotation
re�ects the need to allow for the input provided by the
instructions.  Such input is indeed crucial for insight meditation to
issue in liberation and I will come back to this topic below, in
relation to the simile of the gatekeeper (see here).

From the viewpoint of the de�nition of the faculty or power of
mindfulness in some Pāli discourses, however, it needs to be noted
that these speak of remembering “what was done or said long ago”,
cirakataṃ cirabhāsitaṃ. Had the intention been to refer to doctrinal
teachings, it would have been more straightforward to mention
these explicitly. Instead, the phrase in question seems to be just
about memory abilities in general, stressing the fact that even what
happened long ago will be recalled and not forgotten.

As far as progress on the path to awakening is concerned, de�ning
the faculty or power of mindfulness in terms of the four
establishments of mindfulness is more to the point. Given that this
de�nition is found in both the Saṃyutta-nikāya and the Saṃyukta-
āgama traditions, it seems fair to assume that the reference to
memory in de�nitions of the faculties and powers could well be a
later development.

This conclusion ties in with a suggestion made above in relation
to the eight thoughts of a great person, where the Pāli version’s
reference to the ability to remember something from the distant past
is neither supported by the Chinese parallel nor �ts the context too
well.

Besides the occurrences already discussed, several other
discourses in the Pāli Nikāyas that relate mindfulness to
remembering the distant past lack a parallel in the Chinese
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Āgamas.  It is only in relation to a simile of a gatekeeper that the
Chinese Āgama parallel agrees with the Pāli discourse in linking
mindfulness to the ability to remember what was done or said long
ago. I will come back to the simile of the gatekeeper below (see
here).

One of these references to memory in a Pāli discourse without a
parallel in the Chinese Āgamas occurs in the Aṅguttara-nikāya.  In
this discourse the relationship between mindfulness and
remembering the past is part of a brahmin’s proposition of the
qualities that make up a great person. The discourse continues with
the Buddha explicitly stating that he neither approves nor
disapproves. Then he presents his de�nition of a great person, a
de�nition that does not refer to the ability to remember the past.

In this discourse, the relationship between mindfulness and
remembering the distant past is presented as a brahminical notion.
In contrast, according to a passage to be taken up below (see here)
the four establishments of mindfulness should be considered an
outcome of the Buddha’s own distinct realization of the potential of
mindfulness. Moreover, according to another passage to be studied
in a subsequent chapter, from an early Buddhist perspective the way
to become a great person is to cultivate satipaṭṭhāna until the mind
is liberated from all de�lements (see below here). These passages
support the impression that the four establishments of mindfulness
are a more natural �t for de�nitions of the faculties and powers
than the ability to recall what happened in the distant past.

MINDFULNESS AS AN AWAKENING FACTOR (SĀ 711)

Nevertheless, the relationship of mindfulness to remembering the
past is re�ected in a di�erent context in the Saṃyukta-āgama. This
context concerns mindfulness as the �rst of the seven factors of
awakening. These seven are mindfulness, investigation-of-dharmas,
energy, joy, tranquillity, concentration, and equipoise. The relevant
discourse in the Saṃyukta-āgama describes the �rst of these, the
awakening factor of mindfulness, as follows:
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Brahmin, suppose one has singularly superior mindfulness, is
decidedly accomplished in it, capable of mindfully recollecting
according to what has been done a long time ago and what
has been said a long time ago. At that time, one arouses the
mindfulness awakening factor and, having cultivated the
mindfulness awakening factor, the mindfulness awakening
factor becomes ful�lled.

In this case, the Pāli version does not refer to remembering the past.
Instead, it describes the cultivation of mindfulness in dependence on
seclusion, dispassion, and cessation, ripening in letting go.

As with the passages involving the faculties and powers, the
de�nition by way of memory seems less straightforward from the
perspective of progress towards awakening. From that viewpoint,
the description of the cultivation of mindfulness in the form found
in the Pāli version appears more meaningful. In other words, here,
too, the topic of memory could be a later intrusion. The only
di�erence from the case of the faculties and powers is that in the
present instance it would be the Pāli version which, if the above
reasoning should be correct, does not re�ect such apparent
intrusion.

MINDFULNESS IN THE NOBLE EIGHTFOLD PATH (MĀ 31 AND SĀ 784)

Right mindfulness is the seventh factor in the noble eightfold path,
which is the key framework for the cultivation of mindfulness in
early Buddhist soteriology. This noble eightfold path places the
practice of mindfulness on a foundation of ethical conduct and
endows it with a proper sense of direction. The de�nition of right
mindfulness in a discourse in the Madhyamaāgama proceeds as
follows:

What is right mindfulness? That is, when a noble disciple is
mindful of dukkha as dukkha ... of its arising as arising ... of its
cessation as cessation, and when being mindful of the path as
path; or on contemplating one’s former deeds; or on training
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to be mindful of formations; or on seeing the disadvantage in
formations; or on seeing Nirvāṇa as peace; or when being free
from attachment and mindfully contemplating the well
liberated mind – herein the mind’s being adapted to
mindfulness, its turning away from being dissociated from
mindfulness, its being with mindfulness that is pervasive,
mindfulness that recollects and again recollects with a straight
mind,  the mind being appropriately without forgetfulness:
this is called right mindfulness.

The Pāli parallel instead just lists the four establishments of
mindfulness. The presentation in the above passage re�ects the
impact of emerging Abhidharma thought, where interest proceeds
from the practical role of mindfulness as a path factor to an analysis
of what mental quality or set of mental factors is present when the
path factor is being cultivated.

The same tendency at work can be seen in a de�nition of the
implications of each factor of the noble eightfold path in a discourse
in the Saṃyukta-āgama. Whereas the Pāli parallel mentions the four
establishments of mindfulness when de�ning right mindfulness, the
Saṃyukta-āgama discourse o�ers the following perspective on it:

What is right mindfulness? It is reckoned to be mindfulness
that is concordant, mindfulness that is not lost and not in vain.

Regarding the apparent tendency to shift from concern with the
practice of mindfulness to describing the quality of mindfulness in
terms of its mental properties, Cox (1992/1993: 78) explains:

Psychological description becomes the norm in Abhidharma
de�nitions of the praxis-related modes of mindfulness and
largely displaces the previously cited de�nitions of
mindfulness in terms of the four applications [satipaṭṭhāna].

The same in�uence of emerging Abhidharma thought, evident in the
two passages just surveyed, might also have been responsible for an
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increasing tendency in descriptions of mindfulness to shift from its
four establishments to a focus on the mental quality of remembering
what happened a long time ago, in line with a general interest in the
topic of memory, evident in Abhidharma texts.

THE GATEKEEPER OF MINDFULNESS (MĀ 3 AND SĀ 1175)

With the next passage I turn to a simile that describes a gatekeeper
in a border town. A version of this simile, found in a Madhyama-
āgama discourse and its Aṅguttara-nikāya parallel, stands out for
being an instance where a Pāli discourse and its Chinese Āgama
parallel agree in relating mindfulness to the ability to remember
what was done or said long ago. The gatekeeper image recurs also
elsewhere in a slightly di�erent form, which I will take up next.

The simile in the Madhyama-āgama discourse and its
Aṅguttaranikāya parallel describes several endowments of a border
town that will prevent it from being easily assailed by external
enemies, one of which is having a capable gatekeeper:

It is just like a high-ranking o�cer who has been appointed as
the gatekeeper in a border town of the king, one who is sharp-
witted and wise in making decisions, brave and resolute, of
excellent counsel, who allows the good to enter and arrests the
bad, for the sake of peace within and to control outside
enemies.

In the same way a noble disciple constantly practises
mindfulness, is accomplished in right mindfulness, always
recollecting without loss what has been practised long ago and
what has been heard long ago. This is reckoned to be a noble
disciple’s attaining of mindfulness, a high-ranking o�cer, as a
gatekeeper, to remove what is bad and unwholesome and to
develop wholesome states.

The description of the gatekeeper in the Pāli version is closely
similar. A di�erence is that it speaks simply of remembering what a
long time ago was said (bhāsita) instead of what was heard. In this

62



way, the formulation in the Pāli version could also refer to
remembering what one earlier said oneself.  In contrast, the
Madhyama-āgama version’s reference to what has been “heard”
could be referring to teachings. In the oral setting of ancient India,
teachings were invariably heard, so much so that the quality of
being learned �nds expression in the quali�cation of someone as
having “heard much”.

However, the recall of such learning is usually described with
more speci�c terms like “to retain” (dhāreti). To describe the role of
the gatekeeper of mindfulness, the Pāli discourse rather uses the
more general verb “to remember” (sarati). This conveys the idea of a
general remembering, rather than the speci�c recall of teachings
learned earlier.

This impression receives further support from the fact that in both
versions acquaintance with the teachings �nds illustration in a
di�erent aspect of the border town, which is its varied weaponry.
In this way, mindfulness and remembering the teachings are listed
separately and compared to di�erent aspects of the frontier town.
Needless to say, they interact and support each other, just as the
di�erent endowments of the frontier town are related to each other.
Yet, mindfulness and remembering the teachings are su�ciently
distinct to be associated with diverse aspects of the frontier town,
namely the gatekeeper and the weaponry.

This relates back to a topic taken up earlier in this chapter,
namely the idea that the memory connotation of mindfulness could
be related to the input provided by relevant teachings (see above
here). This does not seem to be what the gatekeeper simile is
concerned with, otherwise recall of the teachings would not have
been listed separately. Instead, the imagery seems to be about the
monitoring role of mindfulness in making one aware of the presence
of unwholesome mental conditions, thereby furnishing the
indispensable foundation for taking the appropriate action. This role
requires constant vigilance, comparable to the gatekeeper’s task in
keeping out the bad.
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The less absent-minded one is when doing or saying something,
the higher in turn are the chances that one will later remember it.
Understood in this way, it indeed makes sense to describe the
quality of mindfulness by indicating an outcome to be expected
from its cultivation, namely improving the ability to remember what
one did or said even long ago.

The comparison of mindfulness to a gatekeeper at a frontier town
recurs also in a Madhyama-āgama discourse without Pāli parallel,
and in a discourse in the Saṃyukta-āgama, where it takes the
following form:

“It is just as a border-country king who has the walls of the
city kept well in order, the gates with a �rm foundation, and
the access roads level and straight. He has placed four
gatekeepers at the four city gates, all of whom are clever and
wise, knowing those who come and go. In that city there are
four access roads towards the couch that has been prepared
for the lord of the city to sit on.

“Suppose from the eastern direction a messenger comes and
asks the gatekeeper: ‘Where is the lord of the city?’ He
answers: ‘The lord is in the middle of the city, at the end of
the four access roads, seated on a couch.’ Having heard this,
that messenger approaches the lord of the city. He receives an
instruction and returns again by the road.

“From the southern ... western ... northern direction a
messenger comes and asks the gatekeeper: ‘Where is the lord
of the city?’ He also answers: ‘In the middle of the city, at the
end of the four access roads.’ Having heard it, those
messengers all approach the lord of the city, receive an
instruction, and each of them returns to their former place.”

The Buddha said to the monastics: “Having spoken this
simile, I will now explain its meaning. What is called ‘the city’
serves to exemplify the human body, made of coarse material
form (as described in the discourse with the simile of the chest of
poisonous snakes). The walls of the city that are kept well in
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order are reckoned to be right view. The level and straight
access roads are reckoned to be the six internal sense-spheres.
The four gates are reckoned to be the four establishments of
consciousness.  The four gatekeepers are reckoned to be the
four establishments of mindfulness. The lord of the city is
reckoned to be the consciousness aggregate of clinging. The
messengers are reckoned to be 〈tranquillity〉 and insight.  A
statement that accords with truth is reckoned to be the four
noble truths.  Again, the path of return is by way of the noble
eightfold path.”

The Pāli parallel speaks of a single gatekeeper, which here
represents mindfulness.  A third parallel, preserved in Tibetan
translation, also has only a single gatekeeper, which according to its
presentation stands for mindfulness of the body.

The overall concern of the gatekeeper imagery appears to be
again the function of mindfulness as the mental quality that
monitors progress on the path to liberation and thereby protects one
from taking the wrong route. It is through mindfulness that a
practitioner of the noble eightfold path is able to recognize the
correct route to be taken in the cultivation of insight and
tranquillity.

Alongside some variations regarding the �eld of application of
mindfulness, the parallels agree that the meditative practice of
mindfulness corresponds to the role played by the gatekeeper. This
di�ers from the other gatekeeper simile examined above, which
relates mindfulness instead to remembering what was done or said
long ago. Perhaps this re�ects the somewhat di�erent tasks of the
respective gatekeepers. In the present context, the gatekeeper simply
furnishes information about the correct road to be taken. This role is
close to the monitoring function that mindfulness can acquire in the
context of its four establishments or else in relation to the body. In
the other gatekeeper simile, however, the task is to ensure peace in
the town and protect its inhabitants by allowing only trustworthy
people to enter the town and prevent or even arrest bad persons. In
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line with the more active responsibility of the gatekeeper in this
other context and the need to remember people’s appearance,
mindfulness relates to remembering what was done or said long go.

It is already remarkable that the Pāli discourses and their Chinese
Āgama parallels agree only in the previously discussed instance of
the gatekeeper simile in de�ning mindfulness as the ability to
remember the distant past. Moreover, a recurrence of the motif of a
gatekeeper, found in the present discourse, instead stands for the
meditative cultivation of mindfulness. In this way the comparative
perspective shows that the memory nuance of mindfulness, although
an important dimension, is considerably less prominent than its
functions related to the present moment.

From the viewpoint of practice, it also needs to be kept in mind
that the relationship established in the �rst gatekeeper simile
between mindfulness and memory concerns a mental ability of
retention. It describes the results of practice, rather than how actual
mindfulness practice should be undertaken. In other words, the
suggestion is not that one should go on remembering what was said
or done long ago. Instead, the ability to remember what was said or
done long ago is a result of having cultivated mindfulness.

In sum, the memory nuance can perhaps best be taken to point to
the qualities of increased attentiveness and enhanced mental
presence as important dimensions of mindfulness. Being fully
attentive and mentally present now, it will be easy to remember
later what happened. Again, at the time of wanting to recall, full
attention and mental presence will ensure remembrance. But the
actual cultivation of mindfulness is not about continuously
remembering things from the past. Instead, its overarching concern
is with what arises in the present.

THE SLOW ARISING OF MINDFULNESS (SĀ 1173 AND MĀ 192)

The next two passages have a more distant relationship to the topic
of memory. Their relevance emerges when considering another Pāli
passage without a parallel; I will discuss this immediately after the



two passages to be taken up now, which are found in the Saṃyukta-
āgama and the Madhyama-āgama respectively.

The relevant discourse from the Saṃyukta-āgama describes a
situation when unwholesome thoughts arise in the mind. If
mindfulness is lost, such arising is not recognized right away. Yet,
even though mindfulness arises only slowly, once this has happened,
a quick response is possible. This �nds illustration in a simile of
drops of water sprinkled on hot iron:

It is just like an iron ball that is burning so that it has become
very hot and a few drops of water are sprinkled on it: they
immediately evaporate. In the same way, a learned noble
disciple with dull faculties, on arousing mindfulness,
immediately extinguishes [unwholesome thoughts] like this.

The Pāli version similarly relates the manifestation of unwholesome
thoughts to an earlier loss of mindfulness, which only re-arises
slowly. Once mindfulness has arisen, however, a quick response will
occur, comparable to two or three drops of water falling onto a
heated iron plate.

The same imagery is found in another Pāli discourse, which has a
parallel in the Madhyama-āgama:

It is just like an iron ball or an iron ploughshare that has been
heated and been on �re for a whole day. Suppose a person
puts two or three drops of water on it; the drops [fall] slowly
and separately and the water is in turn quickly extinguished ...

It is the same way with a monastic’s practice of abandoning
[sensual thoughts]. After having practised abandoning,
suppose there is a time when, the mind being forgetful, one is
with thoughts related to sensuality and one is bound by
craving and delight. One is slow in observing it, but quick in
eradicating them.

Although the Madhyama-āgama version does not explicitly mention
mindfulness, it can safely be assumed to be implied, an impression
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supported by its explicit occurrence in the Pāli parallel.
A third occurrence of this imagery is found in a discourse in the

Aṅguttara-nikāya, of which no parallel is known. Since the passage
in question is of considerable signi�cance for understanding a
development in the Theravāda understanding of mindfulness, I will
take it up in detail, on the understanding that this is meant to show
the starting point of a later development and not a re�ection of the
early Buddhist conception of mindfulness.

The passage in question describes someone who has memorized
the teachings of the Buddha, later passes away with a loss of
mindfulness, and is reborn in a celestial realm.  The discourse
continues with a somewhat obscure description that involves a term
found only in this instance among the Pāli discourses. The import of
the passage appears to be that the celestials in that realm recite
some extract from the teachings of the Buddha in the presence of
the one recently reborn there. This has the same result as in the
passages just surveyed above, which illustrate the slow arising of
mindfulness leading to a quick reaction with the example of the
slow falling of water drops on a heated piece of iron and their quick
evaporation. In the present context, the arising of mindfulness in the
one just reborn in that celestial realm is similarly slow, but then the
teachings are quickly remembered (which the discourse refers to in
terms of this person quickly “reaching distinction”).

The importance of this discourse lies in the somewhat obscure
passage just mentioned, which employs the verb apilapati.  Cone
(2001: 174) explains that the corresponding noun apilāpana conveys
the sense of “enumerating; reminding or remembering by reciting or
enumerating.” Norman (1988: 50) notes that later texts re�ect an
alternative understanding of the term. Instead of the correct
derivation as api + lāpana, the term was seen as combining a +
pilāpana and thus as “not �oating”. Gethin (1992: 38 and 40)
explains that

apilāpana seems to have been misunderstood – or at least
reinterpreted – by the Pāli Abhidhamma tradition ... the
Dhammasaṅganī creates a pair of opposites, apilāpanatā and
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pilāpanatā, which are used to explain sati and muṭṭha-sati (“lost
mindfulness”) respectively. Now apilāpanatā would seem to
mean “not �oating [on the object of the mind]” and pilāpanatā
“�oating [on the object of the mind]”. This, at least, is
evidently how the commentarial Abhidhamma tradition took
the terms ...

It seems that because the commentaries fail to recognize
apilapati (= abhi-lapati), they therefore make use of a rather
di�erent image: sati is the mental quality that submerges itself
in the objects of the mind; when there is no sati the mind
�oats or drifts on the objects of the mind.

The description of how someone forgets teachings due to a loss of
mindfulness when passing away and then regains mindfulness and
therewith memory of the teachings would naturally have attracted
the attention of later exegesis, in particular for its potential to
illustrate the relationship between mindfulness and memory. It
seems obvious that, when drawing up listings of near-synonyms of
sati, the Aṅguttara-nikāya passage was consulted and the term
apilāpana added to such listings.

The basic procedure in the canonical Abhidharma of presenting
pairs of opposites, such as contrasting mindfulness established to
mindfulness lost, appears in turn to have led to creating another
pair of opposites with this particular term. This pair of opposites,
however, was based on an incorrect derivation of the term in
question, resulting in associating the idea of “not �oating” to
mindfulness. As a �nal result, mindfulness was understood as a
quality that, rather than “�oating”, “plunges into” its objects.

This idea in turn has in�uenced Theravāda conceptions of
mindfulness practice. From the viewpoint of insight meditation
taught in the Mahāsi tradition, U Sīlananda (1990: 21) explains:

Mindfulness is something like a stone hitting a wall. In order
to throw a stone, you must put out energy. You throw the
stone with energy and it hits the wall. Like the stone hitting
the wall, mindfulness hits the object. Whatever the objects are



– the breath, or the movements of the abdomen, or the
activities of the body – your mind, as it were, goes to the
objects. That hitting of the object is mindfulness.

U Paṇḍita (1992/1993: 99) reasons:

“Mindfulness” has come to be the accepted translation of sati
into English. However, this word has a kind of passive
connotation which can be misleading. “Mindfulness” must be
dynamic and confrontative. In retreats, I teach that
mindfulness should leap forward onto the object ... if we
throw a cork into a stream, it simply bobs up and down on the
surface, �oating downstream with the current. If we throw a
stone instead, it will immediately sink to the very bed of the
stream. So, too, mindfulness ensures that the mind will sink
deeply into the object and not slip super�cially past it.

In this way, the impact of the nuances called up by the term
apilāpana, understood to imply a plunging into the object, has in
turn in�uenced how the functioning of mindfulness has been
understood in the cultivation of contemporary Theravāda insight
meditation.

SUMMARY

The passages surveyed in this chapter place into perspective the
indubitable relationship of sati/smṛti to memory. Although this
relationship is evident in practices of recollection, the assumption
that the same holds for the role of mindfulness in the context of
other mental qualities and meditative practices related to progress
towards awakening is not borne out by a comparative study. A net
result of the above comparative survey is that, at least in early
Buddhist thought, the memory nuance of mindfulness is less central
than has at times been assumed. The concern with the memory
nuance of mindfulness, so pervasive in later exegesis, has in the case
of the Theravāda tradition triggered a re-interpretation of
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mindfulness, now seen as a quality that actively plunges into its
objects.

When viewed from the perspective of cognitive psychology, the
relationship between mindfulness and recalling what happened long
ago does not equal the functions of memory anyway. Episodic
memory of the type described in the relevant passage, although
certainly bene�ting from the presence of mindfulness at the time of
the event to be recalled as well as when trying to remember it, is
also possible without mindfulness. Any attempt at meditating will
soon show that the mind can get completely lost in various
memories of the past, precisely because of a loss of mindfulness.
Similarly, working memory and semantic memory can operate when
mindfulness is not present, therefore they cannot be equated with it.

Giving due recognition to the memory dimension of mindfulness
could be achieved by placing emphasis on its “attentive” potential
that facilitates “keeping in mind” and hence recall. On this
understanding, mindfulness in turn can be considered to point to a
type of attentiveness and mental presence that would make it easier
to recall later what happened. Thus memory is an important
dimension but not an exhaustive account of mindfulness.
Understood in this way, memory and mindfulness could be seen to
converge on “keeping in mind” through “attentiveness” and “mental
presence”.

One example provided by Klaus 1993: 79 is found in Ṛgveda
X.106.9, Aufrecht 1877: 410,7: ánu hí smárāthaḥ (based on the
same verbal root as smṛti), conveying the sense “give heed”, in
that those addressed in this way should listen carefully.
See in more detail Anālayo 2019b.
Anālayo 2017f: 96–100 and 2018g: 18f.
DĀ 9 at T I 51a12, parallel to DN 33 at DN III 230,7 (translated
by Walshe 1987: 492); see also the Sanskrit fragments in
Stache-Rosen 1968: 103, where only the commentary, found in
the Saṅgītiparyāya, T 1536 at T XXVI 395b2, spells out what is
to be realized through mindfulness, namely recollection of past
lives.
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For a comparative study see Anālayo 2017b: 115–178.
The present summary is based on more detailed discussions of
the memory nuance of mindfulness in Anālayo 2003b: 46–49,
2013b: 30–36, 2016a: 1273–1275, 2017c: 26–34, 2018c,
2018d, 2018h, 2018i: 3–6 and 173f, and 2019d.
For a discussion of the emphasis on the present moment evident
in the instructions on satipaṭṭhāna meditation see Anālayo
2019d.
MĀ 202 at T I 771a26 to 771b1, parallel to AN 3.70 at AN I
207,5 (translated by Bodhi 2012: 295); see also T 87 at T I
911b14. On the term tathāgata see also Anālayo 2017h.
The counterpart to the two expressions “unsurpassable person”
and “leader on the path of Dharma” in AN 3.70 is the single
expression “unsurpassed trainer of persons to be tamed”,
anuttaro purisadammasārathi. Nattier 2003: 227 explains that
the Chinese translation is based on taking the Indic
counterparts to the Pāli terms anuttaro and purisa as a separate
title. The remainder of the compound became a second title of
the Buddha, with a change of damma to become dhamma. As a
result, the quali�cation “to be tamed”, damma, became “the
Dharma”, and the whole title was then understood to convey
the sense that the Buddha was a leader or charioteer, sārathi, in
relation to the Dharma.
For the case of contemplating one’s own morality see Anālayo
2017f: 21.
SĀ 930 at T II 237b25 to 237b26, parallel to SN 55.21 at SN V
369,13 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 1808), SĀ² 155 at T II
432b17, and EĀ 41.1 at T II 744a8 (which only mentions his
fear, without referring to mindfulness or recollection).
The same is the case for SĀ² 155 at T II 432b19.
See Anālayo 2017f: 231.
SĀ 981 at T II 255a27 to 255a28, parallel to SN 11.3 at SN I
219,27 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 319), Sanskrit fragments,
Waldschmidt 1932: 48 and 1959/1967: 379 (see also Sander
1987: 136), SHT XI 4496, Wille 2012: 90, Or. 15003/171, Wille
2006: 118, Or. 15004/79+80, Wille 2009: 92, Or. 15007/288,



15

16

17
18

19
20
21

22

23

24

25

26
27

28
29
30

Wille 2015: 83, Or. 15009/352, Kudo 2015: 234, Or.
15009/536, Nagashima 2015: 368, a Tibetan parallel, Skilling
1994: 292, and EĀ 24.1 at T II 615a18.
DĀ 14 at T I 63c25; the Chinese characters, used here to convey
the sense “giving attention”, often serve to render manasikāra.
DN 21 at DN II 274,1: anussarā gotamasāsanāni (translated by
Walshe 1987: 327).
MĀ 134 at T I 634c8.
SHT V 1421 V3, Sander and Waldschmidt 1985: 252:
padānusāriṇau, parallel to DN 21 at DN II 275,3: sambodhi-
pathānusārino.
DN 21 at DN II 272,14: satiṃ paṭilabhiṃsu.
T 15 at T I 247c23 and T 203 at T IV 477a9.
SĀ 592 at T II 157c12 to 157c13, parallel to SN 10.8 at SN I
211,4 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 311); another parallel, SĀ
186 at T II 440b24, describes him paying attention to the
Blessed One.
DĀ 28 at T I 110a12 to 110a13, parallel to DN 9 at DN I 180,24:
bhagavantaṃ yeva ārabbha sati udapādi, translated by Walshe
1987: 160 as “I thought of the Lord”; a more literal translation
would be “mindfulness arose concerning the Blessed One”.
The translation “certainly” is based on adopting a variant
reading.
The same is not the case for the corresponding passage in a
Sanskrit fragment parallel, Melzer 2006: 252.
MĀ 213 at T I 795b23 and MN 89 at MN II 118,19: bhagavantaṃ
yeva ārabbha sati udapādi (translated by Ñāṇamoli 1995/2005:
728); see also Anālayo 2011: 511.
EĀ 38.10 at T II 724c5.
DĀ 10 at T I 57a16, parallel to DN 34 at DN III 290,14 (given in
abbreviation; translated by Walshe 1987: 520).
DĀ 10 at T I 55c24 to 55c25.
DN 34 at DN III 287,21 (translated by Walshe 1987: 518).
MĀ 74 at T I 541c26 to 541c28.
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The abbreviation in the original implies that the same mode of
contemplation is to be practised externally as well.
T 46 at T I 836a28; this reference actually expounds on the
quality of concentration, which in MĀ 74 and AN 8.30 comes
next. The previous quality in T 46 lists the four absorptions,
which are mentioned in the two parallels under the heading of
concentration. This makes it safe to assume that the
explanations of these two qualities have been accidentally
exchanged and that the reference in T 46 to the four
establishments of mindfulness corresponds to the presentation
in MĀ 74. Another parallel, EĀ 42.6 at T II 754b16, provides a
detailed exposition only of the quality of being energetic, not of
the others.
AN 8.30 at AN IV 234,16 (translated by Bodhi 2012: 1164).
See Anālayo 2013b: 8–12.
DĀ 2 at T I 11c19.
DN 16 at DN II 79,1: upaṭṭhitasatī bhavissanti, “they will be with
mindfulness established” (also translated in Walshe 1987: 233).
Waldschmidt 1951: 126.
T 5 at T I 161a22, T 6 at T I 176c11, and T 7 at T I 194a21 (the
identi�cation of these passages as “parallels” comes with some
degree of uncertainty, as other items in the respective listings
di�er).
See in more detail Gethin 1992: 104–145.
A variant listing in verse form in AN 6.54 at AN III 373,20
(translated by Bodhi 2012: 932) refers to the last two of the �ve
faculties as “tranquillity” and “insight”; the parallel MĀ 130 at
T I 620a28 has “right concentration” and “right insight”.
SĀ 646 at T II 182b20.
SN 48.8 at SN V 196,16 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 1670).
SĀ 647 at T II 182c4 to 182c7.
The translation “diligent” is based on emending the original, in
line with the formulation found elsewhere in the Saṃyukta-
āgama for this type of description.
SN 48.9 at SN V 197,10 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 1671).
SN 48.10 at SN V 198,16 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 1672).
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SN 48.11 at SN V 200,1 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 1673).
SĀ 655 at T II 183b29 and SĀ 658 at T II 184a4. In addition to
these, a de�nition of the faculty of mindfulness can be found in
SĀ 659 at T II 184a14, which speaks of the mindfulness of the
Tathāgata’s �rst arousal of an awakened mind, thereby
employing a phrase that, with some slight variation, is applied
to each of the �ve faculties. A possible parallel in SN 48.50 at
SN V 225,23 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 1694) instead presents
the other faculties as being based on the con�dence one has
gained in the Tathāgata and his teaching, hence here the faculty
of mindfulness is just the outcome of the energy that has been
aroused through such con�dence. SN 48.50 then de�nes such
mindfulness in terms of remembering what was done or said
long ago, which has no counterpart in SĀ 659.
See also Anālayo 2018h: 1988.
SĀ 675 at T II 185c12, SĀ 691 at T II 188a27, and SĀ 698 at T II
188c14; the last two cover a set of seven powers, which add a
sense of shame and conscience to the �ve powers that
correspond to the �ve spiritual faculties.
AN 5.15 at AN III 12,7 (translated by Bodhi 2012: 637) refers to
the four establishments of mindfulness, whereas AN 5.14 at AN
III 11,8 (translated by Bodhi 2012: 637) and AN 7.4 at AN IV
4,9 (this involves the same set of seven powers as mentioned in
the previous footnote; translated by Bodhi 2012: 999) mention
the ability to remember the distant past.
See also Anālayo 2017c: 34, 2018c, 2018d, and in particular
2019d.
Ditrich 2016: 14f argues that “the predominant occurrences of
sati in meditation contexts re�ect the main ... focus on the
soteriological goals to be achieved through ethical and
meditative training”, which “is not much concerned with
mundane events and their remembrance. Although the
conditions for recollective memory and mindful awareness are
linked within the semantic range of sati ... sati occurs in the Pāli
Canon primarily as a meditational term.”
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Ṭhānissaro 2012: 1 and 13 argues that right mindfulness is “a
faculty of active memory, adept at calling to mind and keeping
in mind instructions and intentions that will be useful on the
path”, hence mindfulness, “as a factor in the path to the end of
su�ering and distress, brings memories from the past to bear on
... events and actions in the present”. In the same vein, Levman
2017: 145 proposes that “sati is that special faculty of memory
... which bears in mind the Buddha’s teachings and their
relevance to one’s own personal spiritual quest.” According to
Levman 2018: 1044, “sati is recollection with wisdom, that is,
recollecting the Buddha’s teaching and their applicability to
one’s own personal su�erings and problems and reinterpreting,
transforming and extinguishing them through the catalyst of the
buddhadhamma”; for a critical reply see also Mattes 2019.
DN 33 at DN III 268,11 (translated by Walshe 1987: 508), in
which case the corresponding set of qualities is not found in DĀ
9; DN 34 at DN III 286,2 (translated by Walshe 1987: 518), in
which case the corresponding quality in DĀ 10 at T I 55a3 does
not mention mindfulness; MN 53 at MN I 356,17 (translated by
Ñāṇamoli 1995/2005: 463), of which no parallel is known; AN
10.17 at AN V 25,6, AN 10.18 at AN V 28,18, and AN 10.50 at
AN V 91,12 (translated by Bodhi 2012: 1356, 1359, and 1401),
of which no parallels are known.
AN 4.35 at AN II 35,23 (translated by Bodhi 2012: 423).
SĀ 711 at T II 190c12 to 190c15, parallel to SN 46.56 at SN V
128,1 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 1616).
MĀ 31 at T I 469b19 to 469b24, parallel to MN 141 at MN III
252,5 (translated by Ñāṇamoli 1995/2005: 1100), T 32 at T I
816c7, and EĀ 27.1 at T II 643b24 (translated by Anālayo
2016b: 241), which just mentions right mindfulness without
providing any further details. Such a brief reference might have
been the common starting point of the parallel versions, which
in the course of oral transmission then �eshed out this reference
in di�erent ways.
The translation “straight” is based on adopting a variant.
See also Anālayo 2011: 807 and 2014: 95f.
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SĀ 784 at T II 203a15 (the translation assumes that the three
quali�cations render equivalents to what in Pāli are anuloma,
muṭṭha, and tuccha), parallel to SN 45.8 at SN V 9,28 (translated
by Bodhi 2000: 1529) and T 112 at T II 505b10. SĀ 784 and T
112 combine what in the Saṃyutta-nikāya are two discourses, as
their exposition of each path factor parallels SN 45.8, but their
introductory exposition rather parallels SN 45.21 at SN V 17,23
(translated by Bodhi 2000: 1535). A similar de�nition of right
mindfulness can be found in SĀ 785 at T II 203c28 and 204a3;
on the signi�cance of this mode of presentation for appreciating
the evolution of Abhidharma thought see in more detail
Anālayo 2014: 136–140.
MĀ 3 at T I 423c14 to 423c19, parallel to AN 7.63 at AN IV
110,28 (translated by Bodhi 2012: 1078). Another parallel, EĀ
39.4 at T II 730b5, does not mention a gatekeeper. A gatekeeper
is mentioned in yet another parallel found in an Udāna
collection, T 212 at T IV 652c9.
See in more detail Anālayo 2019d: 579.
MĀ 3 at T I 423c8 and AN 7.63 at AN IV 110,4.
See also Anālayo 2019d.
MĀ 69 at T I 519a15 (translated by Bingenheimer et al. 2013:
479), where the simile serves to illustrate various
accomplishments of male and female monastics, one of which is
having the gatekeeper of right mindfulness that enables them to
abandon what is bad and cultivate what is good. The text does
not spell out what form such right mindfulness takes and thus
has a reference neither to the four establishments of
mindfulness nor to the ability to recall things from the past.
SĀ 1175 at T II 315c19 to 316a5, parallel to SN 35.204 at SN IV
194,10 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 1252, given as number 245)
and a Tibetan parallel, Up 6078 at D 4094 nyu 43a3 or Q 5595
thu 82b1.
In SN 35.204 at SN IV 194,11 the city wall has instead six gates.
Up 6078 at D 4094 nyu 43a4 or Q 5595 thu 82b1 agrees with SĀ
1175 in speaking of four gates.
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In SN 35.204 at SN IV 194,14 and in the Tibetan parallel, Up
6078 at D 4094 nyu 43a5 or Q 5595 thu 82b2, a pair of
messengers approaches the gatekeeper.
According to SN 35.204 at SN IV 194,32, the gates (here
counted as six) represent the six sense-spheres. Up 6078 at D
4094 nyu 43b3 or Q 5595 thu 83a2 agrees with SĀ 1175.
The translation is based on adopting an emendation suggested
in the CBETA edition of the original reading “right insight”; the
emendation is supported by a reference to “tranquillity” and
insight found in SN 35.204 at SN IV 195,1 and in Up 6078 at D
4094 nyu 43b4 or Q 5595 thu 83a3.
In SN 35.204 at SN IV 195,8 the message is Nirvāṇa. SN 35.204
at SN IV 195,5 additionally speci�es that the place in the
middle of the city represents the four elements.
According to SN 35.204 at SN IV 195,10, the noble eightfold
path is the way by which the messengers arrived; Up 6078 at D
4094 nyu 43b5 or Q 5595 thu 83a4 also speaks of their path of
entry. The reference to their way of return in SĀ 1175 might be
due to the slightly di�erent depiction of the messengers’ task,
which in SN 35.204 is to deliver a message to the lord of the
city, whereas in SĀ 1175 they receive an instruction from him,
which they are then perhaps expected to deliver to someone
else.
SN 35.204 at SN IV 194,34.
Up 6078 at D 4094 nyu 43b3 or Q 5595 thu 83a2.
SĀ 1173 at T II 314b10 to 314b13, parallel to SN 35.203 at SN
IV 190,12 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 1250, given as number
244), and Up 6066 at D 4094 nyu 35b5 or Q 5595 thu 73a1.
MĀ 192 at T I 743a3 to 743a6, parallel to MN 66 at MN I
453,26 (translated by Ñāṇamoli 1995/2005: 556); see also
Anālayo 2011: 366.
AN 4.191 at AN II 185,7 (translated by Bodhi 2012: 561).
On the phrase see also the comments in Bodhi 2012: 1714n904
and Anālayo 2019e.



II

MINDFULNESS OF THE BODY

In the course of the last chapter, several passages came up in which
the role of mindfulness in key teachings of the early Buddhist path
to liberation (such as the �ve faculties, the �ve powers, and the
noble eightfold path) takes the form of the four establishments of
mindfulness. This makes it an obvious choice to continue from the
topic of memory to these four in the next three chapters. The �rst of
these establishments, mindfulness of the body, occurs on its own in
a range of passages. Hence in what follows I will �rst explore
mindfulness of the body and its relation to an “embodied”
dimension of mindfulness, and in the next two chapters then turn to
the whole set of four establishments of mindfulness.

Before getting into my main topic of mindfulness of the body, by
way of introduction I take up a discourse that recommends several
modes of cultivating mindfulness (DĀ 10). Here mind fulness of the
body features as the one thing that one should cultivate.

A range of bene�ts can be expected from mindfulness of the body
(EĀ 2.19), one of which is the experiencing of a boundless mental
condition (MĀ 201). Similes illustrating mindfulness of the body
employ the images of carrying a bowl of oil (SĀ 623), of tying six
animals to a post (SĀ 1171), and of the axle of a chariot (SĀ 566).

Mindfulness of the body can foster humility (MĀ 24) and support
overcoming sensuality (SĀ 1214). Actual practice of mindfulness of



the body can involve bodily postures, various activities, breathing,
the embodied experience of absorption, contemplation of the
components of the body, and of its eventual decay (MĀ 81).

The last passage taken up in the present chapter presents
mindfulness of breathing in sixteen steps of practice (SĀ 803). This
serves as a bridge between the present chapter and the next, as it
shows how a bodily object of meditation, the breath, can be
employed to cultivate all four establishments of mindfulness.

MODALITIES OF CULTIVATING MINDFULNESS (DĀ 10)

Various forms of cultivating mindfulness feature in a Dīrghaāgama
discourse and its Pāli parallel, the Dasuttara-sutta. Such a survey of
di�erent modalities of mindfulness comes in conveniently as a �rst
introduction to what I will be exploring in subsequent chapters. The
two discourses have as their main structural element a progression
of topics comprising sets from ones to tens. In this context,
mindfulness occurs repeatedly; in fact, it features right away in the
�rst category of ones. According to both discourses, the one thing to
be cultivated is mindfulness of the body:

What is the one thing to be cultivated? It is reckoned to be
constant mindfulness of one’s own body.

It is almost as if saying: if you want things to be simple and practise
just one thing, then choose mindfulness of the body. The Pāli
parallel makes the same statement, o�ering an additional
quali�cation of such mindfulness of the body: it should be
accompanied by delight.

Leaving for a moment the Dasuttara-sutta and its parallel to pursue
this topic further, the quali�cation of mindfulness of the body as a
practice related to delight recurs in the Pāli version of an instruction
given by the Buddha to one of his disciples renowned for his ascetic
tendencies, Mahākassapa.  A Chinese parallel to this discourse has a
similar reference to delight, which here should accompany the
cultivation of all four establishments of mindfulness:

1
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3
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Dwell with right mindfulness and joy in the four
establishments of mindfulness.

Yet another parallel, also extant in Chinese, speaks of dwelling in
the four establishments of mindfulness with a “peaceful mind”.
These quali�cations bring out dimensions shared by mindfulness of
the body and the four establishments of mindfulness as a whole,
namely their potential to lead to joy and peace of mind.

Returning to the Dasuttara-sutta and its Dīrgha-āgama parallel, in
both discourses the topic of mindfulness recurs in a description of
four things to be cultivated. Perhaps hardly surprisingly, these are
the four establishments of mindfulness:

What are the four things to be cultivated? They are reckoned
to be the four establishments of mindfulness. A monastic
contemplates the body [in regard to] the body internally with
untiring energy and recollective mindfulness that is not lost,
removing greed and discontent in the world. One
contemplates the body [in regard to] the body externally with
untiring energy and recollective mindfulness that is not lost,
removing greed and discontent in the world. One
contemplates the body [in regard to] the body internally and
externally with untiring energy and recollective mindfulness
that is not lost, removing greed and discontent in the world.
Contemplation of feeling tones ... the mind ... and dharmas is
also like that.

The passage in a way �eshes out various dimensions of satipaṭṭhāna
meditation. It shows that this is to be applied internally and
externally and that it requires combining mindfulness with energy.
Moreover, it points to the overarching aim of mindfulness practice:
removing greedy desire and discontent. This “liberating” potential
of mindfulness applies to contemplation of the body and in the same
way to feeling tones, the mind, and dharmas, given in the above
passage only in abbreviation. Together these cover the di�erent
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dimensions of experience that can become a fertile �eld for mindful
exploration.

The Pāli parallel mentions an additional requirement for
cultivating the four establishments of mindfulness: clear knowing. In
this way, mindfulness collaborates with energy, in the sense of
making an e�ort by applying oneself to the task at hand, and clear
knowing, in the sense of understanding and insight.

Another di�erence is that the Pāli discourse does not explicitly
distinguish between contemplation undertaken internally,
externally, and both. Nevertheless, this distinction is found in the
Pāli Satipaṭṭhāna-sutta, re�ecting the same need to apply
mindfulness internally, externally, and both.  This shows that the
basic idea of cultivating mindfulness in this way is shared by the
di�erent traditions, even though they di�er in the extent to which
they explicitly draw attention to it.

In the course of subsequent chapters, I will examine the
implication of this distinction between internal and external
mindfulness in more detail (see below here and here). Su�ce it for
now to note that, as far as I am able to see, the most straightforward
interpretation of this distinction would be as referring to
mindfulness applied to oneself (internally) and to others
(externally).  This would then re�ect in particular a “receptive”
dimension of mindfulness, in the sense of staying receptively open
to the repercussions of whatever happens in relation to oneself as
well as to others.

The Dīrgha-āgama parallel to the Dasuttara-sutta next mentions the
�ve spiritual faculties in its exposition of �ve items that are to be
cultivated.  Mindfulness is the third of these �ve mental qualities
of central importance for progress towards awakening. In this case,
however, the Pāli version di�ers and does not refer to the faculties
in its list of �ve qualities that should be cultivated. The two versions
agree again in mentioning the six recollections as six things that
should be cultivated:
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What are the six things to be cultivated? They are reckoned to
be the six recollections: recollection of the Buddha,
recollection of the Dharma, recollection of the community,
recollection of morality, recollection of generosity, and
recollection of celestial beings.

As already explored in the previous chapter, the practice of
recollection has a close relationship to mindfulness. In fact the
passage translated above uses the same Chinese character, usually
employed for translating “mindfulness” (Pāli sati), to render
“recollection” (Pāli anussati). Thus a literal translation would
actually result in six types of “mindfulness”, these being
“mindfulness” of the Buddha, etc.

When it comes to seven things to be cultivated, the two parallel
versions agree in featuring mindfulness again, here as the �rst of the
seven factors of awakening:

What are the seven things to be cultivated? They are reckoned
to be the seven factors of awakening. Hence a monastic
cultivates the mindfulness awakening factor in dependence on
dispassion, in dependence on cessation, and in dependence on
seclusion. One cultivates [investigation] of dharmas ... one
cultivates energy ... one cultivates joy ... one cultivates
tranquillity ... one cultivates concentration ... one cultivates
equipoise in dependence on dispassion, in dependence on
cessation, and in dependence on seclusion.

The Pāli parallel simply lists the seven awakening factors, without
explicitly relating their cultivation to dispassion, cessation, and
seclusion. In other contexts, the Pāli discourses similarly indicate
that each of the awakening factors should be cultivated in
dependence on seclusion, in dependence on dispassion, and in
dependence on cessation, adding that they should culminate in
letting go. This is how the potential of the awakening factors can be
actualized.
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Among these seven awakening factors, mindfulness serves as the
foundation for the other six. Mindfulness therefore is the one quality
out of the whole set that is equally required at all times. The other
six fall into two groups of three. Investigation of dharmas, energy,
and joy are particularly appropriate at times when the mind is
sluggish and needs to be energized. Tranquillity, concentration, and
equipoise are particularly commendable when the mind is agitated
and needs to be calmed. In this context, the “liberating” dimension
of mindfulness is prominent, in the sense of leading towards
awakening.

Under the heading of eight things to be cultivated, the Dasuttara-
sutta and its Dīrgha-āgama parallel mention the noble eightfold path,
where mindfulness features as the seventh factor, a role that also
relates to its “liberating” potential:

What are the eight things to be cultivated? They are reckoned
to be the [factors] of the noble eightfold path: right view,
right intention, right speech, right action, right livelihood,
right e�ort, right mindfulness, and right concentration.

The eightfold path sets the context for the cultivation of
mindfulness, by endowing it with a sense of proper direction
through right view, which in turn via right intention informs the
ethical foundation for mindfulness practice, covering the domains of
speech, action, and livelihood. Based on these and with the right
e�ort to emerge from unwholesome mental conditions and cultivate
wholesome ones, the cultivation of mindfulness comes fully into its
own and will in turn enable the gaining of right concentration.

Looking back over the exposition in the Dasuttara-sutta and its
Dīrgha-āgama parallel, the two discourses agree in mentioning
mindfulness among the ones, fours, sixes, sevens, and eights out of
altogether ten items to be cultivated. In other words, a considerable
portion of their recommendations for what one should cultivate
involves mindfulness in one way or another. The occurrence among
the ones covers the “embodied” dimension of mindfulness and the
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one among the sixes relates to its “attentive” dimension, whereas
the remaining occurrences re�ect its “liberating” potential.

The overall impression conveyed by both discourses is a clear
emphasis on the importance of cultivating mindfulness as a crucial
quality in the early Buddhist scheme of mental culture. Out of these
di�erent modalities of mindfulness that emerge in this way, in the
remainder of the present chapter I explore what these two
discourses present as the one thing to be cultivated: mindfulness of
the body. I begin with the potential of such an “embodied” type of
mindfulness practice.

THE POTENTIAL OF MINDFULNESS OF THE BODY (EĀ 2.19)

A discourse in the Ekottarika-āgama highlights the potential of
cultivating mindfulness of the body in the following manner:

You should cultivate one thing, you should make much of one
thing, and in turn you will accomplish supernormal powers,
discard all distracting perceptions, gain the fruits of recluse-
ship, and reach Nirvāṇa yourselves. What is that one thing?

It is reckoned to be mindfulness of the body as being
impermanent, which you should cultivate well, you should
make much of, and in turn you will accomplish supernormal
powers, discard the mass of distracting perceptions, gain the
fruits of recluse-ship, and reach Nirvāṇa yourselves.

For this reason, monastics, you should cultivate [this] one
thing, you should make much of [this] one thing. In this way,
monastics, you should train yourselves.

The Pāli parallel lists a broad range of bene�ts to be expected from
cultivating mindfulness of the body, with the di�erence that it does
not explicitly specify such practice to be concerned with the
impermanent nature of the body. Nevertheless, directing
mindfulness to the body will sooner or later reveal evidence of its
impermanent nature, hence from a practical viewpoint the
additional stipulation in the above passage is certainly meaningful.
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Of further interest for appreciating the role of mindfulness in the
present context is that the above passage appears in a list of ten
recollections. In this way, mindfulness of the body comes under the
same heading as the six recollections (of the Buddha, etc.), discussed
in the previous chapter. Another member of this list is mindfulness
of breathing, to which I will turn at the end of the present chapter.

The �exible usage of the term “recollection” here ties in with the
�nding above regarding the six things to be cultivated, where the
Dīrgha-āgama version employed the term “mindfulness” for what is
in fact a recollection. A discourse in the Aṅguttara-nikāya, parts of
which have been preserved in a Gāndhārī fragment, lists a range of
contemplations of the body under the heading of subjects for
recollection, including contemplation of the anatomical constitution
of the body, of a corpse in decay, and of postures.

Although I will examine each of these three practices in more
detail below, the last one mentioned, which is also the one
preserved in the Gāndhārī fragment, is particularly noteworthy. It
requires simply being mindful of one’s own bodily posture as
involving walking, standing, sitting, or lying down. Out of the
di�erent modalities of contemplation of the body, this is the one
most directly related to an “embodied” form of mindfulness.

The fact that such a mode of practice can come under the explicit
heading of “recollection” is telling. In line with what already
emerged in the last chapter, this instance serves to underline again
the need to handle terms like “recollection” and “memory” with
circumspection if we are to understand what their ancient Indian
equivalents were meant to convey. Clearly these did not refer only
to activities and practices that must involve a recall of the distant
past. Instead, the spectrum that ranges from “memory” via “keeping
in mind” to “present-moment awareness” is a continuum.

In her discussion of mindfulness in Sarvāstivāda Abhidharma
thought, Cox (1992/1993: 67) speaks of what at �rst sight might
appear to be

two distinct functions of smṛti: �rst, as a technique central to
religious praxis; and second, as an aspect of ordinary
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psychological processes ... [which] appears to coincide with
some of the psychological operations normally associated in
the West with memory: speci�cally, retention and recollection.
Such a twofold distinction, though appealing in its descriptive
simplicity, obscures a complex historical evolution.

Instead, Cox (1992/1993: 67f) proposes an alternative model,

whereby the apparent twofold distinction in the functioning of
smṛti does not represent a semantic bifurcation, but rather an
interrelated semantic complex ... the various meanings of the
term smṛti suggested by the dichotomous framework re�ect an
underlying unity and interaction between models of memory
and religious practice and not a secondary and thereby
negligible semantic overlap. For this reason, the inclusive and
initially ambiguous term mindfulness has been chosen to
translate smṛti in all of its contexts. Mindfulness is chosen here
not, as in many cases, to avoid confusion with the
psychological function of smṛti as memory, but precisely for
the opposite reason; that is, to indicate at the outset ... that
the contexts for the operation of smṛti suggested by the term
mindfulness actually encompass the psychological functions of
memory as they were understood in Indian Buddhism.

BOUNDLESS MINDFULNESS OF THE BODY (MĀ 201)

The next passage to be taken up relates mindfulness of the body to a
boundless condition of the mind. This quali�cation points to a
similarity between the state of mind when practising mindfulness of
the body and the cultivation of the brahmavihāras, which are
regularly quali�ed in the same way.  The passage in question
occurs in the Madhyama-āgama parallel to the Mahātaṇhāsaṅkhaya-
sutta and concerns sense restraint:

On seeing a form with the eye, one does not delight in or
become attached to beautiful forms and does not detest ugly
forms, being with mindfulness of the body established and
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with a boundless mind, and one understands, as they really
are, liberation of the mind and liberation by wisdom
[whereby] one eradicates without remainder whatever bad
and unwholesome states arise, demolishing them without
remainder.

In agreement with its Pāli parallel, the Madhyama-āgama discourse
continues by applying the same treatment to the other sense doors,
where in each case the establishing of mindfulness of the body leads
to a boundless condition of the mind. The same relationship
between mindfulness of the body and a boundless state of mind
recurs in other Pāli discourses and their parallels.

This is of considerable signi�cance for an appreciation of
mindfulness. The setting concerns a situation where one is exposed
to a variety of experiences at any of the sense doors, which could in
principle provoke attraction or dislike. Being rooted in the body
through an “embodied” form of mindfulness makes it possible to
avoid being carried away by such reactions and instead remain with
a broad mind. Such a broad-angled mental perspective seems to
re�ect a distinct dimension of mindfulness when cultivated on its
own and not in conjunction with other factors of the mind that
result in a narrowed focus.

THE SIMILE OF THE BOWL OF OIL (SĀ 623)

The early discourses abound in the use of similes or metaphors,
several of which relate to the topic of mindfulness. Such similes can
best be appreciated by keeping in mind their employment in an oral
setting in ancient India. This can help to avoid too literal an
interpretation or an attempt to match every minor item in a
particular image with a speci�c doctrinal element. At times, such as
in the case taken up below, aspects of the description may strike a
discordant note for a modern reader sensitive to gendered discourse
or appear somewhat violent and unrealistic. Yet, at the time of their
original delivery, the similes would probably not have called up
such associations. It can be helpful to keep this in mind in order to
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arrive at a balanced appreciation of the message a simile was
originally meant to convey. This holds for the simile to be taken up
now, which involves carrying a bowl of oil through a crowd that
watches a beautiful girl singing and dancing. The main import of
this illustration would have been to illustrate the “protective”
potential of mindfulness of the body in relation to potential
distractions:

At that time the Blessed One said to the monastics: “[Suppose
a girl] is called ‘the beauty of the world’. Is the beauty of the
world able to get many people to gather and look at her?”

The monastics said to the Buddha: “It is like this, Blessed
One.”

The Buddha said to the monastics: “Suppose there is this
beauty of the world. Is the beauty of the world able to get
even more people to gather and look at her if she is able to
sing and dance in various ways?”

The monastics said to the Buddha: “It is like this, Blessed
One.”

The Buddha said to the monastics: “Suppose there is this
beauty of the world. This beauty of the world is in one place
and smilingly performs various kinds of singing, dancing, and
merriment. Moreover, a great crowd has gathered in that one
place. Suppose there is a man who is not foolish and not silly,
who likes joy and is averse to pain, who wants to live and is
afraid of death.

“A person says to him: ‘Man, you take this bowl full of oil
and pass through between the beauty of the world and the
great crowd. I am sending a capable executioner to follow you
with drawn sword. If you lose one drop of the oil, right away
your life will be cut o�.’

“Monastics, what do you think, will that man carrying the
bowl of oil be able to be without mindfulness of the bowl of
oil, without mindfulness of the executioner, and look at the
dancing girl and at the great crowd?”
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The monastics said to the Buddha: “No, Blessed One.  Why
is that? Blessed One, that man sees for himself that at his back
there is a person with a drawn sword and he constantly has
the thought: ‘Suppose I lose one drop of the oil, that person
with the drawn sword will cut my head o�.’ His mind is solely
with collected mindfulness while walking with the bowl of oil
between the beauty of the world and the great crowd and
getting past them; he does not dare to look around.”

[The Buddha said]: “Monastics, in the same way, suppose
there are recluses and brahmins who rightly conduct
themselves with bodily dignity, with single-minded
mindfulness, not paying attention to voices and forms, being
well collected with regard to all objects of the mind, dwelling
in the establishment of mindfulness of the body; they are
indeed my disciples who follow my teaching.

“How do monastics rightly conduct themselves with bodily
dignity, with single-minded mindfulness, not paying attention
to voices and forms, being [well] collected with regard to all
objects of the mind, and dwelling in the establishment of
mindfulness of the body?

“Monastics, it is in this way: one mindfully contemplates the
body [in regard to] the body with diligent e�ort, with right
knowing, and right mindfulness, overcoming greed and
discontent in the world. It is also like this for feeling tones ...
the mind ... and for dwelling mindfully contemplating
dharmas [in regard to] dharmas.

“This is reckoned how monastics rightly conduct themselves
with bodily dignity, with single-minded mindfulness, not
paying attention to voices and forms, being well collected with
regard to [all] objects of the mind, dwelling in the four
establishments of mindfulness.”

At that time the Blessed One spoke in verse:

“Single-mindedly with right mindfulness
He guardedly carried the bowl of oil
And accordingly guarded his own mind
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So that it never went in [any] direction,
It being very di�cult to cross.

“Most excellent and subtle
Are the teachings of all Buddhas
Whose instructions are [like] sharp swords.

“One should be single-minded
Focused on keeping up one’s guard,
Not being [like] those ordinary persons
Who are engaged in negligence.

“In this way one will be able to undertake
The teaching on diligence.”

The verses in the above discourses are without a parallel in the Pāli
version. Conversely, the explanation given in the Pāli discourse that
the bowl of oil stands for mindfulness of the body is not found in the
Chinese. Although the Saṃyukta-āgama version does not have such
an explanation of the simile, it clearly places a similar spotlight on
mindfulness of the body as the means for avoiding distraction.

This comes out nicely in the �rst verse, which relates the
guardedness with which the bowl of oil is carried to guarding the
mind. The somewhat dramatic nature of the simile �nds explicit
recognition in the verses, which compare the Buddha’s instructions
to sharp swords. Again, the point need not be taken too literally.
The implication appears to be simply that the simile and the
instructions given can have a stirring e�ect and serve to encourage
the listener to make an e�ort to cultivate mindfulness of the body.
This receives further emphasis through the contrast drawn with
others who are negligent. In contrast to such negligent persons, by
being �rmly established in mindfulness of the body one puts into
practice the frequent encouragement in the early discourses to be
diligent.

Notably, the Saṃyukta-āgama version translated above conveys
the possibility that the man carrying the bowl might forget about his



task or the presence of the executioner with a reference to the
absence of “mindfulness”. In order to draw this out, I have adopted
a literal translation which reads: “without mindfulness of the bowl
of oil, without mindfulness of the executioner”. The Pāli parallel
expresses the same sense, here only in relation to the bowl of oil,
with the help of the phrase “not paying attention” or “not
attending” to it, amanasikāra.  This minor variation in terminology
re�ects a wider topic, namely the interrelation and partial overlap
in meaning between mindfulness (sati) and attention (manasikāra), a
topic to which I will return in more detail in a subsequent chapter
(see below here).

In the Pāli version the listening monastics do not describe in
detail why the man carrying the oil would not stop paying attention
to the bowl, in fact it has no counterpart at all to the latter section
of the above Saṃyukta-āgama discourse. In the Pāli account, the
Buddha just asks the monastics if the carrier would stop paying
attention to the bowl, and when they deny, he draws out the
signi�cance of the bowl of oil in the simile by explaining that it
stands for mindfulness of the body. The discourse comes to a close
with the Buddha enjoining the monastics to train themselves in
mindfulness of the body.

The additional description in the passage translated above,
although in view of its absence in the Pāli version probably a later
addition, helps to visualize the situation more clearly and better
discern the function performed by mindfulness of the body in this
respect. The carrier’s mindfulness of the body operates in
conjunction with his clear awareness of the swordsman at his back.
He knows very well that, if he spills a single drop of oil, his head
will be cut o�. For this reason, he does not dare to look around.

The rather vivid illustration given in this way compares to rightly
conducting oneself with bodily dignity. This serves to balance the
e�ect of the dramatic description by showing that it is meant to
convey not a sense of agitation and fear, but simply a strong e�ort
to avoid distraction. In the passage translated above, this has its
external and internal dimensions. The external dimension is
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exempli�ed by voices and forms, appropriate to the situation of a
heterosexual male walking past a beautiful girl who is singing. The
internal dimension involves being well collected in relation to
whatever may become an object of the mind. The groundwork for
nurturing such ability is then the cultivation of the four
establishments of mindfulness. In other words, the emphasis on the
�rst of these, mindfulness of the body, is not meant to exclude the
others.

In fact, an exclusive focus on the body would not be appropriate
in the context of the simile. The man has to pass between the girl
and the crowd without running into anyone, as that would result in
a loss of oil and therewith loss of his head. He can only get through
if he keeps a wide attentional �eld that is centred su�ciently on the
body such that no distraction occurs. This suggestion concurs with
the passage taken up previously, according to which mindfulness of
the body can result in a broad, even boundless condition of the
mind (see above here). Thus mindfulness of the body here is not
about cultivating an exclusive focus on the body. Much rather, it is
about a grounding in an “embodied” form of mindfulness, an
anchoring that can serve as a reference point for an inclusive and
wide-angled mental attitude that can even become boundless.

THE SIMILE OF SIX ANIMALS BOUND TO A POST (SĀ 1171)

Another and complementary perspective on the cultivation of
mindfulness of the body takes the form of a simile that describes six
animals bound to a post:

It is just as a person on a journey who, being in an empty
house, had caught six types of animals: �rst he caught a dog,
and taking hold of the dog he bound it to one spot. Then he
caught a bird, then he caught a poisonous snake, then he
caught a jackal, then he caught a crocodile, and then he
caught a monkey. Having caught these animals, he bound
them all to a single spot.
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That dog desires to enter the village, that bird constantly
wishes to �y up into the sky, that snake constantly wishes to
enter a cave, that jackal delights in approaching a cemetery,
the crocodile continuously wishes to enter a large lake, and
the monkey wishes to enter a mountain forest.

These six animals, being all bound to a single spot, with
their di�erent preferences, each wishing to reach a peaceful
place, are each in that place against their likes, because they
are �rmly bound. Each uses its strength to approach the
direction it likes, yet, they are unable to get free.

In the same way the six faculties have di�erent domains,
each seeking to �nd delight in its respective domain and not
delighting in other domains. With the eye faculty one
constantly seeks forms that are lovable and one gives rise to
disgust in relation to forms that are not attractive. With the
ear faculty one constantly seeks sounds that are attractive and
one gives rise to disgust in relation to sounds that are not
attractive. With the nose faculty one constantly seeks for
odours that are attractive and one gives rise to disgust in
relation to odours that are not attractive. With the tongue
faculty one constantly seeks for �avours that are attractive
and one gives rise to disgust in relation to �avours that are not
attractive. With the body faculty one constantly seeks for
tangibles that are attractive and one gives rise to disgust in
relation to tangibles that are not attractive. With the mind
faculty one constantly seeks for mental objects that are
attractive and one gives rise to disgust in relation to mental
objects that are not attractive.

Each of these six faculties, which have di�erent areas of
functioning and di�erent domains, does not seek the domain
of another faculty. These six faculties have strength and ability
in accordance with their own power and comprehension of
their domain, which is just as the six animals who were bound
together by that person to a �rm post. They properly manifest
the use of their force to leave according to their intentions,
moving forward and backward. Because of being bound by the



rope, they become very tired. In the end, they have to comply
with the post.

Monastics, having spoken this simile, I wish to clarify to you
its meaning. The six animals exemplify the six faculties. The
�rm post exempli�es the establishment of mindfulness of the
body. If one well cultivates the establishment of mindfulness
of the body, whether one is [intentionally] mindful or not
[intentionally] mindful of forms, on seeing forms that are
lovable one does not give rise to attachment and with forms
that are not lovable one does not give rise to disgust. With the
ear and sounds ... the nose and odours ... the tongue and
�avours ... the body and tangibles ... the mind and mental
objects one does not seek and desire attractive mental objects
and does not give rise to disgust for unattractive mental
objects. For this reason, monastics, you should diligently
cultivate and often dwell in the establishment of mindfulness
of the body.

The Pāli version presents two di�erent situations in regard to the six
animals. At �rst, they are just bound together but not yet bound to a
post. As each animal tries to pull towards its respective domain,
eventually they are all dragged along by the one strongest among
them.  This illustrates the situation when mindfulness of the body
has not been cultivated. Each of the six senses exerts its pull, the eye
pulls one in the direction of visible objects, the ear pulls one
towards sounds, etc. In each case, the pull can take the form of
liking what is agreeable or disliking what is disagreeable, as in the
passage translated above. The predicament of being in this way
pulled here and there illustrates the fragmentation of experience
and the concomitant mental reactivity.

The situation changes, however, once the six animals are not just
bound together, but are also bound to a �rm post. At �rst the
animals might still be pulling, but sooner or later they will realize
its futility and just stand or sit near the post. This illustrates the
situation when mindfulness of the body is established. At such a
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time, the senses will no longer be able to pull one towards their
respective objects.

The two-stage presentation in the Pāli version helps to get a
clearer sense of the implications of the simile, through the contrast
between the absence or the presence of the strong post. Similar to
the passage translated above, the Pāli parallel also identi�es this
�rm post, to which the six animals are bound, as mindfulness of the
body. In this way, an “embodied” form of mindfulness can provide a
centring force that enables meeting variegated experiences in daily
life situations without being pulled along.

THE AXLE OF MINDFULNESS OF THE BODY (SĀ 566)

Whereas the previous similes drew out in complementary ways the
potential of an “embodied” form of mindfulness to provide an
anchor in the body that enables handling sensory experience with
breadth of mind, other aspects of mindfulness come to the fore in
several similes related to a chariot. One of these illustrates key
aspects of the path with parts of such a chariot. The part that
illustrates mindfulness is its axle:

The single axle [of the chariot] is mindfulness of the body.

The Pāli parallel identi�es the single axle with mindfulness in
general.  Since in its presentation the chariot stands for the body,
however, the implications of the axle of mindfulness appear to be
similar to those in the extract translated above. The point of this
imagery could be to place a highlight on mindfulness as the central
factor around which progress on the path to liberation revolves.

Mindfulness recurs in another simile in relation to a chariot. In
this case the Saṃyukta-āgama discourse refers to the halter, whereas
the Pāli version identi�es mindfulness as the chariot’s upholstery.
The nuances conveyed by the Saṃyukta-āgama simile’s reference to
a halter could be taken to convey the ability of mindfulness to keep
mental reactivity in rein and provide the proper direction in which
to proceed. The Pāli version’s reference to the upholstery could in
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turn be understood to express a “protective” dimension of
mindfulness, which can cushion against the impact of the potholes
of life, in the sense that its presence will diminish the tendency
towards strong reactivity when facing any vicissitude.

Be it as the single axle, the halter, or the upholstery, each of these
aspects of a chariot can exemplify a dimension of mindfulness that
enables the chariot to move on smoothly. In this way mindfulness,
as a single source of strength, can rein in reactivity, help to keep
going in the right direction, and cushion the impact of life’s
vicissitudes. The last of these comes up in the next passage, which
relates mindfulness to humility.

MINDFULNESS OF THE BODY AND HUMILITY (MĀ 24)

Mindfulness of the body can lead to the absence of the type of
arrogance that could make one slight another and then just leave
without apology. The accusation of having acted in such a way had
been levelled against the monastic Sāriputta, a chief disciple of the
Buddha. In order to clarify in front of the Buddha that he was
incapable of intentionally slighting another and then leaving,
Sāriputta refers to his possession of mindfulness of the body:

Suppose someone is without mindfulness of the body [in
regard to] the body, such a one might in turn slight a
companion in the celibate life and then go travelling among
the people. Blessed One, I possess proper mindfulness of the
body [in regard to] the body, how could I slight a companion
in the celibate life and then go travelling among the people?

The Pāli parallel similarly establishes a connection between a lack of
mindfulness of the body and the possibility that one might slight
another and then just walk o�. The presentation in both versions
points to a relationship between the cultivation of mindfulness of
the body and the absence of arrogance. This could be simply an
extension of rootedness in the body through mindfulness, leading to
the absence of reactivity. Yet, given the narrative setting it may well
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imply more, namely an insight into the nature of the body as
something that instils humility rather than arrogance. On this
interpretation, with the present passage the depiction of mindfulness
of the body moves from its somatic dimension of being rooted in the
body through an “embodied” form of mindfulness to the insight
dimension of understanding the body as it is, which relates to the
“liberating” dimension of mindfulness. The same two aspects appear
to be relevant to the next passage.

MINDFULNESS OF THE BODY TO COUNTER SENSUALITY (SĀ 1214)

A brief reference to contemplation of the body occurs in the
Saṃyukta-āgama as part of a set of recommendations for how to
counter sensual desire:

With mindfulness collected, rightly contemplate the body.

The parallels tend to speak just of having mindfulness of the body,
which leaves open the possibility that the reference above to “right”
contemplation was added by the Chinese translator in order to
arrive at a count of �ve characters per line, the standard form taken
by a verse.

The overall point made by the passage continues on the theme
already evident in the descriptions of mindfulness of the body as
what enables maintaining breadth of the mind amidst various
experiences, illustrated with the similes of carrying a bowl of oil and
of six animals bound to a post. In addition, the present passage also
relates to the cultivation of insight into the nature of the body itself.
This is a “liberating” dimension of mindfulness of the body that
forms a recurrent theme in a whole discourse dedicated to various
modalities of contemplating the body, which I examine next. The
detailed analysis provided by this discourse is precisely about
di�erent modalities of mindfulness of the body that range from
somatic anchoring in the body to insightful non-attachment towards
the body. Due to the length of this discourse, I will take up its
presentation in several sections.
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MINDFULNESS OF BODILY POSTURES AND ACTIVITIES (MĀ 81)

The Kāyagatāsati-sutta and its Madhyama-āgama parallel take their
occasion from a group of monastics speaking in praise of the
Buddha’s instructions on mindfulness of the body.  Being informed
of the topic of their discussion motivates the Buddha to give a
detailed exposition on the subject. The �rst exercise in the
Madhyama-āgama discourse concerns bodily postures:

Walking one knows one is walking, standing one knows one is
standing, sitting one knows one is sitting, lying down one
knows one is lying down, [falling] asleep one knows one is
[falling] asleep, waking up one knows one is waking up,
[falling] asleep [or] waking up one knows one is [falling]
asleep [or] waking up.

The Pāli parallel has the present exercise as its second
contemplation. The two versions agree in indicating that such a
practice leads to concentration. In terms of training in mindfulness,
this exercise requires cultivating a proprioceptive type of awareness.
This enables one to remain grounded in the somatic experience of
the body in whatever way it is disposed, combined with a clear
recognition of how it is disposed. Out of the di�erent practices
surveyed in the Kāyagatāsati-sutta and its parallel, the present one is
most directly related to the cultivation of an “embodied” form of
mindfulness.

The Kāyagatāsati-sutta does not refer to falling asleep and waking
up in the present context, but only in relation to the next exercise,
which in both versions takes the form of clear or right knowing in
relation to various activities:

One is with right knowing when going out and coming in,
properly contemplating and distinguishing when bending,
stretching, lowering, or raising [a limb]; with appropriate
deportment well wearing the double robe, [other] robes, and
the bowl; always being with right knowing when going,
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standing, sitting, lying down, [falling] asleep, waking up,
speaking, and being silent.

The Kāyagatāsati-sutta additionally mentions eating, drinking,
consuming food, tasting, defecating, and urinating as activities
during which one should possess clear knowing. In the present
context, such clear or right knowing stands in particular for being
circumspect in relation to the activities listed.

Out of the body contemplations listed in the Kāyagatāsatisutta and
its parallel, the cultivation of clear or right knowing is the one that
recurs regularly in accounts of the gradual path of practice in other
discourses.  Descriptions of this gradual path take up key aspects of
conduct and cultivation that lead a practitioner, who has gone forth
from the lay life and become a Buddhist monastic, gradually to the
realization of awakening. Such descriptions do not mention other
exercises found under the heading of contemplation of the body in
either the Kāyagatāsatisutta and its parallel or in the Satipaṭṭhāna-
sutta and its parallels, such as contemplation of the anatomical parts
of the body or its elements, or else of a corpse in decay (to be
studied below).

This suggests that cultivating mindfulness of the body through
clear or right knowing of various bodily activities is of prime
relevance to a practitioner of this gradual path. Mindfulness of the
bodily postures could also be included here, since from a practical
viewpoint this is required in order to be able to execute the present
exercise. Without the type of embodied mindfulness that comes
from being aware of the position of one’s body, it would be di�cult
to cultivate clear or right knowing when walking, standing, sitting,
or lying down, etc.

On this understanding, then, the circumstance that the
Madhyama-āgama parallel to the Kāyagatāsati-sutta begins its
exposition with these two exercises could be read as re�ecting their
importance in building a foundation in mindfulness (the
Kāyagatāsati-sutta instead begins with mindfulness of breathing).

Another reason for such explicit mention in accounts of the
gradual path could be related to the function of such descriptions,
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which are often given to outsiders in order to convey to them some
idea of the kind of training a Buddhist practitioner undertakes. Here
the composed and circumspect behaviour that is cultivated with the
present practice is a good illustration, something that can easily be
visualized and even witnessed when encountering well-behaved
Buddhist monastics. In contrast, a person unfamiliar with
meditation practice will hardly be able to know if someone else is at
that time undertaking mindfulness of breathing or other satipaṭṭhāna
exercises.

When evaluated from a practical perspective, these reasons could
be combined in considering composed and circumspect bodily
behaviour to be a key aspect of training in embodied mindfulness as
a foundational practice for progressing on the gradual path to
liberation.

The Madhyama-āgama discourse continues with two exercises that
do not have a parallel in the Pāli version and which describe
abandoning unwholesome thoughts and forceful mind control.  In
line with a standard procedure for each exercise covered in the
discourse, these two are presented as instances of mindfulness of the
body. Yet, both exercises clearly do not �t in this context, as they do
not take the body as their object. This makes it safe to conclude
that, during the course of oral transmission, the overall topic of
concentration mentioned after each exercise would have led to the
addition of these two practices as they can also help to steady the
mind.

The next exercise, also found in the Kāyagatāsati-sutta, relates
mindfulness to the experience of the breath:

Being mindful of breathing in, one knows to be breathing in
mindfully; being mindful of breathing out, one knows to be
breathing out mindfully. Breathing in long, one knows to be
breathing in long; breathing out long, one knows to be
breathing out long. Breathing in short, one knows to be
breathing in short; breathing out short, one knows to be
breathing out short. One trains [in experiencing] the whole
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body when breathing in; one trains [in experiencing] the
whole body when breathing out.  One trains in calming
bodily activity when breathing in; one trains in calming
〈bodily〉 activity when breathing out.

Despite appearing in both versions, based on a study of the full
exposition of mindfulness of breathing in sixteen steps and the
occurrence of a similar excerpt of just the �rst part of these
instructions in the Satipaṭṭhāna-sutta, it seems probable that the
present passage is a later addition to the exposition on
contemplation of the body.  I will return to the topic of
mindfulness of breathing at the end of this chapter, based on a
translation of the whole scheme of sixteen steps of mindfulness of
breathing, of which the above is just an extract of the �rst part.

BODILY DIMENSIONS OF ABSORPTION (MĀ 81)

The next set of exercises in the Kāyagatāsati-sutta and its Madhyama-
āgama parallel concerns the bodily experience of absorption:

One completely drenches and pervades the body with joy and
happiness born of seclusion [experienced in the �rst
absorption], so that there is no part within the body that is not
pervaded by joy and happiness born of seclusion.

It is just like a bath attendant who, having �lled a vessel
with bathing powder, mixes it with water and kneads it, so
that there is no part [of the powder] that is not completely
drenched and pervaded with water ...

One completely drenches and pervades the body with joy
and happiness born of concentration [experienced in the
second absorption], so that there is no part within the body
that is not pervaded by joy and happiness born of
concentration.

It is just like a mountain spring that is full and over�owing
with clear and clean water, so that water coming from any of
the four directions cannot enter it, with the spring water
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welling up from the bottom on its own, �owing out and
�ooding the surroundings, completely drenching every part of
the mountain so that there is no part that is not pervaded by it
...

One completely drenches and pervades the body with
happiness born of the absence of joy [experienced in the third
absorption], so that there is no part within the body that is not
pervaded by happiness born of the absence of joy.

It is just like a blue, red, or white lotus which, being born in
the water and having come to growth in the water, remains
submerged in water, with every part of its roots, stem, �ower,
and leaves completely drenched and pervaded [by water], so
that there is no part that is not pervaded by it ...

One mentally resolves to dwell having accomplished a
complete pervasion of the body with mental purity
[experienced in the fourth absorption], so that there is no part
within the body that is not pervaded by mental purity.

It is just like a person covered from head to foot with a
cloth measuring seven or eight units, so that no part of the
body is not covered.

The inclusion of the somatic dimension of absorption experience
under the header of mindfulness of the body points again to an
embodied form of mindfulness. The respective illustrations in the
Pāli parallel come with a few variations.

The simile for the bodily experience of the �rst absorption
describes a ball of soap that does not ooze. This appears to re�ect a
way of bathing in ancient India by going to a river to take a bath
out in the open. In such a situation, the soap powder needs to be
kneaded in such a way that it will not be scattered by the wind and
also not become so liquid that it will be carried away by the river.
This can be achieved by moistening it and then forming it into a
�rm ball that does not ooze. In this way, it can be handled easily
and ful�l its function when one bathes.

In the case of the bodily experience of the second absorption, the
Pāli version speaks of a lake that has water welling up from within,



instead of the mountain spring mentioned in the Madhyama-āgama
discourse translated above.

To illustrate the bodily dimension of entry into the third
absorption, the Kāyagatāsati-sutta uses the same imagery of lotuses
submerged in water, adding that the water is cool. Needless to say,
in the often hot climate of India, cool water will be perceived as
attractive.

When it comes to illustrating the bodily dimension of the
experience of the fourth absorption, the Pāli description does not
stipulate the size of the cloth used by the person as a cover. It adds
that the cloth is white. In both versions, the description of being
covered completely by a cloth exempli�es the imperturbable nature
of this absorption experience. Keeping in mind the ancient Indian
setting, where sitting outside exposes one to the sun and bites from
mosquitoes or gad�ies, the idea of being completely covered in this
way conveys clear positive nuances.

Another and more substantial di�erence is that the Pāli parallel
also mentions the mental factors and qualities that lead to the actual
attainment of the four absorptions. Although this is standard
procedure in other contexts, here it obfuscates to some extent the
signi�cance of the present description. The main point of the
exposition is not so much about how absorption is attained, but
rather how the bodily dimension of absorption is experienced.
During oral transmission, the standard listing of mental factors
could easily have been added to the Pāli discourse.

The Madhyama-āgama version continues with two exercises that
have no parallel in the Kāyagatāsati-sutta and which refer to the
perception of light and the reviewing sign.  Similar to the earlier
case of two contemplations not found in the Pāli parallel, in the
present case it seems also fair to conclude that these two exercises
are later additions, given that they have no real relationship to
being mindful of the body. The descriptions of the absorptions and
the recurrent reference to concentration would have attracted these
two passages during the course of oral transmission.
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THE CONSTITUTION OF THE BODY (MĀ 81)

The next contemplation in the Kāyagatāsati-sutta and its Madhyama-
āgama parallel concerns the anatomical constitution of the body:

One contemplates this body, according to its position and
according to what is attractive and what is repulsive, from
head to foot, seeing that it is full of various unclean parts,
namely: “Within this body there are head hairs, body hairs,
nails, teeth, rough and smooth epidermis, skin, �esh, sinews,
bones, heart, kidneys, liver, lungs, large intestine, small
intestine, spleen, stomach, lumps of faeces, brain and brain
stem,  tears, sweat, saliva,  pus, blood, fat, marrow, mucus,
phlegm, and urine.”

It is just like a clear-sighted person who, on seeing a vessel
full of various seeds, clearly distinguishes them all, namely:
“there is rice, millet seed, barley, wheat, big and small
sesames and beans, turnip seed, and mustard seed.”

Leaving aside some minor di�erences in the listing of bodily parts
and seeds, the two parallels agree on the main points of the present
contemplation. From the viewpoint of actual practice, the evaluative
element found in both versions, referring to the unclean or even
impure nature of the body, can be placed into perspective through
the additional reference in the Madhyamaāgama to contemplating
the body “according to what is attractive and what is repulsive”. On
following this indication, the aim would be to recognize both what
is seen generally as beautiful (such as well-kept head hairs, properly
trimmed nails, and even teeth) alongside what is usually perceived
as disgusting (such as faeces, pus, mucus, and urine). In the end,
both are simply aspects of the human body.

From the viewpoint of mindfulness practice, it is nevertheless
remarkable that such an evaluative element is found at all. Now
mindfulness itself is highly adaptable and can function in
conjunction with a range of other mental qualities, enhancing them
through sustained mental presence. In such a collaboration, not all
of the qualities of mindfulness itself are as clearly discernible as
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they would be when it is deployed on its own. Hence there is no
problem in principle in mindfulness taking part in an evaluative
contemplation, even though such active evaluation is not a
prominent characteristic of mindfulness cultivated on its own.

Another perspective on the nature of the human body emerges
with the next exercise, which concerns its material elements:

One contemplates the body’s elements: “Within this body of
mine there are the earth element, the water element, the �re
element, the wind element, the space element, and the
consciousness element.”

It is just like a butcher who, on having slaughtered and
skinned a cow, divides it into six parts and spreads them on
the ground [for sale].

The Kāyagatāsati-sutta speaks of only four elements. In the case of
the Satipaṭṭhāna-sutta, the same di�erence recurs between the Pāli
version and its Madhyama-āgama parallel. In this case, another
parallel in the Ekottarika-āgama also has only four elements.  A
reference to consciousness as the sixth element does in fact not �t
the heading of contemplation of the body. This makes it fairly
probable that an original reference to four elements was, in the
course of oral transmission, expanded to six, a form of analysis
found in other discourses in contexts concerned with the whole of
subjective experience and not only the body. This apparent
replacement led to an adjustment of the simile as well, which now
speaks of “six” parts of the slaughtered cow.

The present exercise is yet another analytical contemplation that
involves mindfulness, although with less of an evaluative tone than
the preceding one. Both have in common that mindfulness is
employed for the sake of cultivating insight into the nature of the
body, be it from the perspective of its anatomy or its elements.

The next exercise comprises a series of contemplations of a corpse
in various stages of decay:
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One contemplates a corpse dead for one or two days, or up to
six or seven days, that is being pecked at by crows, devoured
by jackals and dogs, burned by �re, or buried in the earth, or
that is completely rotten and decomposed ...

Similar to what one has formerly seen in a charnel ground,
so one [recollects] a carcass of bluish colour, decomposed and
half eaten [by animals], with the bones lying on the ground
still connected together ...

Similar to what one has formerly seen in a charnel ground,
so one [recollects a skeleton] without skin, �esh, or blood,
held together only by sinews ...

Similar to what one has formerly seen in a charnel ground,
so one [recollects] disconnected bones scattered in all
directions: foot bones, shin bones, thigh bones, a hip bone,
vertebrae, shoulder bones, neck bones, and a skull, all in
di�erent places ...

Similar to what one has formerly seen in a charnel ground,
so one [recollects] bones white like shells, or bluish like the
colour of a pigeon, or red as if smeared with blood, rotting
and decomposing, crumbling to dust.

Having seen this, one compares oneself to it: “This present
body of mine will also be like this. It is of the same nature and
in the end cannot escape [this fate].”

The instruction to compare oneself to the condition of a corpse
applies to each of the stages of decay described above. From the
viewpoint of the distinction between internal and external forms of
mindfulness, it is worth noting that the present exercise already
involves an interrelation between one’s own body and that of others.
The external apperception of the dead condition of another body
should be applied to one’s own body with the understanding that
both bodies share the same nature (an understanding that could
then be again applied externally to other bodies that are still alive).

The purpose of the employment of mindfulness in the practice
described above can be considered as twofold. One would be
revealing the lack of attractiveness of the body once it begins to fall



apart. This would complement the earlier contemplation of its
anatomical constitution. Another purpose would be to drive home
the truth of the mortality of the body. Mindfulness can indeed serve
as a powerful tool to face death, a topic to which I will return in a
subsequent chapter (see below here).

Having completed their survey of di�erent modalities of
mindfulness of the body, the two versions proceed to illustrate the
potential of such practice:

If mindfulness of the body is cultivated in this way, widely
[cultivated] in this way, then all wholesome states are
completely comprised by it, namely the states that pertain to
awakening. Whatever state of mind one resolves on will be
penetrated.

It is just like the great ocean; all minor rivers are completely
contained in the ocean.

The Kāyagatāsati-sutta has the same comparison, with the minor
di�erence that the image of the ocean containing all minor streams
comes with the additional speci�cation that this refers to
encompassing the whole ocean with one’s mind. In other words,
once one has taken the whole ocean as the object of one’s mind, any
stream that �ows into it will automatically be included. This in itself
minor detail helps to relate the simile to the potential of
mindfulness of the body. The point appears to be that this particular
modality of mindfulness meditation o�ers such an all-encompassing
perspective that it covers all that is needed for progress towards
awakening.

On reviewing the exercises common to the two versions, the
di�erent yet complementary perspectives they present are
remarkable. At one end of the spectrum there is the rather negative
appraisal of the body as unclean with the contemplation of the
anatomical parts, which has its counterbalance in the series of
exercises concerned with the somatic experience of drenching and
pervading the body with deep joy and happiness during absorption
attainment. This contrast alone su�ces to counter the impression
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that in early Buddhist meditation practice the body is unilaterally
deprecated as something that is to be rejected.

Another rather challenging exercise concerns directing
mindfulness to a corpse in various stages of decay, vividly driving
home the undeniable truth that the body is bound to fall apart. As a
recollection of mortality, this exercise has a remarkable potential. A
complement to this practice can be found in the contemplation of
the body as composed of material elements, a deployment of
mindfulness that can bring to light the similarity and even
interrelatedness of the human body with the whole of the outer
environment, all of it being similarly composed of these same
elements.

A foundational practice of mindfulness of the body involves the
bodily postures, the �rst in the above list of exercises. Such practice
leads to a grounding in embodiment that can be further developed
by cultivating clear knowing in relation to various activities
undertaken with mindful composure and circumspection. Embodied
mindfulness cultivated in this way can serve as a stabilizing
foundation for other meditation practices and thereby actualize the
potential that the Kāyagatāsati-sutta and its Madhyama-āgama
parallel mention after each contemplation, namely the gaining of
concentration. In this way, the survey they o�er �eshes out with
various details how mindfulness can lead to concentration.

From the imagery of the great ocean, the two parallels proceed to
a series of similes that illustrate how due to lacking mindfulness of
the body one will fall prey to Māra, who in early Buddhist thought
personi�es various temptations or external threats that could
obstruct one’s progress on the path to liberation:

It is just like a pot empty of water that stands �rmly upright
on the ground, and a person were to come carrying water and
pour it into the pot ...

It is just like a strong person who were to throw a big heavy
stone at a mass of wet mud ...

It is just like a person searching for �re who were to use dry
wood as a base and to drill it with a dry drill.
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The Kāyagatāsati-sutta agrees in illustrating the predicament of one
who has not cultivated mindfulness of the body with the same set of
similes, although given in a di�erent sequence. Just as water easily
�lls an empty pot, a heavy stone easily enters mud, and drilling dry
wood easily produces �re, so Māra will easily get an opportunity to
overpower the mind.

The situation changes, however, once mindfulness of the body has
been cultivated. Such cultivation compares to a pot already full with
water, which will not take in any more, to throwing a light object at
a solid wall, which will not enter, and to drilling wet wood, which
will not produce �re:

If any recluses and brahmins have properly established
mindfulness of the body and dwell with a boundless mind,
then Māra, the Bad One, on seeking an opportunity with them,
will in the end not be able to get it. Why is that? Because
those recluses and brahmins are not devoid of mindfulness of
the body.

This goes beyond the role of mindfulness in leading to
concentration. Here mindfulness of the body serves a “protective”
role, by protecting the practitioner from becoming overwhelmed by
unwholesome states.

The two versions conclude with a list of various attainments that
can be reached by cultivating mindfulness of the body, which
mention among others going beyond discontent and fear, being able
to endure the vicissitudes of climate and hunger or thirst, attaining
the four absorptions, and the gaining of awakening.  In other
words, even just cultivating mindfulness by way of the �rst of the
four satipaṭṭhānas can already activate the “liberating” dimension of
mindfulness and lead to a vast range of potential bene�ts.

MINDFULNESS OF BREATHING IN SIXTEEN STEPS (SĀ 803)

As the last passage in this chapter, I take up a Saṃyukta-āgama
discourse that covers the whole meditative progression of
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mindfulness of breathing. Besides introducing a mode of practice
that encompasses all four establishments of mindfulness and thereby
serving as a transition to the next chapter, what follows is also
meant to supplement the exposition of only the �rst four steps of
mindfulness of breathing in the Kāyagatāsati-sutta and its
Madhyama-āgama parallel. The full scheme covers sixteen distinct
steps of meditative practice, preceded by a description of
preliminaries:

One enters a forest or an empty hut, or [goes to] the root of a
tree or vacant open ground. Seated properly with the body
kept straight and keeping mindfulness in front, one abandons
lustful cravings in the world and becomes puri�ed by
removing sensuality, ill will, sloth-and-torpor, restlessness-
and-worry, and by abandoning doubt, crossing over all
perplexity. The mind gains certainty in wholesome states and
is far removed from the �ve hindrances that a�ict the mind,
that cause a weakening of the power of wisdom, that partake
of being obstructive, and that do not lead to Nirvāṇa.

One is mindful of the breath coming in, training well to
keep being mindful of it, and one is mindful of the breath
going out, training well to keep being mindful of it.

Breathing long ... breathing short ... experiencing the whole
body when breathing in, one trains well [to experience] the
whole body when breathing in; experiencing the whole body
when breathing out, one trains well [to experience] the whole
body when breathing out. Experiencing a calming of all bodily
activity when breathing in, one trains well [to experience] a
calming of all bodily activity when breathing in; experiencing
a calming of all bodily activity when breathing out, one trains
well [to experience] a calming of 〈all〉 bodily activity when
breathing out.

Experiencing joy ... experiencing happiness ... experiencing
〈mental〉 activity  ... experiencing a calming of mental
activity when breathing in, one trains well to experience a
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calming of mental activity when breathing in; experiencing a
calming of mental activity when breathing out, one trains well
to experience a calming of mental activity when breathing
out.

Experiencing the mind ... experiencing gladdening the mind
... experiencing concentrating the mind ... experiencing
liberating the mind when breathing in, one trains well to
experience liberating the mind when breathing in;
experiencing liberating the mind when breathing out, one
trains well to experience liberating the mind when breathing
out.

Contemplating impermanence ... contemplating eradication
... contemplating dispassion ... contemplating cessation when
breathing in, one trains well to contemplate cessation when
breathing in; contemplating cessation when breathing out, one
trains well to contemplate cessation when breathing out.

The last three steps in the Pāli parallel are instead dispassion
(virāga), cessation (nirodha), and letting go (paṭinissagga). Otherwise
the instructions are fairly similar in the two versions, showing how,
from an initial establishing of mindfulness on the breath as such,
practice proceeds through sixteen distinct meditative steps.

For evaluating the role of mindfulness in relation to meditating on
the breath, the whole progression of sixteen steps provides a
signi�cant perspective. Here it is particularly notable that the
progression through these steps does not give the impression that an
all-out focus on the breath is their main concern.  Instead, the chief
modality of meditation on the breath appears to involve
considerable breadth of mind, as it requires remaining aware of the
breath alongside various other aspects of one’s present experience.
Such practice does begin with some degree of focus, when during
the �rst two steps long and short breaths need to be discerned. But
during the remainder of the practice, an exclusive focus is clearly
not the main thrust of “mindfulness” of breathing.

Each of the four tetrads that emerge from this progression
through the sixteen steps then corresponds to a particular
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establishment of mindfulness, namely body (from breathing long to
calming bodily activity), feeling tone (from joy to calming mental
activity), the mind (from experiencing to liberating the mind), and
dharmas (from impermanence to cessation or else letting go). In this
way, the above instructions show how all four establishments of
mindfulness can be cultivated based on mindfulness of the breath.
The overall purpose of such practice is to issue in a cultivation of
the awakening factors and lead on to knowledge and liberation.
From this perspective, the above instructions throw into relief the
“liberating” dimension of mindfulness.

SUMMARY

Mindfulness of the body can serve as a header for a variety of
meditation practices, which range from examining the constitution
of the body, via proprioceptive awareness and bodily
circumspection, to the embodied bliss of deep concentration. Being
mindful of the body can enable one to stay centred even amidst the
most distracting activities, illustrated in the discourses with the
examples of carrying a bowl of oil through a dancing spectacle and
keeping six di�erent animals reined in at a single place. Its
cultivation can serve to remove sensuality and to lead to a
boundless mental condition. A central point that emerges from the
various passages surveyed in this chapter is the potential of
cultivating an embodied form of mindfulness.
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great crowd, which �rst just gathers to look at the beautiful
girl, but when she starts singing and dancing more people come
to join the crowd.
The remainder of SĀ 623 is without a parallel in SN 47.20.
SN 47.20 at SN V 170,14 speaks of no longer attending to the
bowl and, out of negligence, turning attention outwards.
SĀ 1171 at T II 313a15 to 313b12, parallel to SN 35.206 at SN
IV 198,3 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 1255, given as number
247), EĀ 38.8 at T II 723c17, and Up 9006 at D 4094 nyu 80a2
or Q 5595 thu 125b6.
The sequence of listing the animals and the places to which
they wish to go di�er in the parallel versions.
SN 35.206 at SN IV 199,10.
SĀ 566 at T II 149b15, parallel to SN 41.5 at SN IV 292,4
(translated by Bodhi 2000: 1321).
The expression ekāra (on which see also the gloss at Ud-a
370,11) and its Chinese translation rather convey the idea of a
“single spoke”. In fact, descriptions of a wheel with a thousand
spokes take the form of qualifying the cakka as sahassāra, e.g.,
MN 129 at MN III 172,16. From a practical viewpoint, however,
this is a less straightforward interpretation of the same term in
the present context, as a wheel would require more than just a
single spoke in order to function well. For this reason, it seems
to me preferable to take the expression to convey the sense of
the “axle” when it relates to the whole chariot, rather than a
wheel, following the translation adopted by Hecker et al. 2003:
159f (Woodward 1927/1980: 199 rather translates ekāra as
“one-wheeled” and Bodhi 2000: 1321 as “one-spoked”).
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SĀ 587 at T II 156a20 and SN 1.46 at SN I 33,11 (translated by
Bodhi 2000: 122).
MĀ 24 at T I 453a1 to 453a4, parallel to AN 9.11 at AN IV
374,22 (translated by Bodhi 2012: 1262). Another parallel, EĀ
37.6 at T II 713a5, does not have a counterpart to this part of
the discourse.
SĀ 1214 at T II 331b5, parallel to SN 8.4 at SN I 188,22
(translated by Bodhi 2000: 284), a Sanskrit fragment, SHT V
1140 R3, Sander and Waldschmidt 1985: 137 (which has
preserved smṛtiṃ kāyagatāṃ kṛtvā, see also Enomoto 1989: 25),
SĀ  230 at T II 458b13, and Up 5010 at D 4094 ju 271a4 or Q
5595 thu 14b3. Another parallel, EĀ 35.9 at T II 701a28,
recommends mindfulness of the Buddha as one who is free from
sensual desire.
For a comparative study see Anālayo 2011: 673–678.
MĀ 81 at T I 555a12 to 555a14 (already translated by Kuan
2008: 156), parallel to MN 119 at MN III 89,25 (translated by
Ñāṇamoli 1995/2005: 950).
MĀ 81 at T I 555a18 to 555a20, parallel to MN 119 at MN III
90,1.
Anālayo 2017c: 80–90.
MĀ 81 at T I 555a24: “[When] bad and unwholesome thoughts
arise, one recti�es, abandons, eradicates, and stops them by
wholesome states and thoughts. It is just like a carpenter or a
carpenter’s apprentice who might apply an inked string to a
piece of wood [to mark a straight line] and then cut the wood
with a sharp adze to make it straight ... With teeth clenched
and tongue pressed against the palate one uses [the willpower
of] the mind to rectify the mind, to rectify, abandon, eradicate,
and stop [bad thoughts]. It is just like two strong men who
might grab a weak man and, turning him this way and that
way, might beat him up as they wish.”
Kuan 2008: 86–90 discussed the probable provenance of these
two passages from MN 20 at MN I 119,5 and 120,35 (translated
by Ñāṇamoli 1995/2005: 211), with a parallel in MĀ 101 at T I
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588a10 and 588c17 (he also includes the refrains made in this
discourse and MN 119 in his discussion, yet these do not seem
to be borrowings). He sums up (here) that “it may be concluded
that ... the third and fourth practices in the Chinese version of
the Kāyagatāsati Sutta come from the Vitakkasanthāna
Sutta/*Adhicitta Sūtra. This strongly suggests that those two
practices in the Sarvāstivāda version ... were originally included
in the antecedent version of the Kāyagatāsati Sutta ... those two
practices which do not look like mindfulness of the body were
omitted by the Theravādins.” Yet, once the two passages clearly
have a natural home in MN 20 and MĀ 101, where they �t the
context, and given that they do not �t the context in MĀ 81 and
are absent from the Pāli parallel MN 119, it would be more
reasonable to conclude that during the transmission of the
Madhyamaāgama these two passages were added to MĀ 81.
Having become part of MĀ 81, the same two exercises would
then have naturally become part also of MĀ 98, the parallel to
the Satipaṭṭhāna-sutta, during oral recitation of the Madhyama-
āgama.
MĀ 81 at T I 555b10 to 555b15, parallel to MN 119 at MN III
89,12 (here serving as the �rst exercise).
On di�erent interpretations of how far this step concerns the
physical body see Anālayo 2019j: 37–39 and 2020b: 198–201.
The original speaks of verbal activity when breathing out,
which clearly is a textual error.
See Anālayo 2013b: 45–50 and 2019j: 165–170.
The translated parts are found between MĀ 81 at T I 555b19
and 555c21, parallel to MN 119 at MN III 92,23.
Kuan 2008: 94 reasons that “even though kāyagatā sati may
lead to the jhānas, it is not jhāna or any other meditative
attainment as such.” This is indeed the case, but the bodily
experience of the jhānas can become an object of cultivating
mindfulness of the body. Together with his reasoning
mentioned above in note 39, Kuan 2008: 97 then arrives at the
conclusion that “when the Kāyagatāsati Sutta was �rst
composed, kāyagatā sati was not considered to be mindfulness
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of the physical body alone, and kāya obviously had a much
broader sense than the physical body.” Although in other
contexts kāya can indeed refer to one’s whole being, covering
body and mind, in the context of kāyagatā sati the term rather
seems to refer to being mindful of one’s physical body.
MĀ 81 at T I 555c27: “One is mindful of the perception of light,
properly taking hold of it, properly retaining it, and properly
recollecting what one is mindful of, [so that] what is behind is
like what is in front, what is in front is like what is behind,
night is like day, day is like night, what is above is like what is
below, and what is below is like what is above. In this way,
with an undistorted and unde�led mind one cultivates a mind
that is bright and clear, a mind that is not at all obscured by
impediments ... One properly takes hold of and properly retains
[in mind] the reviewing sign, recollecting properly what one is
mindful of. It is just like a person who is seated and
contemplates another person who is lying down, or while lying
down contemplates another person who is seated.”
MĀ 81 at T I 556a12 to 556a18, parallel to MN 119 at MN III
90,12.
Kuan 2008: 211n28 notes an explanation according to which
the characters rendered above as “brain stem” would refer to
the occipital bone.
My rendering follows a suggestion by Glass 2007: 162 to read
as one anatomical part what, according to the punctuation in
the Taishō edition, would be two parts.
With the translation “phlegm” I follow Kuan 2008: 213n16.
MĀ 81 at T I 556a26 to 556a28, parallel to MN 119 at MN III
91,1.
EĀ 12.1 at T II 568a24 (translated by Anālayo 2013b: 288).
The extracts are found between MĀ 81 at T I 556b5 and 556c5,
parallel to MN 119 at MN III 91,14.
MĀ 81 at T I 556c9 to 556c12, parallel to MN 119 at MN III
94,22.
Anālayo 2017c: 43–63.
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The extracts are found between MĀ 81 at T I 556c16 and
557a23, parallel to MN 119 at MN III 95,3.
MĀ 81 at T I 556c29 to 557a3, parallel to MN 119 at MN III
95,20, which additionally has three more similes that describe
tilting a full water jug, loosening the embankment of a pond
full of water, and driving a chariot wherever one wishes.
Anālayo 2011: 678.
SĀ 803 at T II 206a22 to 206b11, parallel to SN 54.1 at SN V
311,11 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 1765).
The translation “all” in the last sentence is based on an
emendation of what must be a copyist’s error.
The translation “mental activity” is based on an emendation;
the text erroneously has “bodily activity” here.
Anālayo 2019i.



III

ESTABLISHING MINDFULNESS (1)

In what follows I explore discourses pertinent to the topic of the
four establishments of mindfulness. The Satipaṭṭhāna-sutta (MN 10)
and its Madhyama-āgama and Ekottarika-āgama parallels are, of
course, of central relevance to this topic. However, as I have already
dedicated three monographs to this discourse and its practical
implications, one of which with a particular emphasis on the two
Chinese parallels, in what follows I will take up other relevant
material.  The passages surveyed below are in fact amply su�cient
to cover topics relevant to the present book.

I begin with the Buddha’s re�ection, shortly after his awakening,
on the potential of the four establishments of mindfulness (SĀ
1189), which became a central part of his teachings (DĀ 4). In the
remainder of this chapter, I take up various discourses from the
collected sayings on the four establishments of mindfulness in the
Saṃyukta-āgama.  In my presentation, I follow the sequence of
discourses as they appear in the original collection. As a result, my
presentation is no longer as closely tied to a particular topic as in
the preceding two chapters, simply because the collected sayings
present the discourses in a sequence not entirely determined by
concerns of topic interrelationship. Central dimensions of
mindfulness that emerge from the passages taken up in the present
chapter can be found in its “liberating” and “receptive” dimensions,
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as well as in its “protective” quality that comes to the fore in some
similes.

The collected sayings on the four establishments of mindfulness
begin with injunctions to train in the establishments of mindfulness
(SĀ 605 and SĀ 606). The next topic is the relation of the
cultivation of mindfulness to the goal of liberation (SĀ 607 and SĀ
608). The collection then turns to the objects of the four
establishments of mindfulness (SĀ 609), whose cultivation can have
internal and external dimensions (SĀ 610). The four establishments
of mindfulness are of a wholesome nature (SĀ 611), provide an
inexhaustible topic for teachings (SĀ 612), and are the appropriate
practice for a great person (SĀ 614).

At times meditation practice requires a shift from mindfulness to
giving more emphasis to concentration (SĀ 615). In fact, one should
mindfully adjust one’s meditation practice, similar to a skilled cook
who adjusts his dishes to the preferences of his master (SĀ 616).
The relationship between mindfulness and sense restraint can be
illustrated with a simile involving a quail caught by a hawk (SĀ
617). Mindfulness requires establishing balance, similar to two
acrobats performing together (SĀ 619). Following the powerful
imagery of this simile, the collected sayings on the four
establishments of mindfulness in the Saṃyukta-āgama have still
more material to o�er, which I will explore in the next chapter.

THE BUDDHA’S AWAKENING AND THE DIRECT PATH (SĀ 1189)

The scheme of the four establishments of mindfulness and their
potential bene�ts appears to be closely related to the Buddha’s
progress to, and eventual gaining of, awakening. For this reason,
they form the topic of one of the re�ections he had soon after
having become a Buddha:

At one time the Buddha was dwelling at Uruvelā, by the side
of the river Nerañjarā, below the tree of awakening, having
just become a Buddha. At that time the Blessed One, being
alone and re�ecting in a quiet place, had the thought:
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“There is a single vehicle’s path capable of purifying
sentient beings, of transcending worry and sorrow, of
extinguishing pain and a�iction, and of attaining the truth
according to the Dharma, namely the four establishments of
mindfulness. What are the four? They are the establishment of
mindfulness by contemplating the body [in regard to] the
body ... feeling tones ... the mind ... the establishment of
mindfulness by contemplating dharmas [in regard to]
dharmas.”

In agreement with its parallels, the Saṃyukta-āgama discourse
continues by reporting that the celestial Brahmā came to express his
approbation. In this way, on looking back over the path he had
pursued, the recently awakened Buddha was apparently moved to
express his appreciation of the “liberating” potential of the four
establishments of mindfulness, an appreciation con�rmed by
Brahmā, a central �gure in the ancient Indian pantheon. This
liberating potential lies in their ability to bring about mental
puri�cation and to lead beyond various types of a�iction.

According to the passage translated above, such practice can lead
to the attainment of truth. The corresponding phrasing employed in
the Pāli version speaks of the true method and the realization of
Nirvāṇa. In spite of di�ering terminology, the basic implication
would be similar.

The reference in the Saṃyukta-āgama version translated above to
a “single vehicle’s path” appears to be based on a misunderstanding
or a textual error. As a result, what presumably would have been an
equivalent to the Pāli version’s ekāyana, a quali�cation of the path
perhaps best understood as conveying the sense of being “direct”,
became ekayāna, the path of “a single vehicle”.  Another two
Chinese parallels contain translations that appear to re�ect an Indic
original similar to the Pāli phrase, thereby con�rming the
impression that the Saṃyukta-āgama version’s reference to a “single
vehicle’s path” must be an error.
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The Pāli discourses tend to single out the establishments of
mindfulness as the direct path for the puri�cation of beings, etc.,
thereby throwing into relief the liberating power of mindfulness
cultivated in this way. Discourses in the Saṃyukta-āgama di�er
insofar as they also apply the corresponding notion of a “single
vehicle’s path” to other practices, such as the three types of
puri�cation, the four bases of success, and the six recollections.
Pāli parallels to discourses expounding the three types of
puri�cation and the six recollections mention only the puri�cation
of beings, etc., without any reference to the direct path.  This makes
it possible, although not certain, that the otherwise similar reference
to the puri�cation of beings, etc., attracted the reference to the
direct path (understood as a single vehicle) during oral
transmission. As a result, the Saṃyukta-āgama now has this
reference not only for the establishments of mindfulness, but also in
relation to other practices. From a practical viewpoint this seems
less �tting, as the cultivation of mindfulness is indeed a direct path
to liberation, whereas the same does not necessarily apply in the
same way for the six recollections, for example.

Be that as it may, the key point to be taken from the passage
translated above is that, soon after his awakening, the Buddha
re�ected on the “liberating” potential of the four establishments of
mindfulness in leading to mental puri�cation and realization.

THE BUDDHA’S TEACHING OF THE FOUR ESTABLISHMENTS (DĀ 4)

In view of their liberating potential, it is hardly surprising to �nd
instructions on the systematic cultivation of mindfulness, in the
form of its four establishments, listed among various qualities and
accomplishments of the Buddha. A passage in the Dīrgha-āgama
parallel to the Janavasabha-sutta emphasizes this in the following
manner:

The Tathāgata, the arahant, is well capable of analytically
teaching the four establishments of mindfulness. What are the
four? The �rst is contemplating the body internally with
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untiring energy and collected mindfulness that is not lost,
removing greed and discontent in the world, and
contemplating the body externally with untiring energy and
collected mindfulness that is not lost, removing greed and
discontent in the world. Contemplation of feeling tones ...
mind ... dharmas is also like that, with untiring energy and
collected mindfulness that is not lost, removing greed and
discontent in the world.

Having contemplated the body internally, one arouses
knowledge of the bodies of others. Having contemplated
feeling tones internally, one arouses knowledge of the feeling
tones of others. Having contemplated the mind internally, one
arouses knowledge of the minds of others. Having
contemplated dharmas internally, one arouses knowledge of
the dharmas of others.

These are the four establishments of mindfulness which the
Tathāgata is well capable of analytically teaching.

The Pāli parallel also lists the four establishments of mindfulness,
indicating that their cultivation requires combining mindfulness not
only with diligence or energy, but also with clear knowing (a
quality not mentioned in the extract translated above).  The
Janavasabha-sutta o�ers additional information on how mindfulness
cultivated internally in this way then leads over to knowledge of the
bodies, feeling tones, minds, and dharmas of others, quali�ed as
“externally”. According to its presentation, with internal cultivation
the mind becomes rightly concentrated, which then enables
arousing knowledge and vision of the same phenomenon in others.

In evaluating this di�erence, it is worthy of note that the two
versions continue by listing seven qualities that support
concentration, one of which is right mindfulness.  Perhaps the
wording of the earlier passage in the Janavasabha-sutta was
in�uenced by the relationship between mindfulness and
concentration drawn in this subsequent passage. If this should
indeed have been the case, the reference to the mind becoming well
concentrated would be a later addition to the Janavasabhasutta.
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Although this is far from certain, it could be noted that the Dīrgha-
āgama version shows no evident signs of a textual loss as an
alternative possibility to explain the di�erence between the two.

The possibility of knowing the mind of another even without
recourse to telepathic knowledge can be deduced from the Dīrgha-
āgama parallel to the Sampasādanīya-sutta. The relevant passage
proceeds as follows:

Having on one’s own observed the body or heard the speech of
another, one says to that person: “Your mind is like this, your
mind is like this.”

The Sampasādanīya-sutta does not explicitly mention the body and
thus bases this type of knowledge only on what one has heard,
together with subsequent re�ection on that. The tone of voice and
contents of what someone says do indeed allow a keen observer to
discern what feeling tone or mental state that other person is
probably experiencing, and the same holds even more if bodily
posture and facial expression are also taken into account. The
cultivation of the “receptive” dimension mindfulness in particular
would strengthen such keen observational ability.

The need to progress from internal to external cultivation of
mindfulness is a recurrent topic in the early discourses, as already
mentioned in the previous chapter (see above here). Otherwise the
discourses do not expand on the implications of this distinction, and
later tradition re�ects a variety of perspectives on the matter.
Although this makes it di�cult to take a de�nite stance on the
import of these terms, the above passages and their Pāli parallels
o�er support for the suggestion made in the previous chapter that
such references can be understood to refer to oneself (internally)
and others (externally).

At the same time, however, the description in the
Janavasabhasutta reads as if such knowledge is of a telepathic type,
based on having �rst cultivated a considerable degree of
concentration. In contrast, the passage from the Dīrgha-āgama could
more easily be read as pointing to a knowledge that might not
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require any telepathic powers, in line with the indication in the
Sampasādanīya-sutta and its Dīrgha-āgama parallel that one might
assess the state of mind of another based on a more ordinary type of
observation.  I will return to the topic of the implications of
internal and external as key features of the “receptive” dimension of
mindfulness towards the end of my survey in the last chapter (see
below here).

TRAINING IN THE FOUR ESTABLISHMENTS OF MINDFULNESS (SĀ 605 AND SĀ 606)

In the remainder of this chapter and the �rst part of the next
chapter, I continue with passages from the Saṃyukta-āgama that
occur in the collected sayings on the establishments of mindfulness
(SĀ 605 to SĀ 639). My presentation follows the sequence of
discourses as they occur in the Taishō edition. Whenever I do not
translate a discourse, due to the absence of a Pāli parallel, I mention
this explicitly. In this way I hope that the reader will be able to gain
a �rst-hand impression of the character of the collected sayings on
the establishments of mindfulness in the Saṃyukta-āgama.

The �rst two discourses in this part of the Saṃyuktaāgama have a
single Pāli parallel, wherefore I take them up together:

There are four establishments of mindfulness. What are the
four? They are reckoned to be the establishment of
mindfulness by contemplating the body [in regard to] the
body ... feeling tones ... the mind ... and the establishment of
mindfulness by contemplating dharmas [in regard to]
dharmas.

The second discourse among the collected sayings on the
establishments of mindfulness di�ers from the preceding one only in
so far as it instructs the listening monastics that they should train
themselves in such practice:

There are four establishments of mindfulness. What are the
four? They are reckoned to be the establishment of
mindfulness by contemplating the body [in regard to] the

16

17



body ... feeling tones ... the mind ... and the establishment of
mindfulness by contemplating dharmas [in regard to]
dharmas.

In this way, monastics, with diligent e�ort, right
mindfulness, and right knowing you should train in the full
cultivation of these four establishments of mindfulness.

The Pāli counterpart does not have an injunction to the monastics
that they should train and therefore in this respect is a closer
parallel to the �rst of these two Saṃyukta-āgama discourses. It adds
to each establishment of mindfulness that the respective
contemplation should be “diligent, clearly knowing, and mindful,
free from greedy desires and discontent in the world”.  This has a
counterpart only in the second discourse translated above, which
also mentions that mindfulness collaborates with diligent e�ort and
right knowing, although here this speci�cation is found after the
listing of the four establishments. The divergence in the position of
these quali�cations does not amount to a substantial di�erence in
understanding; in fact other discourses in the Saṃyuktaāgama apply
these quali�cations to the actual listing of the four establishments,
an example being SĀ 610 (see below here). In general, there seems
to be a tendency for more emphasis on these qualities in Pāli
discourses.

In sum, the overall presentation in the Saṃyukta-āgama can be
seen to agree with the Pāli discourses that, in the cultivation of
satipaṭṭhāna, mindfulness collaborates with the qualities of diligent
e�ort and right or clear knowing. It is the combination of these
qualities that engenders the “liberating” potential of satipaṭṭhāna
meditation, which is precisely the topic of the next discourse in the
collection.

THE PATH OF MINDFULNESS (SĀ 607)

The four establishments of mindfulness can serve as a path to
liberation from dukkha:
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There is a single vehicle’s path for the puri�cation of sentient
beings,  for causing the transcendence of worry and sorrow,
for extinguishing a�iction and pain, for attaining what
accords with the truth of the Dharma,  that is, the four
establishments of mindfulness. What are the four? [They are]
the establishment of mindfulness by contemplating the body
[in regard to] the body ... feeling tones ... the mind ... and the
establishment of mindfulness by contemplating dharmas [in
regard to] dharmas.

The Pāli parallel, which is the �rst discourse in the
Satipaṭṭhānasaṃyutta, has the “true method” and the “realization of
Nirvāṇa” as its counterpart to the “truth of the Dharma” mentioned
in the passage translated above. The divergent terms employed in
this way could be seen to complement each other in highlighting
bene�ts to be achieved through cultivating the four establishments
of mindfulness.

The main point made by this passage concurs with the earlier two
discourses, by con�rming that the overarching concern of
satipaṭṭhāna meditation is to e�ect mental puri�cation, to lead
beyond being a�icted by worry, sorrow, and pain, and to bring
about a realization of truth or Nirvāṇa. Cultivated in this way,
mindfulness can become truly “liberating”.

MINDFULNESS AND LIBERATION (SĀ 608)

The next discourse in a way builds on what has emerged so far by
highlighting the necessity of cultivating the four establishments of
mindfulness in order to be able to progress to liberation:

If monastics are separated from the four establishments of
mindfulness, they are separated from what accords with the
truth of the noble Dharma. Being separated from what accords
with the truth of the noble Dharma, they are separated from
the noble path. Being separated from the noble path, they are
separated from the Dharma of deathlessness. Being separated
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from the Dharma of deathlessness, they are unable to become
free from birth, old age, disease, death, worry, sorrow,
a�iction, and pain. I say they are unable to attain liberation
from [the mass of] dukkha.

If monastics are not separated from the four establishments
of mindfulness, they gain not being separated from what is
noble and what accords with the truth of the Dharma.  Not
being separated from what is noble and what accords with the
truth of the Dharma, they are not separated from the noble
path. Not being separated from the noble path, they are not
separated from the Dharma of deathlessness. Not being
separated from the Dharma of deathlessness, they are able to
become free from birth, old age, disease, death, worry, sorrow,
a�iction, and pain. I say they are able to attain liberation
from the mass of dukkha.

The Pāli parallel makes basically the same point in a simpler
manner, as it equates neglecting the four establishments of
mindfulness with neglect of the noble path leading to the complete
destruction of dukkha. A relationship between the four
establishments of mindfulness and the “deathless”, amata, occurs in
another discourse in the Saṃyutta-nikāya, which could be reckoned
an additional, or more precisely a “partial”, parallel to the above
Saṃyukta-āgama discourse.

Looking back on the four discourses surveyed so far from the
collected sayings on the establishments of mindfulness in the
Saṃyukta-āgama, something of a crescendo e�ect can be noticed: the
�rst discourse (SĀ 605) presents the four establishments, the second
(SĀ 606) encourages training in them, the third (SĀ 607) shows
their potential to lead to liberation, and the fourth (SĀ 608) clari�es
that they are de�nitely required for that purpose. The resultant
highlight on the “liberating” dimension of mindfulness shows that
neglecting its cultivation is nothing other than neglecting the path
to freedom.

THE IMPERMANENCE OF THE OBJECTS OF MINDFULNESS (SĀ 609)
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Following on the crescendo e�ect created by the �rst four
discourses, another perspective on the four establishments of mind
fulness emerges from the next discourse, which concerns its objects.
The discourse directs attention to the body, feeling tones, the mind,
and dharmas as the four objects of satipaṭṭhāna meditation, with the
question of what leads to their arising and their vanishing:

What is the arising of [the objects of] the four establishments
of mindfulness? What is the vanishing of [the objects of] the
four establishments of mindfulness? The arising of nutriment
is the arising of the body; the cessation of nutriment is the
vanishing of the body. In this way one is accordingly
established in contemplating the [nature of] arising in the
body, one is accordingly established in contemplating the
[nature of] ceasing in the body, and one is accordingly
established in contemplating the [nature of] arising and
ceasing in the body. One is established in dwelling
independently, without ever clinging to anything in the world.

In the same way, the arising of contact is the arising of
feeling tones; the cessation of contact is the vanishing of
feeling tones. In this way one is accordingly established in
contemplating the nature of arising in feeling tones, one is
accordingly established in contemplating the nature of ceasing
in feeling tones, and one is accordingly established in
contemplating the nature of arising and ceasing in feeling
tones. One is established in dwelling independently, without
[ever] clinging to anything in the world.

The arising of name-and-form is the arising of the mind, the
cessation of name-and-form is the vanishing of the mind. [In
this way] one is accordingly established in contemplating the
nature of arising in the mind, one is accordingly established in
contemplating the nature of ceasing in the mind, and one is
accordingly established in contemplating the nature of arising
and ceasing in the mind. One is established in dwelling
independently, without [ever] clinging to anything in the
world.
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The arising of attention is the arising of dharmas, the
cessation of attention is the vanishing of dharmas. [In this
way] one is accordingly established in contemplating the
nature of arising in dharmas, one is accordingly established in
contemplating the nature of ceasing in dharmas, and one is
accordingly established in contemplating the nature of arising
and ceasing in dharmas. One is established in dwelling
independently, without [ever] clinging to anything in the
world.

This is reckoned to be the arising of [the objects of] the four
establishments of mindfulness and the vanishing of [the
objects of] the four establishments of mindfulness.

The Pāli parallel also speaks of the arising and passing away of the
four establishments of mindfulness, even though the exposition
actually concerns their respective objects.  Hence the
supplementation of “[the objects of]” in the above translation could
similarly be employed in a translation of the Pāli version.

The �rst of these four objects is the body, which depends on
nutriment, just as feeling tone depends on contact. Name-and-form
usually serves as a condition for consciousness (viññāṇa), whereas
the term used in the present context is mind or mental state (citta).
The Pāli commentarial explanation relates this to the arising of the
awakening factors, which results from the arising of wise or
penetrative attention.

The Chinese character couplet that I have translated as
“attention” (manasikāra) can also render “mindful recollection”. This
range of possible meanings echoes observations made earlier
regarding the memory nuances of mindfulness, as the usage by the
Chinese translators (regardless of the term employed in the Indic
original) agrees with a general impression of some �uidity in
terminology.

The overall thrust of the presentation seems to be to highlight the
conditionality of the objects of mindfulness meditation. A minor
di�erence between the two versions is that the Pāli discourse just
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mentions the arising and passing away of each of these objects of
mindfulness, without a reference to “contemplating” their arising
and passing away and thereby also without a reference to dwelling
independently without clinging to anything in the world.  Due to
this di�erence, the Saṃyukta-āgama version comes with a bit more
emphasis on relating this instruction to actual practice, thereby
activating the “liberating” dimension of mindfulness in order to
dwell independently and without clinging (mentioned regularly in
the Satipaṭṭhāna-sutta).

Although not explicitly spelled out, the highlight placed here on
the objects of mindfulness meditation could be taken to imply an
encouragement to discern the conditionality of what is experienced
during actual practice. Discerning conditionality is in fact an explicit
part of instructions for contemplation of the hindrances and the
awakening factors in the Satipaṭṭhāna-sutta and its Madhyama-āgama
parallel.  From this viewpoint, then, perhaps the present discourse
could be taken to point to an application of the same procedure to
the entire range of objects that can come within the purview of
satipaṭṭhāna meditation.  Due to the di�erent characteristics of
each of these four domains, the main conditions to be discerned
di�er, ranging from nutriment via contact and name-and-form to
attention. Such paying attention to discerning conditionality could
then be related to the “attentive” dimension of mindfulness.

CULTIVATING THE ESTABLISHMENTS OF MINDFULNESS (SĀ 610)

According to the next discourse, a “cultivation” of the
establishments of mindfulness requires directing mindfulness
internally, externally, and both:

I will teach you the cultivation of the four establishments of
mindfulness; listen carefully and pay proper attention. What is
the cultivation of the four establishments of mindfulness? It is
reckoned to be dwelling in contemplation of the body [in
relation to] the body internally, with diligent e�ort, right
knowing, and right mindfulness, overcoming worry and
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sorrow in the world; dwelling in contemplation of the body
[in relation to the body] externally ... and internally and
externally, with diligent e�ort, right mindfulness, and right
knowing, overcoming worry and sorrow in the world.

In the same way for dwelling in [contemplation of] feeling
tones ... the mind ... and dharmas [in relation to] dharmas
internally ... dharmas externally ... and dharmas internally and
externally, with diligent e�ort, right mindfulness, and right
knowing, overcoming worry and sorrow in the world.

Monastics, this is called the cultivation of the four
establishments of mindfulness.

The above discourse is followed by an indication that the cultivation
of the four establishments of mindfulness in regard to the past and
future should also be taught in this way. This type of reciter’s
instruction implies that another two discourses should be recited in
the same way, with the only di�erence that the otherwise similar
instructions should be related to the past and to the future. Since the
cultivation itself is concerned with what is taking place in the
present moment, this indication could be taken to convey that the
way to practise the four establishments of mindfulness was the same
in the past and will be the same in the future. In other words, the
“receptive” dimension of mindfulness in relation to the internal and
the external should be seen as a key feature of its cultivation in past,
present, and future times.

The Pāli parallel stipulates the need to purify one’s moral conduct
and have straight view as a foundation for such mindfulness
practice.  It expounds in a similar way the four establishments of
mindfulness cultivated internally, externally, and both. With such
practice (based on moral conduct), according to the Pāli report one
can expect wholesome states to grow, day and night, and not
decline.

The basic formulation describing the mindfulness practice itself is
closely similar in the Pāli version, which also combines mindfulness
with being diligent (ātāpī), clearly knowing (sampajāna), and
overcoming greedy desire and discontent in the world (vineyya loke
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abhijjhādomanassaṃ). The same holds for parallels in the Madhyama-
āgama and in Tibetan translation. The present discourse thereby
a�ords a convenient opportunity for examining the qualities that
collaborate with mindfulness in the context of satipaṭṭhāna
meditation.

The term ātāpī can at times convey nuances of a rather strong
e�ort, in the sense of strenuous or even ardent exertion. The
Chinese original for the above translation combines characters that
render “e�ort” and “expedient”, another Chinese parallel speaks of
being “very energetic”, and the Tibetan counterpart conveys the
sense of being “diligent”.  This is indeed the sense appropriate to
the present context, namely ensuring a continuity of mindfulness in
a balanced manner which avoids laxity just as much as
overstrenuous exertion.

The Pāli counterpart to “right knowing” is sampajañña (noun) or
sampajāna (adjective), a term related to the verb pajānāti, “one
knows”, which occurs repeatedly in the detailed instructions in the
Satipaṭṭhāna-sutta. The corresponding noun is paññā, “wisdom”. A
de�nition given in the Mahāvedalla-sutta of one who has wisdom
employs precisely the verb pajānāti.

The similarity between the parallel versions in stipulating these
qualities suggests that, in the context of the cultivation of the four
establishments of mindfulness, the quality of clear or right knowing
is in particular responsible for engendering wisdom. In some later
traditions, however, mindfulness came to be seen as intrinsically a
matter of wisdom, and at times was also equated to the quality of
diligence. The basic formula describing the establishments of
mindfulness shows that in early Buddhist thought mindfulness
rather collaborates with clear knowing and with diligence. Hence
for a proper appreciation of mindfulness as such, a distinction needs
to be drawn between mindfulness on its own and its cultivation in
conjunction with clear/right knowing and diligence as satipaṭṭhāna.
This distinction is also of relevance for appreciating the ethical
quality of mindfulness by itself as compared with satipaṭṭhāna.
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THE WHOLESOME NATURE OF THE FOUR ESTABLISHMENTS (SĀ 611)

The ethical quality of satipaṭṭhāna meditation is the topic of the next
discourse, which clari�es that the practice of the establishments of
mindfulness is of a wholesome nature. This contrasts to the
hindrances, which are rather unwholesome conditions of the
mind:

There is a heap of wholesome states and a heap of
unwholesome states.

What is a heap of wholesome states? That is, it is the four
establishments of mindfulness. These are rightly called such.
Why is that? They are entirely and completely a pure heap,
that is, the four establishments of mindfulness. What are the
four? They are reckoned to be the establishment of
mindfulness by contemplating the body [in regard to] the
body ... feeling tones ... the mind ... and the establishment of
mindfulness by contemplating dharmas [in regard to]
dharmas.

What is a heap of unwholesome [states]? The heap of
unwholesome [states] is reckoned to be the �ve hindrances.
These are rightly called such. Why is that? They are entirely
[a matter of] negligence and completely a heap of what is
unwholesome, that is, the �ve hindrances. What are the �ve?
They are reckoned to be the hindrance of sensual desire, the
hindrance of anger, the hindrance of sloth-and-torpor, the
hindrance of restlessness-and-worry, and the hindrance of
doubt.

The Pāli parallel takes the same position, with the minor sequential
di�erence that it �rst takes up the �ve hindrances as a heap of what
is unwholesome and only then the four establishments of
mindfulness as a heap of what is wholesome; a procedure in line
with a regular pattern of mentioning the negative �rst and then the
positive.

The identi�cation of the four establishments of mindfulness as a
heap of what is wholesome could have provided a starting point for,
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or at least encouraged, the notion in some later traditions that
mindfulness itself is invariably a wholesome quality.  This is not
the case for early Buddhism, which recognizes wrong types of
mindfulness. Wrong mindfulness clearly does not �t the category of
being a wholesome quality. Hence in early Buddhist thought
mindfulness itself is considered an ethically indeterminate quality. It
could be wholesome, but could also fail to be so. However, when
mindfulness features as part of a cultivation of the four
establishments of mindfulness, then it de�nitely acquires a
wholesome dimension.

Of further interest here is that such cultivation involves, among
other things, directing mindfulness to the presence of the hindrances
in one’s own mind. Contrary to notions held in later tradition, this
shows that mindfulness can be present at the time when an
unwholesome quality is in the mind.

THE INEXHAUSTIBILITY OF TEACHINGS ON MINDFULNESS (SĀ 612)

The preceding three discourses have de�ned some parameters of
satipaṭṭhāna meditation. These concern observing the arising and
passing away of the four objects of satipaṭṭhāna meditation so as to
dwell independently and without clinging (SĀ 609) and the need for
such cultivation to cover both what is internal and what is external
(SĀ 610), followed by pointing to the intrinsically wholesome
nature of such practice (SĀ 611). Although in itself this may seem
already a rather comprehensive survey of the topic, as if to forestall
the impression that all has by now been said, the next discourse
clari�es that the establishments of mindfulness provide an
inexhaustible topic for the Buddha (here referred to as the
Tathāgata) to deliver teachings:

It is like [four] persons who hold in their hands [one of] four
types of strong bow and with much strength and skill shoot
[an arrow] through the shadow of a palm tree, which quickly
passes through without obstruction.
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In the same way, [suppose] there are four types of disciple
of the Tathāgata with supreme skills, sharp wisdom faculties
and a lifespan of a complete hundred years. In relation to the
Tathāgata’s teaching and instructing the Dharma for a
hundred years, except for just having a rest to eat, for
nourishment and defecation,  and for sleep, in between
[these activities] they would constantly listen to what is
constantly being taught by the Tathāgata, being spoken with
wisdom and acuity, completely remembering it to the end
without any obstruction, and without asking the Tathāgata
any further questions, [yet] the Tathāgata’s teaching of the
Dharma would not have come to an end.

Listening to the teachings for their complete lifespan of a
hundred years, their life would have come to an end and still
the Tathāgata would not have been able to complete his
teaching of the Dharma.

You should know that what is taught by the Tathāgata is
immeasurable and boundless; the collection of his words, his
phrases, and his expressions is also unlimited and without an
end, namely on the four establishments of mindfulness. What
are the four? They are reckoned to be the establishment of
mindfulness on the body ... feeling tones ... the mind ... and
the establishment of mindfulness on dharmas.

A Pāli parallel to the above discourse occurs in the �nal part of the
Mahāsīhanāda-sutta, found in the Majjhima-nikāya. The context here
is an assertion by the Buddha that his advanced age should not be
considered to have had any impact on his wisdom. A minor
di�erence is that in the Mahāsīhanāda-sutta the four disciples of a
hundred-year lifespan continue to ask questions about the four
establishments of mindfulness, whereas in the above passage the
Buddha expounds the same topic on his own, without the disciples
asking any questions.

Alongside such di�erences, the two passages agree in throwing
into relief the inexhaustibility of the topic of the four establishments
of mindfulness, such that even in a teaching marathon lasting a
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hundred years the Buddha would not have run short of material.
This indication in a way puts into perspective my survey in this and
other chapters as well as my attempt to summarize key aspects of
mindfulness under the headings of being “protective”, “embodied”,
“attentive”, “receptive”, and “liberating”. The survey presented in
this book can only be incomplete and the �ve qualities I have
chosen only be inadequate in view of the inexhaustibility of the
topic.

The above discourse is followed by an indication that all of the
discourses so far on the topic of the four establishments of
mindfulness should be repeated with a concluding injunction to the
monastics that they should make a supreme e�ort and with
diligence, right mindfulness, and right knowing train themselves in
the cultivation of the four establishments of mindfulness. This
strong call to put it all into practice con�rms the impression that the
highlight on the inexhaustibility of the topic of satipaṭṭhāna
meditation in a way rounds o� the preceding survey of di�erent
aspects of its cultivation.

The Saṃyukta-āgama continues with another discourse that takes
up again the wholesome nature of the four establishments of
mindfulness (SĀ 613), already broached in the preceding discourse
(SĀ 611). Since this next discourse does not have a Pāli parallel, I do
not provide a translation, in keeping with the approach I have
adopted throughout of taking up only material that is found in one
of the Chinese Āgamas and their parallels in the Pāli Nikāyas. The
discourse di�ers from SĀ 611 in its de�nition of what is
unwholesome, as instead of the �ve hindrances it mentions the
three unwholesome roots.  Following this discourse, there are
instructions to recite four additional discourses, which vary in what
they contrast with the wholesome nature of the four establishments
of mindfulness. Presented in summary form, the �ve modalities of
unwholesomeness that emerge in this way are as follows:

The three unwholesome roots: lust, anger, and delusion.
The three bad conducts: bad bodily conduct, bad verbal
conduct, and bad mental conduct.
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Three [unwholesome] perceptions: perceptions of
sensuality, perceptions of anger, and perceptions of
harming.
Three [unwholesome] thoughts: thoughts of sensuality,
thoughts of anger, and thoughts of harming.
Three [unwholesome] elements: the element of sensuality,
the element of anger, and the element of harming.

These permutations around the theme of what is unwholesome
converge on accentuating the wholesome repercussions of the four
establishments of mindfulness, which invariably provide a contrast
to each of the items in the above list. Be it the �ve hindrances
mentioned earlier or any of the unwholesome conditions listed
above, the cultivation of satipaṭṭhāna serves as the wholesome
counterpart.

A GREAT PERSON PRACTISES MINDFULNESS (SĀ 614)

The next discourse in a way reiterates what emerges from the above
survey of unwholesome conditions to be overcome, di�ering in so
far as it instead places more emphasis on the positive. It achieves
this by clarifying that to become a great person (mahāpurisa)
requires cultivating the four establishments of mindfulness in such a
way that the mind becomes liberated:

If a monastic dwells mindfully contemplating the body [in
regard to] the body and, having dwelled mindfully
contemplating the body [in regard to] the body, the mind is
not freed from [lust and] sensual desire and does not attain
liberation by eradicating all the in�uxes, I say that such a one
is not a great person. Why is that? Because the mind is not
liberated.

If a monastic dwells mindfully contemplating feeling tones
... the mind ... dharmas [in regard to] dharmas and the mind
is not freed from [lust and] sensual desire and does not attain
liberation by eradicating all the in�uxes, I do not say that such
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a one is a great person. Why is that? Because the mind is not
liberated.

If a monastic dwells mindfully contemplating the body [in
regard to] the body and the mind attains being freed from
[lust and] sensual desire,  the mind attains liberation by
eradicating all the in�uxes, I say that such a one is a great
person. Why is that? Because the mind is liberated.

If [a monastic] dwells mindfully contemplating feeling tones
... the mind ... dharmas [in regard to] dharmas and, having
dwelled mindfully contemplating feeling tones ... the mind ...
dharmas [in regard to] dharmas, the mind is freed from lust
and sensual desire, it attains liberation by eradicating all the
in�uxes, I say that such a one is a great person. Why is that?
Because the mind is liberated.

The introductory narration to the above extract reports that an
unnamed monastic had asked the Buddha about the signi�cance of
being called a great person. In the Pāli parallel, Sāriputta had asked
the question.

Alongside such minor di�erences, the two versions agree in
highlighting the importance of cultivating the establishments of
mindfulness in such a way that they actualize the “liberating”
potential of mindfulness. This is their central purpose and the way
to become a great person. Together with the previous set of
discourses, undertaking satipaṭṭhāna meditation can be summarized
as enabling complete emergence from what is unwholesome and
thereby becoming a truly great person.

SHIFTING BETWEEN CONCENTRATION AND MINDFULNESS (SĀ 615)

The next discourse gives more speci�c instructions for the actual
cultivation of satipaṭṭhāna. When experiencing sluggishness during
one’s practice, it is commendable to shift from the cultivation of
satipaṭṭhāna to another meditation practice in order to arouse joy
and thereby in turn strengthen concentration. The relevant
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discourse is of additional interest, as its introductory narration
features nuns as accomplished practitioners of mindfulness:

At that time, in the morning, the venerable Ānanda put on his
robes and took his bowl to enter the town of Sāvatthī and beg
for alms. On the way he thought: “Let me now �rst go to the
monastic dwelling of the nuns.” He went to the monastic
dwelling of the nuns.

On seeing from afar that the venerable Ānanda was coming,
the nuns swiftly prepared a seat and invited him to sit down.
Then the nuns paid respect at the feet of the venerable
Ānanda, withdrew to sit to one side, and said to the venerable
Ānanda: “We nuns are established in cultivating the four
establishments of mindfulness with a [well-]collected mind, of
which we ourselves know successively whether it increases or
decreases [in collectedness].”

The venerable Ānanda said to the nuns: “It is well, it is well,
sisters, one should train as you have described. Anyone who is
established in cultivating the four establishments of
mindfulness with a well-collected mind should in this way
know successively whether it increases or decreases [in
collectedness].”

Then the venerable Ānanda taught the Dharma in various
ways to the nuns. Having taught the Dharma in various ways,
he rose from his seat and left.

At that time, after having returned from begging for alms in
the town of Sāvatthī, having stored away his robe and bowl,
and having washed his feet, the venerable Ānanda approached
the Blessed One. He paid respect with his head at the Buddha’s
feet, withdrew to sit to one side, and fully told the Blessed
One what the nuns had said.

The Buddha said to Ānanda: “It is well, it is well. In this
way one should train in being established in the four
establishments of mindfulness with a mind that is well
collected and know successively whether it increases or
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decreases [in collectedness]. Why is that? [Suppose] the mind
pursues what is external. Yet, afterwards one controls that
pursuing mind. A distracted mind does not become liberated,
knowing everything as it really is.

“Suppose a monastic is established in mindfully
contemplating the body as a body. Having become established
in mindfully contemplating the body as a body, suppose the
body is a�ected by drowsiness and the mental factors are
sluggish.  That monastic should arouse inspired con�dence
by taking hold of an inspiring mark.

“Having aroused a mental state of inspired con�dence by
mindfully recollecting an inspiring mark, the mind becomes
delighted. [The mind] having become delighted, joy arises.
The mind having become joyous, the body becomes tranquil.
The body having become tranquil, happiness is experienced
with the whole being.  Having experienced happiness with
the whole being, the mind becomes concentrated.

“The mind being concentrated, the noble disciple should
undertake this training: ‘It is for this purpose that I took hold
of the mind that had been scattered externally. That has made
it become quiet without giving rise to perceptions with
[directed] awareness and has stopped perceptions of
[sustained] contemplation. Being without [directed]
awareness and [sustained] contemplation, I am equanimous
and mindful, established in happiness. Being already
established in happiness, I know it as it really is.’”

The discourse continues by indicating that the same holds for
feeling tones, the mind, and dharmas. The Pāli parallel o�ers
additional details that elucidate the point made with this
instruction. When the practitioner realizes that the mind has
become concentrated, whereby the purpose of directing the mind
has been achieved, it becomes possible to withdraw it and to dwell
without vitakka and vicāra. These two are factors of the mind that
are present in stages of meditation leading up to and during the
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actual attainment of the �rst absorption. Their Chinese equivalents
are “[directed] awareness” and “[sustained] contemplation”.

The Pāli version also examines the case when bringing to mind an
inspiring mark (nimitta) is not necessary and the practitioner is able
to dwell happily in the establishment of mindfulness without
needing to direct the mind, unlike what was necessary when the
mind was distracted outwardly. These two modes of practice are
presented under the headings of “directed meditation” and
“undirected meditation”, making it clear that there is a su�cient
degree of di�erence to distinguish between these two modalities of
practice.  At the same time, the purpose of the entire passage is of
course to show how they can be skilfully interrelated.

The main problem thematized in both versions seems to be
distraction that occurs while one is cultivating mindfulness.
Realizing that this is the case, the advice is to arouse inspiration by
temporarily taking up some meditation practice that leads to joy
and tranquillity. Once the mind has become more settled and
concentrated in this way, one returns to the practice of mindfulness.
After having in this way delineated the interrelation between
mindfulness and concentration as two distinct but complementary
qualities, the collected sayings on satipaṭṭhāna in the Saṃyukta-
āgama continue with several similes.

THE SIMILE OF THE COOK (SĀ 616)

The instructions in the previous discourse imply that mindfulness
meditation requires monitoring what is taking place and adjusting
one’s practice accordingly. This basic principle of cultivating
“receptivity”, essential for successful practice, �nds illustration in a
simile featuring a cook:

You should take hold of the marks of your own mind; do not
let it be scattered externally. Why is that? Suppose those
foolish monastics, who do not distinguish and are not skilful,
do not take hold of the marks of their own mind but take hold

51

52



of an external mark. Subsequently they decline and give rise
to what obstructs themselves.

It is just like, for example, a foolish cook, who does not
distinguish and is not skilful at combining various tastes, who
waits upon his master with what is sour, salty, or bland in a
way that does not suit his [master’s] wishes, who is unable to
grasp well his master’s preferences properly in regard to what
is sour, salty, or bland, in regard to combining these various
tastes.

He is unable to wait on his master intimately [while
standing by his] left and right sides, to serve him what is
required, to be receptive to his desires, to grasp well his
[master’s] wishes. Following his own ideas, he combines the
various tastes and presents them to his master. As these do not
suit his [master’s] wishes, the master is not pleased. Because
of not pleasing [his master, the cook] will not receive a noble
reward and will not be thought of fondly.

Foolish monastics are also like that; they do not distinguish
and are not skilful. When dwelling in contemplation of the
body [in regard to] the body, they are unable to remove
higher de�lements, unable to collect their minds, and also
unable to gain mental stillness within. They are unable to gain
perfect right mindfulness and right knowing, and they are also
unable to attain the four types of higher state of mind,
dwellings in happiness here and now, and [to attain] the
previously not yet attained peace of Nirvāṇa.  These are
called foolish monastics who do not distinguish,  are not
skilful, are unable to take hold properly of the marks of the
mind within, but take hold of an external mark, giving rise to
obstructions for themselves.

Suppose there are monastics who are clever and capable,
who have skilful means, who having taken hold of the mind
within, after that take hold of an external mark. They will
never subsequently decline or give rise to obstructions for
themselves.
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It is just like, for example, a clever and capable cook who
with skilful means waits upon his master, capable of
combining various tastes,  what is sour, salty, or bland, and
of well grasping the marks of his master’s preferences in
regard to combining various tastes so that they are agreeable
to the mind, listening to his master’s desires for what is tasty
and frequently o�ering it. Having pleased the master, [the
cook] will certainly gain high ranking and be thought of
fondly, be trusted and revered. In this way, the clever cook
well grasped his master’s wishes.

[Clever] monastics are also like that. Mindfully dwelling in
contemplation of the body [in regard to] the body, they
remove higher de�lements and well collect their minds,
stilling the mind within. They have right mindfulness and
right knowing, they attain the four higher states of mind,
dwellings in happiness here and now, and they attain the
previously not yet attained peace of Nirvāṇa. These are called
monastics who are clever and capable, who have skilful
means, who take hold of the marks of the mind within and
[then] take hold of an external mark. They never fall back or
give rise to obstructions for themselves.

The discourse continues by indicating that the same description
should be applied to contemplation of feeling tones, the mind, and
dharmas.

The Pāli version does not relate taking hold of the marks of one’s
own mind within to the ability not to fall back and give rise to
obstructions when taking hold of an external mark. This description
in the above passage could be taken as pointing to a need to bridge
formal sitting meditation, during which one learns to take hold of
the marks of one’s own mind within, with daily-life situations,
where in one way or another one has to handle external marks. On
this understanding, the point would be that, by having familiarized
oneself with the characteristics of one’s own mind within, one
increasingly learns to handle such external marks well.
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The two versions agree in putting a spotlight on the potential of
the four establishments to lead to deepening concentration. In both
versions, the description of the cook points to the “receptive”
dimension of mindfulness. Just as the cook needs to be receptive to
how his food is being received, so mindfulness helps one to stay
receptive to how the meditation is progressing. Not only in relation
to meditation practice but in a range of di�erent ways mindfulness
can enhance one’s receptivity and thereby help provide a better
understanding of what is occurring so that one can adjust to it
accordingly.

THE SIMILE OF THE QUAIL (SĀ 617)

The “protective” aspect of mindfulness comes to the fore in a simile
that illustrates how even a quail can outwit a hawk:

In the distant past there was a bird, [of the species] called
quail. It had been caught by a hawk, who �ew up high into
the sky. Up in the sky, [the quail] called out: “I was myself not
alert and suddenly I met with this misfortune. Because I
departed from my ancestral domain and journeyed to
another’s place, therefore I met with this misfortune. How else
could I today be put in this di�culty by it, unable to be free!”

The hawk said to the quail: “What is the place of your own
domain, where you are able to be free?”

The quail replied: “My own domain is in the midst of a
ploughed furrow in a farm �eld. There I am fully free from
misfortunes; that is my home and ancestral domain.”

The hawk’s pride was aroused. It said to the quail: “I set you
free to leave, to return amidst ploughed furrows. Will you be
able to escape me thereby?”

Then the quail got out from the claws of the hawk and
returned to the ploughed furrow, to a big clod below which
there was a safe place to stay. Then it went on top of the clod,
wanting to give battle to the hawk.
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The hawk was greatly enraged [thinking]: “That is [just] a
little bird and it dares to give battle to me.” Extremely angry,
[the hawk] quickly �ew straight down to �ght. Then the quail
entered beneath the clod. By the power of its �ight, the hawk
dashed with its breast against the solid clod, shattered its
body, and died.

Then the quail, being hidden deeply under the clod, faced
upwards and spoke in verse:

“The hawk came using its strength;
The quail relied on its own domain.
Availing itself of anger and excessively ferocious strength
[The hawk] encountered misfortune and its body was

smashed.

“Endowed with penetration,
Relying on my own domain
I defeated [the hawk’s] anger and my mind rejoices
Contemplating with joy my own strength.

“Suppose you are violent and stupid,
[Even] having the force of a hundred thousand elephants,
You are no match for my wisdom,
Even to a sixteenth part of it.
I contemplate my wisdom and superior distinction
In destroying and extinguishing the dark hawk.”

In this way, monastics, foolish ones who give up their own
ancestral domain and journey to another’s place come to
disaster like that hawk.  Monastics, you should also dwell in
the area of you own domain, you should be well guarded and
be apart from the domain of others, you should train in this
way.

Monastics, another’s place and another’s domain is reckoned
to be the domain of the �ve sensual pleasures: seeing with the
eye what is gratifying, likeable,  being aware of �ne forms
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with a sensual mind that is de�led by attachment; being
conscious with the ear of sounds ... being conscious with the
nose of scents ... being conscious with the tongue of �avours
... being conscious with the body of touches that are
gratifying, likeable, being aware of �ne touches with a sensual
mind that is de�led by attachment. Monastics, this is called
another’s place, another’s domain.

Monastics, your own place and ancestral domain is
reckoned to be the four establishments of mindfulness. What
are the four? They are reckoned to be the establishment of
mindfulness by contemplating the body [in regard to] the
body ... feeling tones ... the mind ... and the establishment of
mindfulness by contemplating dharmas [in regard to]
dharmas. For this reason, monastics, you should train in
dwelling in your own place, journeying in your own ancestral
domain, stay far apart from another’s place and another’s
domain.

The simile of the quail illustrates the “protective” dimension of
mindfulness, particularly in relation to sensual distraction. If
mindfulness is established, it becomes possible to withstand even
strong forms of such distraction, comparable to the ability of a weak
quail to outwit a much stronger hawk. In contrast, once mindfulness
is lost, one is without protection. This in turn highlights the
importance of training in continuity of mindfulness, making sure
that, whenever the vantage point of mindfulness has been lost, it is
regained as soon as possible.

The next discourse (SĀ 618) does not have a Pāli parallel properly
speaking. It just states that one who cultivates the four
establishments of mindfulness will attain one of the four levels of
awakening.

THE SIMILE OF THE ACROBATS (SĀ 619)

The foundational role that training in mindfulness serves for truly
being able to help others comes to the fore in the simile of two
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acrobats performing together:

In former times there was a teacher of acrobatics done in
dependence on a pole. He placed the pole straight up on his
shoulder and told his disciple:  “Getting up and down on the
pole,  you protect me and I will also protect you. Protecting
each other we will put on a show and gain much wealth.”

Then the disciple of acrobatics said to the teacher of
acrobatics: “It will not do as you said. Instead, we should each
take care to protect ourselves. [Like this] we will put on a
show and gain much wealth. We will be physically at ease and
yet I will get down safely.”

The teacher of acrobatics said: “As you said, we will take
care to protect ourselves, this is correct and is also the
meaning of what I said.”

Having protected oneself,  one right away protects the
other; when protecting the other and oneself as well, this is
protection indeed.

[How does protecting oneself protect others]?  Becoming
familiar with one’s own mind,  developing it, protecting it
accordingly, and attaining realization; this is called
“protecting oneself protects others.”

How does protecting others protect oneself? By the gift of
fearlessness, the gift of non-violation, the gift of
harmlessness,  by having a mind of mettā and empathy for
others; this is called “protecting others protects oneself.”

For this reason, monastics, you should train yourself like
this: “Protecting myself, I will develop the four establishments
of mindfulness; protecting others, I will develop the four
establishments of mindfulness.”

For the two acrobats to perform their feat successfully, the teacher
would have to keep the pole �rmly straight and the disciple would
have to maintain balance while on top of the pole. In view of this
need for cooperation, the suggestion that they should protect each
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other is certainly meaningful, in that the teacher wishes to protect
the disciple by keeping the pole �rmly upright. At the same time,
the teacher hopes that the disciple will protect him by avoiding any
jerky movement that upsets the balance of the pole and makes it
di�cult to keep the pole straight. The teacher’s concern would also
be that, whether he makes a mistake or the disciple makes a
mistake, in both cases the one who risks falling down is the disciple.
Hence as the teacher and with a natural attitude of concern, he
expresses himself in terms of protecting each other.

The additional perspective introduced by the disciple, according
to which they should each take care to protect themselves, in a way
brings a re�nement to the basic principle of harmonious cooperation
by indicating that neither of them should focus all their attention on
protecting the other. This indication need not be seen as implying a
rejection of a concern for each other. Rather, it can be understood to
introduce the proper perspective for achieving smooth cooperation,
namely being �rst of all centred oneself.

Learning to be �rst of all centred oneself then takes the form of
cultivating the four establishments of mindfulness. It is in this sense
that one �rst needs to take care to protect oneself, before being truly
able to assist others.  For this reason, here mettā and empathy for
others are the outcome of having �rst of all cultivated mindfulness,
which provides the proper foundation for their �ourishing.

From the viewpoint of mindfulness itself, the simile of the two
acrobats can be seen to combine qualities mentioned in the previous
two similes, namely “receptivity” and “protection”. In order to
protect each other and to protect themselves, the two acrobats need
to be receptive not only to the needs of the other but also to their
own needs. Out of this union of key qualities of mindfulness in
receptivity and protection, mettā and compassion grow.

SUMMARY

The four establishments of mindfulness are a direct path to mental
puri�cation. They can be applied internally as well as externally, a
distinction that seems to imply directing mindfulness to oneself as
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well as to others. Cultivation of the four establishments of
mindfulness can lead to liberation from all dukkha. Their respective
objects manifest due to conditions, as the body depends on
nutriment, feeling tone on contact, mental states on name-and-form,
and dharmas on attention.

In the context of the four establishments, mindfulness collaborates
with diligent e�ort and clear or right knowing. Together these can
lead to a mental condition free from greedy desire and discontent,
thereby revealing the liberative potential of mindfulness meditation.
Hence the establishments of mindfulness are of a wholesome nature,
even though mindfulness itself is ethically undetermined. Teachings
on their practice are an inexhaustible topic to such a degree that the
Buddha could have given continuous lectures on them even for a
hundred years.

The way to become a truly great person is the practice of
mindfulness. When the mind is scattered during the cultivation of
mindfulness, it can be helpful to shift to another meditation
practice. Noticing the need for such a shift in meditation practice is
a task of mindfulness, whose receptive monitoring compares to a
skilful cook who observes how his or her dishes are received.
Mindfulness can exert a protective function, as long as one remains
within the domain of its presence. This is similar to the need for a
quail to refrain from straying out of its proper domain in order to
avoid being caught. Mindfulness also furnishes the proper
foundation for being really able to assist others. This is comparable
to two acrobats who, in order to perform a feat together, need �rst
of all to establish their own balance and then are able to
collaborate. The three similes of the cook, the quail, and the
acrobats taken together point to two key qualities of mindfulness:
receptivity and protection.

Anālayo 2003b, 2013b, and 2018i; see also Anālayo 2011: 73–
97.
Out of the discourses in this collection, translations of SĀ 605
to 615 can also be found in Hurvitz 1978.
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SĀ 1189 at T II 322a28 to 322b3, parallel to SN 47.18 at SN V
167,5 and SN 47.43 at SN V 185,4 (translated by Bodhi 2000:
1647 and 1661), SĀ  102 at T II 410b10, and SĀ  4 at T II
494a17.
The nuance of being a “direct path” is my preferred
understanding among various possible explanations, for surveys
of which see Gethin 1992: 59–66 and Klaus 2018.
A discussion of this translation error can be found in Nattier
2007. The apparent shift from ekāyana to ekayāna does not
appear to be a problem of the Chinese translation of the
Saṃyukta-āgama only, as another occurrence of the same
rendering in SĀ 535 at T II 139a20 has a counterpart in a
Tibetan parallel, Up 6029 at D 4094 nya 13a4 or Q 5595 thu
46a8, in theg pa ni gcig, the “single vehicle”. However, a
reference to the single vehicle in SĀ 550 at T II 143b22 has a
counterpart in the “direct path” in a Sanskrit fragment parallel,
MS 2380/1/1+2recto1, Harrison 2007: 202: ekāyano mārgaḥ.
See also below note 16.
SĀ  102 at T II 410b12 simply refers to “a single path”. The
relevant expression in SĀ  4 at T II 494a19 has been translated
by Nattier 2007: 195 as “the way which is single-leading”.
SĀ 563 at T II 147c14, SĀ 561 at T II 147b2, and SĀ 550 at T II
143b22.
AN 3.74 at AN I 221,7 (translated by Bodhi 2012: 307) and AN
6.26 at AN III 314,22 (translated by Bodhi 2012: 885). The
parallel to SĀ 561, SN 51.15 at SN V 272,16 (translated by
Bodhi 2000: 1733), simply introduces the four bases of success
as the way to overcome desire, without any additional
quali�cation.
Gethin 1992: 66 concludes that “the four satipaṭṭhānas provide a
description of the path right from basics direct to the �nal goal
... deserving of the epithet ekāyano maggo.”
DĀ 4 at T I 35c26 to 36a4.
DN 18 at DN II 216,10 (translated by Walshe 1987: 298).
DN 18 at DN II 217,1 and DĀ 4 at T I 36a6.
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DĀ 18 at T I 78a3 to 78a4, parallel to DN 28 at DN III 104,1
(translated by Walshe 1987: 419); for a Sanskrit fragment
parallel see Or. 15009/137r6, Kudo 2009: 189.
For a detailed survey of later exegesis on these terms in a range
of di�erent traditions see Schmithausen 2012.
See in more detail Anālayo 2003b: 94–102, 2013b: 17f, 2018f,
2018i: 35–40, 2020d, and below here.
The relevant passage in another Chinese parallel, T 9 at T I
216a8, is fairly short and just mentions internal and external
cultivation of the four establishments of mindfulness, without
spelling out any further details and thus without a reference to
the bodies, etc., of others and also without a reference to
concentration. Of interest for an evaluation of T 9 at T I 216a11
is that it provides another instance of the “one vehicle” phrase
being applied to the four establishments of mindfulness,
discussed above in note 5; see also the discussion in Nattier
2007: 190. In this case, the “one vehicle” phrase is preceded by
a reference to bodhi and followed by a reference to the right
Dharma. This formulation does not give the impression of being
particularly early, making it less probable that the remainder of
the passage has preserved a more original version than DĀ 4
and DN 18.
SĀ 605 at T II 170c28 to 171a1 and SĀ 606 at T II 171a4 to
171a7, parallel to SN 47.24 at SN V 173,26 (translated by Bodhi
2000: 1652); SĀ 605 also has a parallel preserved in Tibetan
translation, Up 6027 at D 4094 nyu 12b3 or Q 5595 thu 45b6
(translated by Dhammadinnā 2018: 23).
SN 47.24 at SN V 173,29: ātāpī samapajāno satimā vineyya loka
abhijjhādomanassaṃ.
See below p. 94n23, p. 107n45, p. 123n6, p. 227n59, and p.
227n61.
SĀ 607 at T II 171a10 to 171a13, parallel to SN 47.1 at SN V
141,10 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 1627).
On the reference to a “single vehicle’s” path see above note 5.
The formulation here di�ers from SĀ 1189, taken up above p.
87, which had “the truth according to the Dharma”.
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SN 47.1 at SN V 141,15 adds that such mindfulness practice
involves being “diligent, clearly knowing, and mindful, free
from greedy desires and discontent in the world”.
SĀ 608 at T II 171a16 to 171a24, parallel to SN 47.33 at SN V
179,27 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 1656).
The phrasing here has changed from that of the preceding
paragraph.
SN 47.41 at SN V 184,9 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 1660).
Akanuma 1929/1990: 65 in fact lists SN 47.41 as the parallel to
SĀ 608. Closer inspection, however, makes it preferable to
consider SN 47.33 as the main parallel and SN 47.41 only as a
partial parallel.
SĀ 609 at T II 171a27 to 171b12, parallel to SN 47.42 at SN V
184,17 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 1660), Up 6031 at D 4094
nyu 15a5 or Q 5595 thu 48b5 (translated by Dhammadinnā
2018: 23), and an Uighur fragment, Zhang 2002: 109.
Bodhi 2000: 1928n180 comments that “here satipaṭṭhāna
obviously refers to the four objects of mindfulness”; see also
Spk III 229,25: imasmiṃ sutta sārammaṇasatipaṭṭhānā kathitā and
the discussion in Gethin 1992: 32�.
Bodhi 2000: 1928n181 explains that “in this passage citta is
taken to be synonymous with viññāṇa; nāmarūpa, being the
condition for the latter, is the condition for the former as well.
For citta always arises based on the physical organism (rūpa)
and in conjunction with contact, feeling, perception, volition,
and attention, the constituents of nāma.”
Spk III 229,23: yonisomanasikārasamudayā bojjhaṅgadhammānaṃ
samudayo.
Anālayo 2013b: 15–17. The presentation in SĀ 609 thereby
concurs with MN 10 and EĀ 12.1 against MĀ 98, which does
not mention impermanence as an insight to be cultivated in
relation to each exercise.
Anālayo 2013b: 177–226.
See also Anālayo 2018i: 193–195.
SĀ 610 at T II 171b15 to 171b21, parallel to SN 47.3 at SN V
143,8 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 1629), MĀ 76 at T I 543c13,
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and Up 6028 at D 4094 nyu 12b4 or Q 5595 thu 45b8
(translated by Dhammadinnā 2018: 24).
The introductory part in SN 47.3 at SN V 142,26 di�ers, as it
starts o� with a monastic asking for instruction in brief for the
purpose of dwelling in seclusion and practising diligently. After
some initial hesitation, the Buddha �rst stresses the importance
of a foundation in virtuous conduct and straight view.
MĀ 76 at T I 543c13 and Up 6028 at D 4094 nyu 12b6 or Q
5595 thu 46a1.
MN 43 at MN I 292,19: pajānāti pajānātī ti kho, āvuso, tasmā
paññavā ti vuccati (translated by Ñāṇamoli 1995/2005: 387),
with a counterpart in MĀ 211 at T I 790b29.
SĀ 611 at T II 171b25 to 171c4, parallel to SN 47.5 at SN V
145,26 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 1631); see also a Sanskrit
fragment, SHT I 533 folio 106V7 to R2, Bechert and Wille 1989:
215, which has preserved part of the exposition of the
hindrances as a heap of what is unwholesome.
Anālayo 2013b: 178–180.
Anālayo 2017c: 22–24.
SĀ 612 at T II 171c7 to 171c17, parallel to MN 12 at MN I 82,32
(translated by Ñāṇamoli 1995/2005: 177).
The translation “nourishment” is based on a variant reading.
SĀ 613 at T II 171c24.
SĀ 614 at T II 172a13 to 172a23, parallel to SN 47.11 at SN V
158,15 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 1640).
SN 47.11 at SN V 158,19 additionally stipulates that each of the
four establishments of mindfulness should be undertaken being
“diligent, clearly knowing, and mindful, free from greedy
desires and discontent in the world.”
SĀ 615 at T II 172a27 to 172b21, parallel to SN 47.10 at SN V
154,21 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 1638).
The introductory narration in SN 47.10 at SN V 154,21 is less
detailed; it just reports that Ānanda, taking his robes and bowl,
went to a certain monastic dwelling place of nuns and sat down
on a prepared seat.
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According to SN 47.10 at SN V 154,30, being well established
in the four establishments of mindfulness, the nuns had reached
higher stages of distinction. The corresponding phrase in the
Chinese is cryptic and the translation o�ered here is only
tentative.
SN 47.10 at SN V 156,2 adds that the mind is distracted
externally.
My translation assumes that a reference to the body here
renders an instrumental kāyena in the Indic original, which in
such contexts functions as an idiomatic expression to convey
personal and direct experience; see Schmithausen 1981: 214
and 249 ad. note 50, Radich 2007: 263, Harvey 2009: 180 note
10, and Anālayo 2011: 379f note 203.
Anālayo 2007: 92 and 2019k.
SĀ 616 at T II 172b24 to 172c22, parallel to SN 47.8 at SN V
149,26 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 1634).
This �rst paragraph has no counterpart in SN 47.8, which
begins immediately with the simile of the cook.
According to the parallel SN 47.8 at SN V 150,2, the cook failed
to notice what the person he was serving took much of and
what was praised.
In SN 47.8 at SN V 150,21 the foolish monastics do not become
concentrated, do not abandon de�lements, and do not take hold
of the mark (nimitta). As a result, they do not gain a pleasant
abiding in the here and now and do not gain mindfulness and
clear knowing.
The translation “distinguish” is based on adopting an
emendation in the CBETA edition of an obvious scribal error.
This paragraph has no counterpart in SN 47.8.
The translation “tastes” is based on adopting an emendation in
the CBETA edition of an obvious scribal error.
SĀ 617 at T II 172c25 to 173a27, parallel to SN 47.6 at SN V
146,18 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 1632).
SN 47.6 at SN V 147,2 indicates that the hawk was con�dent of
its strength but did not boast of it. The reading known to the
commentary Spk III 200,14, however, appears to have rather
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been that the hawk was con�dent of its strength and boastful;
see also Bodhi 2000: 1918n131. The wording in SĀ 617
supports the reading re�ected in the commentary, which also
�ts the context better.
SN 47.6 does not mention a safe place to stay below the clod.
According to its description at SN V 147,13, when the hawk had
come close the quail got “inside” the clod. The idea of getting
inside a clod is somewhat less straightforward, compared to the
idea of getting into a small place below a big clod. Another
version of this simile, T 212 at T IV 695a19, refers to a place
between two clods or rocks, and indicates that the quail got
“inside” of this space. After having reached the clod, according
to SN 47.6 at SN V 147,7 the quail openly challenged the hawk
to come and get it; the same is the case for T 212.
SN 47.6 does not describe the anger of the hawk and reports
that the quail waited until the hawk had come close.
SN 46.7 does not report any verses spoken by the quail.
The �rst verse would presumably not be spoken by the quail
itself, as in the remainder of the verses the quail uses the �rst
person to refer to itself.
SN 46.7 does not compare the foolish ones to the hawk. In fact,
the question of going out of one’s ancestral domain appears to
be relevant to the earlier behaviour of the quail and not the
hawk.
SN 46.7 at SN V 146,17 adds that Māra will gain access to those
who stray out of their own domain.
The translation here and below is based on adopting a variant
reading.
SĀ 618 at T II 173b1.
SĀ 619 at T II 173b7 to 173b18, parallel to SN 47.19 at SN V
168,19 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 1648) and a version in the
Mūlasarvāstivāda Vinaya, T 1448 at T XXIV 32b10.
SN 47.19 does not mention where the pole was put, but T 1448
at T XXIV 32b11 also reports that it was placed on the shoulder.
SN 47.19 does not specify that the protecting of each other
should be done while getting up and down on the pole; in fact
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in its account the teacher at �rst told the disciple to get up on
his shoulders, which the latter then did, so that in SN 47.19
their discussion takes place with the disciple already standing
on the shoulders of the teacher.
SN 47.19 does not have a reply by the teacher, continuing only
with a brief remark: “that is the method here”, so tattha nāyo.
Whereas Woodward 1930/1979: 149 takes this to be still part
of the disciple’s speech, Bodhi 2000: 1648 translates it as part
of the explanation subsequently given by the Buddha. The
passage in question concludes the disciple’s remark with the
quotative iti, so the subsequent section should indeed be part of
the Buddha’s explanation. In T 1448 at T XXIV 32b19 no reply
by the teacher is found, instead of which the Buddha comments
that the indications made by the disciple are the correct
method.
In SĀ 619 it is not clear at what point the speech of the teacher
ends and the comment by the Buddha starts. My assumption
that this occurs at the present juncture is based on the parallel
versions. In SĀ 619 it could alternatively be the teacher who
draws this general conclusion, in which case the Buddha’s
comment would only start with the remark on becoming
familiar with one’s own mind.
In SN 47.19 at SN V 169,11 the Buddha at �rst recommends the
establishments of mindfulness to protect oneself and to protect
another; he then indicates that protecting oneself one protects
others and protecting others one protects oneself.
The supplementation of this query suggests itself from the
context and the parallel versions, SN 47.19 at SN V 169,15 and
T 1448 at T XXIV 32b22, where such a query serves as
introduction to the corresponding explanation.
SN 47.19 at SN V 169,16 does not explicitly specify that the
mind is the object of development, reading (in reply to the
Buddha’s question on how one protects oneself): “by practising,
developing, and making much of it”, which according to the
commentarial explanation, Spk III 227,2, refers to one’s
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meditation practice in particular. T 1448 at T XXIV 32b22 also
does not mention becoming familiar with the mind.
Instead of these three, SN 47.19 at SN V 169,19 speaks only of
patience and harmlessness. T 1448 at T XXIV 32b24 mentions
not annoying, not angering, and not harming another. The
three versions agree that one protects others through mettā and
empathy.
See in more detail Anālayo 2015b: 16–20 and 2019m.



IV

ESTABLISHING MINDFULNESS (2)

In the �rst part of this chapter I continue with discourses from the
collected sayings on the four establishments of mindfulness in the
Saṃyukta-āgama.  I begin with another simile on the protective
dimension of mindfulness, illustrated with the example of a monkey
caught by a hunter (SĀ 620), and then turn to the cultivation of
mindfulness as something relevant for newcomers and seasoned
practitioners alike (SĀ 621). Mindfulness can protect one against the
arising of sensual desire (SĀ 622). The intensive practice of
mindfulness while in seclusion requires a �rm moral foundation (SĀ
624). One who aspires to awakening should certainly dwell with
mindfulness (SĀ 627). The whole purpose of moral training can be
summarized as building the foundation for the cultivation of
mindfulness (SĀ 628). Such cultivation has various bene�ts (SĀ
629) as well as an emancipating e�ect (SĀ 634). Mindfulness ful�ls
various functions in the gradual path to liberation (SĀ 637 and MĀ
144) and can become the way to rely on oneself (SĀ 638) and the
means to face the passing away of close and dear ones (SĀ 639).

In the remainder of the present chapter, I proceed from the
collected sayings on the four establishments of mindfulness to other
passages, where the cultivation of mindfulness serves as a form of
taking refuge within oneself when one is worried about the health of
a close and dear one (DĀ 2). Being with mindfulness is the proper
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approach to facing death (SĀ 1028). Anuruddha and the Buddha
relied on mindfulness when experiencing physical pain (SĀ 541 and
SĀ 1289). Another discourse even shows the Buddha recovering
health through the power of the awakening factors, the �rst of
which is mindfulness (SĀ 727).

THE SIMILE OF THE MONKEY (SĀ 620)

The “protective” dimension of mindfulness and the idea of staying
in one’s ancestral domain, which was the theme of the simile of the
quail taken up towards the end of the last chapter, �nd another
illustration in a simile that involves a monkey caught by a hunter:

Among the Himalayas there are icy and steep places, di�cult
to access even for monkeys, let alone humans. There are also
mountains where monkeys dwell, but no humans. There are
also mountains where people and animals dwell together.

A hunter takes sticky resin and puts it on top of some grass
in a place where monkeys roam. Those monkeys who are
clever keep far away from it and leave, but a foolish monkey
is unable to avoid it. It touches it a little with a hand and the
resin sticks to the hand. Using the second hand it then wishes
to get it o� again and tries to be free from it, so both hands
stick to the resin. With the feet it tries to get it o� again and
the resin sticks to the feet.  With the mouth it gnaws the grass
and thereby the resin sticks to the mouth. The resin sticks to
these �ve parts alike.

[The monkey] lies on the ground, joined together as if it
were rolled up. The hunter comes, spears [the monkey] on a
stick and leaves, carrying it on his back.

Monastics, you should know that the foolish monkey, who
gave up its own ancestral domain and journeyed into
another’s domain, came to disaster. Monastics, in the same
way some foolish ordinary person who dwells in dependence
on a village puts on robes in the morning and takes the bowl
to enter the village to beg alms without guarding well the
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body and without protecting the doors of the faculties.
Having seen a form with the eyes, the de�lement of
attachment arises. With the ears and sounds ... the nose and
fragrances ... the tongue and �avours ... and the body and
tangibles, with all of them the de�lement of attachment arises.
The foolish monastic, whose internal faculties and their
external objects have become bound by a �vefold bondage,
goes along with Māra’s wishes.

Monastics, for this reason you should train in such a way
that you dwell in your own place, reside in your ancestral
domain and stay in dependence on it. Do not go along to
another’s place and dwell in another’s domain.

Monastics, what is dwelling in your own place and your
ancestral domain? It is reckoned to be the four establishments
of mindfulness: dwelling mindfully contemplating the body [in
regard to] the body ... feeling tones ... the mind ... dwelling
mindfully contemplating dharmas [in regard to] dharmas.

Whereas in the simile of the quail the emphasis was on how even a
weak bird can overpower a strong bird by relying on its own
domain, in the present simile the emphasis is more on the
predicament of the monkey being caught. The detailed depiction of
how the monkey gets more and more stuck to the bait, until all four
limbs and even the mouth are bound, serves as a warning to
illustrate the predicament of a loss of mindfulness and the resultant
bondage. This is where mindfulness can provide vital protection
against getting more and more stuck in the world of the senses.

NEWCOMERS AND SEASONED PRACTITIONERS (SĀ 621)

The four establishments of mindfulness are immediately relevant for
newly ordained monastics and continue to be relevant to those who
have completed the path to full awakening:

Together with a group of many monastics, the venerable
Ānanda approached the Blessed One. They paid respect with
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their heads at [the Buddha’s] feet and withdrew to sit to one
side. The venerable Ānanda said to the Buddha: “Blessed One,
how should these young monastics be instructed? What
teaching should be taught to them?”

The Buddha said to Ānanda: “These young monastics should
be taught by way of the four establishments of mindfulness
and be made to cultivate them. What are the four? That is,
dwelling mindfully contemplating the body [in regard to] the
body with diligent e�ort, dwelling without negligence, with
right knowing and right mindfulness, stilling the mind ... up to
... to know the body; dwelling mindfully contemplating feeling
tones ... the mind ... dharmas [in regard to] dharmas with
diligent e�ort, dwelling without negligence, with right
mindfulness and right knowing, stilling the mind ... up to ... to
know dharmas.

“Why is that? Suppose monastics dwell at the stage of
trainees and have not yet attained entry into the supreme. At
the time of being intent on seeking the peace of Nirvāṇa, they
dwell mindfully contemplating the body [in regard to] the
body with diligent e�ort, dwelling without negligence, with
right mindfulness and right knowing, stilling the mind ... up to
... [to not be attached to the body]; they dwell mindfully
contemplating feeling tones ... the mind ... dharmas [in regard
to] dharmas with diligent e�ort, dwelling without negligence,
with right mindfulness and right knowing, stilling the mind ...
up to ... to not be attached to dharmas.

“Suppose there are arahants who have already eradicated
the in�uxes, done what had to be done, given up the heavy
burden, eradicated all fetters, being well liberated through
right knowing, at that time they will also cultivate and dwell
mindfully contemplating the body [in regard to] the body
with diligent e�ort, dwelling without negligence, with right
mindfulness and right knowing, stilling the mind ... up to ...
[having gained not being attached to the body]; they dwell
mindfully contemplating feeling tones ... the mind ... dharmas
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[in regard to] dharmas ... up to ... [having] gained not being
attached to dharmas.”

The Pāli parallel does not report that Ānanda approached the
Buddha with a group of young monastics, so that here the Buddha
gives the instruction of his own accord. The Pāli discourse also has a
somewhat stronger emphasis on the cultivation of concentration, as
in its presentation the purpose of the four establishments of
mindfulness, cultivated by these three di�erent types of
practitioners, is to become mentally uni�ed, have a bright mind,
and become concentrated and single-minded. Given that some of the
newly ordained monastics might just be starting meditation
practice, it would seem reasonable to recommend that they try to
collect their mind, without expecting them to become fully
concentrated and single-minded right away. Such could more
reasonably be expected at a later time, when su�cient grounding in
mindfulness training has been established and it becomes indeed
feasible and commendable for them to proceed from such training to
deeper degrees of concentration. Hence in this respect the Saṃyukta-
āgama version seems to be more to the point.

Although mindfulness clearly serves to build a foundation for
concentration, the main concern of the cultivation of the
establishments of mindfulness is gradual progress towards
awakening and the removal of de�lements (as well as serving as the
appropriate modality of practice once this has been achieved). This
is the case to such an extent that the “direct path” statement,
discussed earlier (see above here), mentions a range of bene�ts of
mindfulness meditation but not the gaining of concentration.
Although such absence of explicit reference needs to be considered
alongside the indubitable contribution that mindfulness makes to
deeper experiences of concentration, it nevertheless clearly shows
what the early discourses consider to be chief purposes of
satipaṭṭhāna meditation. First and foremost, mindfulness serves as a
chief quality for progress towards awakening, hence its “liberating”
function is not con�ned to freeing the mind from distractions in



order to enable a deepening of concentration. Instead, its liberating
function covers the whole range of the path to awakening.

MINDFUL PROTECTION AGAINST LUSTFUL DESIRES (SĀ 622)

The next passage points to the “protective” potential of mindfulness,
especially when cultivated in conjunction with e�ort and right
knowing, to forestall the arising of sensual desire. The narrative
context is a visit paid by the courtesan Ambapālī, famed for her
beauty, to the Buddha and his monastic disciples:

At that time Ambapālī heard that the Blessed One, who was
journeying among the Vajjian people, had reached Ambapālī’s
Grove and was staying in it. She adorned herself and, riding a
chariot, went out of Vesālī to approach the Blessed One to pay
her respects and make o�erings. Arriving at the entry of
Ambapālī’s Grove, she descended from the chariot to proceed
on foot. From afar she saw that the Blessed One was giving a
teaching surrounded by a large community.

Seeing from afar that Ambapālī was coming, the Blessed
One said to the monastics: “Monastics, make an e�ort to dwell
with a collected mind, with right mindfulness and right
knowing. Ambapālī is coming now; for this reason I am
warning you.

“How does a monastic make an e�ort to dwell with a
collected mind? Suppose a monastic gives rise to desire, e�ort,
energy, and collectedness of the mind so that already arisen
bad and unwholesome mental states will be abandoned ... not
yet arisen bad and unwholesome mental states are not made
to arise ... not yet arisen wholesome mental states are made to
arise ... and gives rise to desire, e�ort, energy, and
collectedness of the mind so that already arisen wholesome
mental states are made to be established without loss, by
cultivating their increase and ful�lment. This is reckoned
[how] a monastic makes an e�ort to dwell with a collected
mind.

9

10



“What is reckoned to be right knowing for a monastic?
Suppose a monastic has digni�ed manners and constantly is in
accordance with right knowing when going and coming, when
looking backward or forward, when bending or stretching,
when taking hold of robes and bowl, when walking, standing,
sitting, or lying down, when sleeping or waking up, when
speaking or being silent, and dwells in relation to all these in
accordance with right knowing. This is right knowing.

“What is right mindfulness? Suppose a monastic dwells
mindfully contemplating the body [in regard to] the body
internally with diligent e�ort, with right knowing and right
mindfulness, overcoming greed and discontent in the world. In
the same way feeling tones ... the mind ... [the monastic]
dwells mindfully contemplating dharmas [in regard to]
dharmas with diligent e�ort, with right knowing and right
mindfulness, overcoming greed and discontent in the world.
This is reckoned right mindfulness for a monastic.

“For this reason, you should make an e�ort [to dwell] with
a collected mind, with right mindfulness and right knowing.
Ambapālī is coming now; for this reason I am warning you.”

The discourse continues by reporting that the Buddha gave
Ambapālī a teaching and then accepted her invitation for a meal the
next day. After the meal, the Buddha spoke a set of verses in praise
of generosity.

The Pāli parallel in the Dīgha-nikāya reports her visit after the
above instructions (another Pāli parallel does not cover her visit).
Here the Saṃyukta-āgama version o�ers a more meaningful
presentation, in that the Buddha would have given instructions on
the appropriate meditative attitude to prepare some of the less
advanced male monastics in the assembly for the arrival of the
beautiful Ambapālī. Both Pāli parallels also lack a reference to the
four right e�orts, which in the passage translated above come under
the heading of “dwelling with a collected mind”.

The next discourse in the collected sayings on the establishments
of mindfulness presents the simile of carrying a bowl of oil through
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a crowd that watches a beautiful girl singing and dancing (SĀ 623),
which I have already taken up in chapter 2 (see above here). This
simile conveys basically the same message as the Ambapālī episode,
in that both point to the protective dimension of mindfulness in
relation to potential sensual distraction. As long as mindfulness is
established, it will be possible to avoid getting snared by such a type
of distraction. The simile of the bowl of oil adds to this the potential
of “embodied” mindfulness. Such anchoring in whole-body
awareness will strengthen one’s ability to avoid getting carried away
by sensually alluring objects.

THE MORAL FOUNDATION FOR INTENSIVE PRACTICE (SĀ 624)

The next topic in the collected sayings on mindfulness is the need
for a �rm foundation in morality as a basis for cultivating
mindfulness. This necessity is part of an instruction given to a
monastic who wishes to withdraw into seclusion for intensive
practice:

At that time the venerable Uttiya approached the Buddha,
paid respect with his head at the Buddha’s feet, and withdrew
to sit to one side. He said to the Buddha: “It would be well if
the Blessed One were to give me a teaching so that, on having
heard the teaching, I shall alone in a quiet place give focused
attention to it and dwell without negligence, re�ecting on that
for whose sake a clansman’s son shaves o� beard and hair,
[puts on monastic robes,] and goes forth out of right faith into
homelessness to train in the path ... as spoken above up to ...
[realizing] there will be no receiving of any further existence.”

The Buddha said to Uttiya: “It is like this, it is like this, as
said by you. Yet, one who in relation to the teachings spoken
by me does not please my mind, who has not accomplished
the conduct that is to be undertaken, will not get bene�ts in
spite of following me and instead will give rise to
obstructions.”
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Uttiya said to the Buddha: “In relation to what the Blessed
One teaches, I am able to make the Blessed One’s mind be
pleased and I shall accomplish my own conduct without
giving rise to obstructions. May the Blessed One give me a
teaching so that I shall alone in a quiet place give focused
attention to it and dwell without negligence ... as spoken above
up to ... [realizing] there will be no receiving of any further
existence.”

In the same way he requested it a second and a third time.
At that time the Blessed One said to Uttiya: “You should

�rst purify your preliminary conduct and after that your
cultivation of the celibate life.”

Uttiya said to the Buddha: “How should I now purify my
preliminary conduct and my cultivation of the celibate life?”

The Buddha said to Uttiya: “You should �rst purify your
morality and straighten up your view. Be endowed with the
three [types of virtuous] deeds [by body, speech, and mind].
After that you cultivate the four establishments of
mindfulness. What are the four? One dwells mindfully
contemplating the body [in regard to] the body internally
with diligent e�ort, with right knowing and right mindfulness,
overcoming greed and discontent in the world. In the same
way one dwells mindfully contemplating the body externally
... the body internally and externally ... feeling tones ... the
mind ... one dwells mindfully contemplating dharmas [in
regard to] dharmas, which should also be fully recited in this
way.”

In the Pāli version, the Buddha teaches right after being requested
the �rst time, without any hesitation. However, this part of the Pāli
discourse is given in abbreviation and therefore just follows the
pattern of the previous discourse in the Saṃyuttanikāya. Whether
with or without hesitation, in both versions the Buddha stresses the
need for a moral foundation for mindfulness practice undertaken in
an intense manner in a secluded setting. The parallels agree that
Uttiya was able to put the instruction to good use, as he eventually
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became a fully awakened one, an arahant. This con�rms the
potential of dedicating attention to laying the proper moral
foundation for intensive mindfulness practice aimed at reaching
liberation. The �rmer such foundation has been made, the better
intensive mindfulness practice can take o� and unfold its
“liberating” potential.

The Saṃyukta-āgama continues with a brief indication that the
same discourse should be repeated, with the di�erence of being
addressed to an unnamed monastic.  The next discourse in the
collection (SĀ 625) is again closely similar but addressed to another
monastic by the name of Bāhika.  A di�erence is that here the four
establishments of mindfulness, based on puri�cation of morality,
lead to going beyond Māra, a celestial being that at times functions
as a personi�cation of death. A comparable relationship can be seen
in the Saṃyutta-nikāya account of the teaching given to Uttiya,
where the Buddha relates the practice of the four establishments of
mindfulness to going beyond the realm of death.  The Saṃyukta-
āgama adds still another variation, as it indicates that the same
discourse should be repeated with the di�erence that, instead of
going beyond Māra, the same practice leads to going beyond birth
and death (SĀ 626).

All of these passages converge in putting a spotlight on the
importance of a sound ethical foundation for the cultivation of
mindfulness to lead to liberating insight. In a way, the very building
of such a foundation can already be a potential �eld for the
cultivation of mindfulness. Understood in this way, a moral life
becomes a life with mindfulness.

THE MINDFUL DWELLING OF A TRAINEE (SĀ 627)

In addition to its role in building a moral foundation, mindfulness
continues to be relevant to those who have already made substantial
progress on the path to freedom. Hence a trainee, one who has
reached a lower level of awakening and aspires to full liberation,
should keep cultivating the four establishments of mindfulness:
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At that time the venerable Anuruddha approached the
Buddha, paid respect with his head at [the Buddha’s] feet, and
withdrew to sit to one side. He said to the Buddha: “Blessed
One, suppose a monastic dwells in the stage of a trainee who
has not yet attained the supreme entry into the peace of
Nirvāṇa, yet is seeking it with diligence. What should such a
noble disciple in this right teaching and discipline cultivate,
cultivate much, so as to attain the eradication of the in�uxes
... up to ... knowing for oneself that there will be no receiving
of any further existence?

The Buddha said to Anuruddha: “If a noble disciple dwells
in the stage of a trainee who has not yet attained the supreme
entry into the peace of Nirvāṇa, yet is seeking it with
diligence, at such a time one should dwell mindfully
contemplating the body [in regard to] the body internally
with diligent e�ort, with right knowing and right mindfulness,
overcoming greed and discontent in the world.

In the same way one dwells mindfully contemplating feeling
tones ... the mind ... dharmas [in regard to] dharmas with
diligent e�ort, with right knowing and right mindfulness,
overcoming greed and discontent in the world. On having
cultivated them much in this way, a noble disciple attains the
eradication of the in�uxes ... up to ... knowing for oneself that
there will be no receiving of any further existence.”

In the Pāli parallel, Anuruddha is the speaker instead of the
questioner. He replies to Sāriputta and Mahāmoggallāna, who have
asked him to de�ne a trainee. In his reply, Anuruddha explains that
a trainee is one who has cultivated the four establishments of
mindfulness “in part”.  The next Saṃyuttanikāya discourse then has
the corresponding enquiry about how to de�ne one who is no longer
in training, that is, an arahant. Anuruddha clari�es that such a one
has “completely” cultivated the four establishments of
mindfulness.

The overall point that emerges in this way is the continuous
relevance of mindfulness. This relevance ranges from building a
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foundation in morality via advanced stages on the path all the way
up to its �nal consummation.

MORALITY IS FOR THE PURPOSE OF MINDFULNESS (SĀ 628)

The next discourse returns to the relationship between morality and
the cultivation of mindfulness. This relationship is such that, in a
way, the teachings given to monastics on ethical conduct are
precisely for the purpose of cultivating the four establishments of
mindfulness:

At that time the venerable Udāyin approached the venerable
Ānanda and, after they had exchanged cordial greetings with
each other, he withdrew to sit to one side.  He said to the
venerable Ānanda: “The Tathāgata, the arahant, the Fully
Awakened One, who has knowledge and vision, has declared
noble morality for all monastics to be kept without breach,
without de�ciency, without discrimination, without
separation; a morality that is not clung to, that is well
consummated, well upheld, praised by the wise, and free from
reproach. For the sake of what has the Tathāgata, the arahant,
the Fully Awakened One, who has [knowledge and] vision,
declared noble morality for all monastics [to be made]
without breach, without de�ciency ... up to ... praised by the
wise, and free from reproach?”

The venerable Ānanda said to Udāyin:  “It is for the sake of
cultivating the four establishments of mindfulness. What are
the four? They are reckoned to be dwelling mindfully
contemplating the body [in regard to] the body ... feeling
tones ... the mind ... dwelling mindfully contemplating
dharmas [in regard to] dharmas.

In the Pāli parallel the enquiry is simply about the purpose of
“wholesome moralities”, without drawing out in detail that these
should be without breach, etc. (although the same can safely be
assumed to be implied). Alongside such minor di�erences in
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formulation, the parallels agree in presenting the training in ethical
conduct as having as its overarching purpose the facilitation of the
practice of mindfulness. This is where it all comes together, in a
way.

Taking the cultivation of mindfulness as an orientation point
invests moral conduct with a clear-cut pragmatic function. This can
e�ect a shift from guilt-driven submission to taking responsibility
for oneself, motivated by the wish to ensure that the ground is
prepared for the practice of mindfulness. Understood in this way,
ethical restraint becomes indeed a fertile soil for the growth of
mindfulness, both during its implementation and by building up the
foundation for deeper meditative practice.

THE POTENTIAL OF THE FOUR ESTABLISHMENTS (SĀ 629)

The motivation for strengthening ethical conduct can be further
enhanced by keeping in mind the potential fruits of mindfulness
practice. The next discourses in the Saṃyukta-āgama provide
precisely such an incentive by relating the cultivation of the four
establishments of mindfulness to various bene�ts. The �rst of these
discourses proceeds as follows:

Then the venerable Bhadda asked the venerable Ānanda: “Is
there a teaching on cultivating of which, cultivating it much,
one gains non-retrogression?”

The venerable Ānanda said to the venerable Bhadda: “There
is a teaching on cultivating of which, cultivating it much, one
is able to bring about the gaining of non-retrogression. It is
reckoned to be the four establishments of mindfulness. What
are the four? They are [reckoned to be] dwelling mindfully
contemplating the body [in regard to] the body ... feeling
tones ... the mind ... dwelling mindfully contemplating
dharmas [in regard to] dharmas.

In the Pāli parallel, Bhadda enquires instead about the decline and
the non-decline of the true Dharma.  The preceding discourse in
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the Saṃyutta-nikāya reports another similar exchange between these
two monastics, with the di�erence that Bhadda asks why the true
Dharma does not endure after the passing away of the Tathāgata.

The Saṃyukta-āgama instead has another three exchanges
between Bhadda and Ānanda, which do not have parallels in the
Saṃyutta-nikāya. These involve enquiries by Bhadda about teachings
to be cultivated for di�erent aims. In reply to each, Ānanda points
to the cultivation of the four establishments of mindfulness. The
di�erent aims that can be achieved in this way are as follows:

make not-puri�ed sentient beings gain puri�cation and
increasing splendour (SĀ 630),
make sentient beings who have not yet crossed over to the
other shore gain a crossing over to the other shore (SĀ
631),
[make one] become an arahant (SĀ 632).

The next discourse in the Saṃyukta-āgama (SĀ 633) also does not
have a Pāli parallel. It reports a brief explanation by the Buddha
which equates “all teachings” with the four establishments of
mindfulness.

EMANCIPATION THROUGH MINDFULNESS (SĀ 634)

The cultivation of the four establishments of mindfulness can have
an emancipating e�ect:

Suppose a monastic cultivates the four establishments of
mindfulness, cultivating them much, then this is said to be
ennobling and emancipating. What are the four? They are
reckoned to be dwelling mindfully contemplating the body [in
regard to] the body ... feeling tones ... the mind ... dwelling
mindfully contemplating dharmas [in regard to] dharmas.

The Pāli parallel adds that the ennobling and emancipating
cultivation of the four establishments of mindfulness leads to the
complete destruction of dukkha. This explains in what sense they
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can be ennobling and emancipating, con�rming that the main point
is the “liberating” dimension of the four establishments of
mindfulness.

The Saṃyukta-āgama continues with an instruction according to
which several additional discourses should be recited similar to the
present one, with the di�erence that “emancipating” should be
replaced with these terms:

the right eradication of dukkha,
the unsurpassed transcendence of dukkha,
the attainment of great fruit,
the attainment of great bene�t,
the attainment of the state of deathlessness,
the unsurpassed deathlessness,
the realization of the state of deathlessness.

All of these alternatives seem to be related, in one way or another,
to the “liberating” potential of mindfulness cultivated by way of its
four establishments.

The next discourse in the Saṃyukta-āgama (SĀ 635) does not have
a Pāli parallel. It reports the Buddha announcing that the cultivation
of the four establishments of mindfulness “makes not-puri�ed
sentient beings gain puri�cation and makes sentient beings that are
already puri�ed increase their splendour”.  The Saṃyukta-āgama
continues with instructions for further discourses, achieved by
replacing “the puri�cation of beings” with the following:

makes those who have not yet crossed over to the other
shore cross over,
attain arahantship,
attain [the awakening of] a Paccekabuddha,
attain the supreme and perfect awakening [of a Buddha].

The last three re�ect a distinction in types of awakening that is
more prominent in later texts. It seems fair to conclude that this
threefold distinction is a later addition to a description that would
originally only have been concerned with arahantship.
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The various perspectives that emerge from these discourses
converge on throwing into relief the “liberating” function of
mindfulness. As already noted above, progress towards awakening
and the removal of de�lements is clearly the chief concern of
mindfulness practice in early Buddhist thought.

MINDFULNESS IN THE GRADUAL PATH (SĀ 637)

For progress to liberation, mindfulness can be employed in a variety
of ways. These can be examined from the viewpoint of descriptions
of the gradual path of training, which bring together various aspects
of conduct and practice to be undertaken from the moment someone
decides to go forth up to the attainment of awakening.

An account of the gradual path can be found in a Saṃyuktaāgama
discourse (SĀ 636) that does not have a parallel in the Saṃyutta-
nikāya. The same account recurs in abbreviated form in the next
Saṃyukta-āgama discourse (SĀ 637), which does have a partial Pāli
parallel. Hence in what follows I take up both Saṃyukta-āgama
discourses together, one after the other, on the understanding that
the �rst of the two serves to supplement what the second
abbreviates. The �rst of the two discourses introduces its
presentation as a teaching on the cultivation of the four
establishments of mindfulness. This sets the context for the
following exposition:

A Tathāgata who is an arahant, a Fully Awakened One,
endowed with knowledge and conduct, a Well-gone One, a
knower of the worlds, an unsurpassable person, a leader of
persons to be tamed, a teacher of celestials and humans, a
Buddha, a Blessed One, has emerged in the world. He delivers
teachings on the true Dharma that are spoken well in the
beginning, also spoken well in the middle, and also spoken
well in the end, with good meaning and good purpose,
entirely and fully pure, disclosing the celibate life.

Suppose a clansman’s son or a clansman’s daughter hears
the Dharma from the Buddha and gains serene faith in their
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minds to train themselves in such a way as to see that being in
the home life is conjoined with the fault of sensual delights
and the bondage of a�iction. They delight in dwelling out in
the open, in homelessness to train in the path, they do not
delight in the home life [but] in going to dwell in
homelessness. They desire solely puri�cation, for their whole
life to be in entire and full purity, to be in the pure celibate
life: “I shall shave o� hair and beard, don the yellow robes
and, out of right faith, go forth into homelessness to train in
the path.” Having had this re�ection, they in turn give up
wealth and relatives, shave o� hair and beard, don the yellow
robes, and out of right faith go forth into homelessness to train
in the path.

With right bodily comportment they guard themselves
against the four verbal transgressions and with puri�ed right
livelihood they cultivate the morality of noble ones.

They guard the doors of the faculties and protect the mind
with right mindfulness. When seeing a form with the eye, they
do not grasp at its appearance. If they were to dwell without
restraining the eye faculty, greed and discontent in the world,
bad and unwholesome states, would frequently �ow into the
mind. Thus they now arouse right restraint in relation to the
eye. Rightly arousing restraint in relation to the ear, nose,
tongue, body, and mind is also like this.

Based on being accomplished in the moral conduct of noble
ones and on guarding well the doors of the faculties, when
coming and going in daily activities, when looking back or
forward, when bending or stretching, when sitting or lying
down, when sleeping or waking up, when speaking or being
silent, they dwell knowingly, with right knowing.

Being accomplished like this in noble morality, in guarding
the doors of the faculties, and in right knowing and right
mindfulness, they sit down in a quiet, secluded, and empty
place, at the root of a tree or in an empty hut, with straight
body and right mindfulness. Collecting the mind to dwell in
peace, they abandon greed and discontent in the world. Being



separated from sensual desires, they purify themselves from
sensual desires. They abandon aversion, sloth-and-torpor,
restlessness-and-worry, and the hindrance of doubt in the
world. Being separated from aversion, sloth-and-torpor,
restlessness-and-worry, and the hindrance of doubt, they
purify themselves from aversion, sloth-and-torpor,
restlessness-and-worry, and the hindrance of doubt.

They abandon the �ve hindrances which a�ict the mind
and weaken the power of wisdom, which pertain to what
obstructs and do not lead to Nirvāṇa. For this reason, they
dwell mindfully contemplating the body [in regard to] the
body internally with diligent e�ort, with right knowing and
right mindfulness, overcoming greed and discontent in the
world. In the same way they dwell mindfully contemplating
the body externally ... the body internally and externally ...
feeling tones ... the mind ... and contemplating dharmas [in
regard to] dharmas, these should also be recited in this way. This
is reckoned how a monastic cultivates the four establishments
of mindfulness.

The description of the gradual path in the above extract is similar to
gradual-path accounts in other discourses, with the exception that
these usually mention the attainment of the four absorptions instead
of the cultivation of the four establishments of mindfulness.

As already mentioned, the next Saṃyukta-āgama discourse (SĀ
637) repeats the above description of the gradual path in
abbreviated form. It di�ers in so far as it gives a more detailed
account of moral restraint:

Having gone forth in this way, dwelling in a quiet place, one
upholds restraint by the code of rules, accomplishing it in
conduct and abiding, upholding the training in morality,
giving rise to great fear in relation to minor transgressions.
Abstaining from killing one has abandoned killing and does
not delight in killing sentient beings ... all the pathways of
action should be recited as above up to ... one takes along with
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the body one’s robes and bowl, like a bird [takes along] its
two wings. Being accomplished in this way in the training in
morality, one cultivates the four establishments of
mindfulness.

The pathways of action, mentioned in this passage, are altogether
ten; they cover refraining from unwholesome conduct in body,
speech, and mind. The bodily dimension covers killing, stealing, and
sexual misconduct. The verbal dimension includes false speech,
malicious speech, harsh speech, and gossiping. The mental
dimension comprises covetousness, ill will, and wrong view.

The ten pathways of action are not mentioned in the partial Pāli
parallel, which starts with an unnamed monastic requesting a
teaching in brief. In reply to this request, the Buddha recommends
dwelling restrained by the code of rules, seeing danger in the
slightest faults. Based on that foundation in moral conduct, the four
establishments of mindfulness should be cultivated.

The same basic relationship between the building of an ethical
foundation and mindfulness practice emerges with more detail in
the Saṃyukta-āgama presentation, as it clari�es in what way the
transition from the former to the latter takes place. This transition
involves sense restraint, right knowing with various bodily
activities, and then withdrawing to a secluded place for formal
meditation, which commences by overcoming the hindrances. All of
these practices involve mindfulness in one way or another. In the
above Saṃyukta-āgama discourse, their combination leads up to
none other than mindfulness again, now cultivated by way of its
four establishments.

Following the present discourse, the collected sayings on the four
establishments of mindfulness in the Saṃyukta-āgama have another
two discourses on the four establishments of mindfulness, which
relate to the theme of how to face death. Before continuing with
these two discourses, however, I brie�y depart from the sequence of
discourses in the Saṃyukta-āgama in order to take up another
account of the gradual path, found in the Madhyama-āgama.
Comparable to the two Saṃyukta-āgama discourses just examined,



this Madhyama-āgama discourse also gives prominence to the four
establishments of mindfulness, although these are already
introduced at an earlier stage in the description of the gradual path.

THE GRADUAL PATH AND MINDFULNESS (MĀ 144)

The Gaṇakamoggallāna-sutta and its Madhyama-āgama parallel
illustrate the gradual nature of the early Buddhist path to liberation
with the examples of walking up a staircase or training someone
step by step in archery or accountancy. In both versions the �rst
part of this gradual path requires establishing oneself in purity of
conduct.

Come, monastics, guard the purity of your livelihood with
your body, [guard the purity of your livelihood] with your
speech, and guard the purity of your livelihood with your
mind.

The above injunction in the Madhyama-āgama discourse, found
similarly in another parallel extant in Chinese, in a way summarizes
di�erent dimensions of ethical conduct as converging on livelihood.
From the viewpoint of the mendicant life of monastics in ancient
India, involving a complete dependence on the support provided by
others, this o�ers a meaningful perspective on the foundation
building in moral conduct that is required to be indeed worthy of
the o�erings received. The Pāli parallel is more speci�c, mentioning
restraint by the monastic code of rules and perfection in conduct,
seeing fear in the slighted transgression when training in the
precepts.

The Madhyama-āgama version next brings in the four
establishments of mindfulness, followed by the same practice
carried out in the absence of unwholesome thoughts:

Come, monastics, contemplate the body as a body internally ...
up to ... contemplate feeling tones, the mind, dharmas as
dharmas ...
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Come, monastics, contemplate the body as a body internally
and do not think thoughts associated with sensuality ... up to
... contemplate feeling tones, the mind, dharmas as dharmas
and do not think thoughts associated with what is contrary to
the Dharma.

The four establishments of mindfulness are also mentioned in the
other parallel extant in Chinese, but not in the
Gaṇakamoggallānasutta. A progression from the four establishments
of mindfulness to the same practice free from unwholesome thought
is found in another Madhyama-āgama discourse, which I will take up
at the outset of chapter 6 on mindfulness and liberation (see below
here), and in this case a similar presentation also occurs in the
respective Pāli parallel.

The next topic in the present Madhyama-āgama discourse is sense
restraint, also covered in its Pāli parallel:

Come, monastics, guard the sense faculties, be always mindful
of stopping thoughts of sensuality and have a clear
understanding. Mindfully guard the mind and become
accomplished in that, constantly giving rise to right knowing.

Whereas the other Chinese parallel agrees with the above passage in
mentioning mindfulness,  the description of sense restraint in the
Gaṇakamoggallāna-sutta does not explicitly refer to mindfulness.
Nevertheless, the same can be assumed to be implicit. Without
mindfulness, it would hardly be possible to guard the senses and
ensure that what is experienced does not provoke unwholesome
reactions in the mind. An otherwise unrelated discourse in the
Aṅguttara-nikāya in fact explicitly mentions mindfulness in relation
to sense restraint, with the additional indication that such
mindfulness performs a “protective” role.  As one of the chief
qualities of mindfulness, this protective dimension is indeed of
considerable relevance to sense restraint.

The Gaṇakamoggallāna-sutta continues at this juncture with the
need for moderation with food and the practice of wakefulness.
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Neither of these is covered in the two Chinese parallels. The practice
of wakefulness requires one to meditate in the �rst and last parts of
the night. When taking a rest during the middle portion of the night,
one should do so with mindfulness and clear knowing, keeping in
mind the idea of getting up again. In the ancient Indian setting,
without recourse to an alarm clock, there was naturally a need to
ensure that one did not oversleep. In the next chapter, I will return
to the topic of mindful eating and the practice of wakefulness (see
below here and here).

The variations that emerge in this way between the
Gaṇakamoggallāna-sutta and its Madhyama-āgama parallel are in line
with a recurrent feature of accounts of the gradual path in various
discourses. Such accounts di�er not only from one reciter tradition
to the other, but even within the same discourse collection of the
same reciter tradition.

In the present case, several other discourses in the same Majjhima-
nikāya collection provide a description of the gradual path without
mentioning moderation with food or wakefulness, thereby diverging
from the Gaṇakamoggallāna-sutta.  Such variations need not be seen
as implying substantially di�erent views of the relevance of such
practices to progress to liberation. Instead, they appear to re�ect
variations due to the context of the particular teaching situation.

Here it can be helpful to keep in mind the di�culties of putting
into �xed sequence what in actual practice are interrelated aspects
of the training, in the sense that they can be undertaken
simultaneously. As a result, accounts of the gradual path naturally
vary, dependent on what particular perspective is taken or what
practices are given emphasis in the particular setting in which the
discourse was spoken.

The Gaṇakamoggallāna-sutta and its parallels agree in covering
clear knowing in relation to various activities, which in the
Madhyama-āgama version takes the following form:

Come, monastics, be with right knowing when going out and
coming in, properly contemplate and distinguish when
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bending, stretching, lowering, or raising [a limb]; with
appropriate deportment properly wear the double robe,
[other] robes, and the bowl; always be with right knowing
when going, standing, sitting down, lying down, [falling]
asleep, waking up, speaking, and being silent.

The present passage is similar to one of the exercises mentioned in
the Madhyama-āgama parallel to the Kāyagatāsati-sutta, discussed
above (see here). In both cases, the respective Pāli version
additionally mentions eating, drinking, consuming food, tasting,
defecating, and urinating as activities to be done with clear
knowing.  From a practical perspective, such variations are
probably of little signi�cance, as both descriptions are not meant to
be exhaustive. Instead, they just single out some activities as
examples for the cultivation of right knowing, based on what would
be an “embodied” form of mindfulness.

The next task in the Gaṇakamoggallāna-sutta and its parallels is the
removal of the hindrances:

Come, monastics, dwell alone and in seclusion ... being
already in a secluded place or having gone to the base of a
tree or an empty peaceful place, put down the sitting mat and
sit on it cross-legged with straight body, right aspiration, and
mindfulness that is undivided.

Of particular interest here is the reference to “undivided
mindfulness”, which has its counterpart in the Pāli version in the
idea of establishing mindfulness “to the fore” (parimukha), a sense
that also appears to underlie the other Chinese parallel.  The Pāli
expression as such is open to di�erent interpretations.  One of
these interpretations, according to which mindfulness is to be made
predominant in the mind, would concur with the notion of it being
“undivided” in the above extract.

A temporary removal of the hindrances then leads to the
attainment of the four absorptions. Such removal would involve
mindfulness, which according to the Satipaṭṭhāna-sutta and its
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Madhyama-āgama parallel facilitates recognition of the presence or
absence of a hindrance and of the conditions responsible for such
presence or absence.  The Gaṇakamoggallāna-sutta in fact explicitly
mentions mindfulness (and clear knowing) in relation to overcoming
the hindrance of sloth-and-torpor.

Mindfulness is of continuous relevance to the attainment of the
four absorptions and is mentioned explicitly in the standard
accounts of the third and fourth absorptions. Here is the Madhyama-
āgama description of these two:

Separated from joy and desire, dwelling in equanimity and
without seeking anything, with right mindfulness and right
knowing, experiencing happiness with the body, one dwells
having attained and accomplished the third absorption, which
noble ones reckon an 〈abiding〉 in a happy abode with
ennobling equanimity and mindfulness,  ...

With the cessation of happiness and the cessation of pain,
and with the earlier cessation of joy and displeasure, with
neither-pain-nor-pleasure, with purity of equanimity and
mindfulness, one dwells having attained and accomplished the
fourth absorption.

In evaluating this explicit reference, it needs to be kept in mind that
such descriptions are not meant to provide exhaustive accounts of
all mental factors present in a particular experience, unlike what is
often found in later exegesis. Hence it would hardly do justice to the
usual descriptions of the �rst two absorptions to assume that
mindfulness is not present in these experiences, just because it is not
mentioned explicitly. Such an interpretation would imply that
mindfulness has been cultivated in various ways during preceding
forms of practice but then is to be abandoned for the �rst two
absorptions only to be taken up again with the higher two.
Obviously, this does not work. Instead, a more compelling
interpretation of the standard way of presentation is that with the
third and fourth absorptions mindfulness becomes particularly
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prominent and is more easily noticed, and it is for this reason that it
is mentioned explicitly.

The Gaṇakamoggallāna-sutta and its parallels conclude with the
delighted approval of the brahmin who had received this exposition
of the gradual path, contrasting those who have bad qualities, such
as a lack of mindfulness, to those who have good qualities, such as
being with mindfulness.  It is clearly the latter type who will be
able to make the most of the gradual path.

In this way, the Gaṇakamoggallāna-sutta and its parallels draw the
same relationship between a �rm foundation in morality and the
four establishments of mindfulness, and in one way or another show
how mindfulness o�ers support to a range of di�erent aspects of the
gradual path of training. It would be di�cult to think of another
quality that has such a wide-ranging �eld of application in the early
Buddhist path to deliverance.

MINDFUL RELIANCE ON ONESELF (SĀ 638)

In addition to the multifaceted contributions made by mindfulness
to progress to liberation, it can unfold its “protective” and
“liberating” potential in relation to a range of challenging situations.
One of these is grief. When faced with the death of dear ones,
mindfulness can fortify and provide a refuge within:

[Ānanda] said to the Buddha: “Blessed One, now my whole
body is [as if it were] falling apart, the four directions are [as
if] they had changed their order, the teachings I learned are
[as if they were] blocked o�, as the novice Cunda has come
and told me: ‘My preceptor, the venerable Sāriputta, has
[attained �nal] Nirvāṇa. I have come bringing his bodily
remains and his robes and bowl.’”

The Buddha said: “How is it, Ānanda, has Sāriputta
[attained �nal] Nirvāṇa and taken [along] the receiving of the
aggregate of precepts? Has he [attained �nal] Nirvāṇa [and
taken along] the aggregate of concentration ... the aggregate
of wisdom ... the aggregate of liberation ... the aggregate of
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knowledge and vision of liberation?” Ānanda said to the
Buddha: “No, Blessed One.”

The Buddha said to Ānanda: “The teachings I declare,
having myself known them on attaining full awakening, that
is, the four establishments of mindfulness, the four right
e�orts, the four bases for success, the �ve faculties, the �ve
powers, the seven factors of awakening, and the eightfold
path, has he [attained �nal] Nirvāṇa [and taken along
these]?”

Ānanda said to the Buddha: “No, Blessed One. Although he
has not [attained �nal] Nirvāṇa and taken [along] the
receiving of the aggregate of precepts ... up to ... [he has not
attained �nal] Nirvāṇa [and taken along] the teachings on the
path, yet the venerable Sāriputta was virtuous and learned. He
had few wishes and was contented. He continually practised
seclusion, with diligent e�ort and collected mindfulness,
dwelling at peace with a uni�ed and concentrated mind. He
had swift wisdom, penetratingly sharp wisdom, transcending
wisdom, discriminative wisdom, great wisdom, pervasive
wisdom, profound wisdom, and incomparable wisdom. He was
endowed with the treasure of knowledge and was able to
instruct, able to teach, able to illuminate, able to delight, and
well able to extol when teaching the Dharma to assemblies.
For this reason, Blessed One, because of the Dharma and
because of those who receive the Dharma, I am sad and
distressed.”

The Buddha said to Ānanda: “Do not be sad and distressed.
Why do [I say] that? What arises,  what occurs, what is
constructed, is of a nature to become destroyed. How could it
not become destroyed? Wishing for it not to become destroyed
is [wishing] for what is impossible. I have earlier told you,
various kinds of things and agreeable matters, everything for
which one has thoughts of a�ection, all of it is entirely of a
nature to become separated from one. One cannot keep it
forever.
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“It is just like a great tree with luxuriant roots, trunk,
branches, leaves, �owers, and fruits, whose great branches
break �rst. It is like a great treasure mountain, whose great
peak collapses �rst.  In the same way, in the large
community of the followers of the Tathāgata the great
disciples [attain] Nirvāṇa �rst.

“In the direction in which Sāriputta dwelled, in that
direction I had no concerns. Because of the presence of
Sāriputta, that direction was certainly not empty for me.”

“Now, Ānanda, earlier I purposely told you that whatever
there is of various agreeable matters for which one has
thoughts of a�ection, all of this is of a nature to become
separated from one; it is as I said earlier. Therefore do not be
so very sad, Ānanda. You should know that soon the
Tathāgata will also be of the past. Therefore, Ānanda, you
should make yourself an island by relying on yourself, you
should make the Dharma your island by relying on the
Dharma; you should make yourself no other island, no other
reliance.”

Ānanda said to the Buddha: “Blessed One, how does one
have oneself as an island by relying on oneself? How does one
have the Dharma as an island by relying on the Dharma? How
does one have no other island, no other reliance?”

The Buddha said to Ānanda: “[This takes place] if a
monastic establishes mindfulness by contemplating the body
[in regard to] the body [internally], with diligent e�ort, right
knowing, and right mindfulness, overcoming greed and
discontent in the world, and in the same way the body
externally and the body internally and externally ... feeling
tones ... the mind ... and establishes mindfulness by
contemplating dharmas [in regard to] dharmas, which should
also be recited in this way.

Ānanda, this is called having oneself as an island by relying
on oneself, having the Dharma as an island by relying on the
Dharma, having no other island, no other reliance.”
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In the Pāli parallel, the Buddha similarly points Ānanda back to the
practice of mindfulness as the means to �nd a refuge within that
will enable him to overcome his sorrow. The two parallel versions
thereby bring out another aspect of the protective dimension of
mindfulness by becoming self-reliant.

MINDFULLY FACING THE DEATH OF OTHERS (SĀ 639)

The next discourse continues on the same topic of facing the death
of others, this time in the form of instructions on mindfulness in the
face of the passing away of both Sāriputta and Mahāmoggallāna:

At that time, the venerable Sāriputta and Mahāmoggallāna
had recently attained �nal Nirvāṇa. It was the time of the
observance day on the �fteenth day of the month and the
Blessed One was seated on a seat prepared in front of a large
community. At that time the Blessed One, having surveyed the
community, said to the monastics: “Surveying the large
community, I have seen it to be void, because Sāriputta and
Mahāmoggallāna have [entered] �nal Nirvāṇa.

“Of my disciples only these two were fully and well able to
teach, admonish, instruct, and eloquently explain the
Dharma.  There are two types of wealth, monetary wealth
and the wealth of Dharma. Monetary wealth is sought from
people of the world and the wealth of Dharma from Sāriputta
and Mahāmoggallāna. [Of course], the Tathāgata is already
free from [seeking for] worldly wealth and the wealth of
Dharma.

“Do not have sorrow and a�iction because of the �nal
Nirvāṇa of Sāriputta and Mahāmoggallāna.  It is just like a
great tree that has �ourishing roots, trunk, branches, leaves,
�owers, and fruits, whose great branches break �rst. It is also
like a [great] treasure mountain, whose great peak collapses
�rst. In the same way, from among the large community of the
Tathāgata, the two great disciples Sāriputta and
Mahāmoggallāna have �rst entered Nirvāṇa.
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“Therefore, monastics, do not give rise to sorrow and
a�iction. How could it be that what is of a nature to be born,
of a nature to arise, of a nature to be constructed, of a nature
to be conditioned, of a nature to change, will not be
obliterated? The wish to make it not become destroyed is for
something that is impossible. Earlier I already told you: ‘From
every one of the things that one can have a�ection towards,
one will again come to be separated from them all.’ Now I
myself will soon also pass away.

“For this reason, you should know that by relying on
yourself you have yourself as an island, by relying on the
Dharma you have the Dharma as an island, having no other
island and no other reliance. That is, dwell mindfully
contemplating the body [in regard to] the body internally,
with diligent e�ort, right knowing, and right mindfulness,
overcoming greed and discontent in the world, in the same way
for the body externally ... the body internally and externally ...
feeling tones ... the mind ... dwell mindfully contemplating
dharmas [in regard to] dharmas with diligent e�ort, right
knowing, and right mindfulness, overcoming greed and
discontent in the world.

“This is called having yourself as an island by relying on
yourself, having the Dharma as an island by relying on the
Dharma, having no other island and no other reliance.”

The Pāli parallel similarly presents the cultivation of the four
establishments of mindfulness as the means to become self-reliant.
By �nding a refuge within through mindfulness practice, undertaken
in accordance with the Dharma, one becomes empowered to face
the vicissitudes of life, even the death of those who are close and
dear.

With the above discourse the collected sayings on the four
establishments of mindfulness in the Saṃyukta-āgama come to an
end. In the remainder of this chapter, I continue with a few other
passages that touch on the related theme of facing death or pain
with mindfulness.



FINDING A MINDFUL REFUGE IN ONESELF (DĀ 2)

The power of mindfulness as one’s refuge when one is worried about
the health of others also features in the Dīrgha-āgama parallel to the
Mahāparinibbāna-sutta. Both versions report a situation where the
Buddha had just recovered from being seriously ill and his attendant
Ānanda expresses how worried he had been about the Buddha’s
condition. In reply, the Buddha recommends that Ānanda should
�nd a refuge in himself:

Ānanda, you should be a light to yourself,  having a light in
the Dharma, without another light; you should be a refuge to
yourself, having a refuge in the Dharma, without another
refuge. How can you be a light to yourself, a light in the
Dharma, without another light, a refuge to yourself, a refuge
in the Dharma, without another refuge?

Ānanda, a monastic contemplates the body internally,
diligently without laxity, with recollective mindfulness that is
not lost, removing greed and discontent in the world. One
contemplates the body externally ... contemplates the body
internally and externally, diligently without laxity, with
recollective mindfulness that is not lost, removing greed and
discontent in the world. One contemplates feeling tones ... the
mind ... dharmas ... also again in this way.

The corresponding passage in the Mahāparinibbāna-sutta does not
explicitly refer to internal and external practice of the four
establishments of mindfulness. Alongside such minor di�erences,
the parallels agree in highlighting the grounding potential of
mindfulness practice such that one will be able to face even the
serious illness and impending death of very close and dear ones with
balance, having found a refuge in oneself and the teachings.

FACING DEATH WITH MINDFULNESS (SĀ 1028)

In combination with right knowing, mindfulness also serves to face
one’s own death:
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You should be with right mindfulness and right knowing when
awaiting your time.

The injunction in the Pāli parallel is similarly about awaiting one’s
time with mindfulness and clear knowing. The idiom of awaiting
one’s time refers to being on the verge of death.  Both versions add
an explanation to the two qualities appropriate for such an occasion.
The explanation clari�es that the reference to mindfulness relates to
the four establishments of mindfulness, and the mention of clear (or
right) knowing refers to acting with circumspection. These are the
practices to rely on when death draws close.

FACING PAIN WITH MINDFULNESS (SĀ 541)

Anuruddha is on record for his ability to face physical pain by
relying on the same practice of the four establishments of
mindfulness:

Dwelling in the four establishments of mindfulness, my bodily
pains have been gradually appeased. What are the four? That
is, the establishment of mindfulness by contemplating the
body as a body internally ... up to ... the establishment of
mindfulness by contemplating dharmas as dharmas. These are
called the four establishments of mindfulness. Because of
dwelling in these four establishments of mindfulness, my
bodily pains have gradually calmed down.

In the Pāli parallel, Anuruddha speci�es that, due to his dwelling in
the four establishments of mindfulness, bodily pains were unable to
overwhelm his mind. This provides a helpful clari�cation. It is not
the case that bodily pains just disappear when one is with
mindfulness. However, when one is established in mindfulness, an
experience of bodily pain is no longer as overwhelming as it would
have been otherwise. The bodily pain no longer a�icts the mind in
the way it would have done if one had not been with mindfulness. It
is in this sense that one can speak of bodily pains being gradually
appeased or calmed down.
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THE BUDDHA BEARS PAIN WITH MINDFULNESS (SĀ 1289)

Comparable to the case of Anuruddha above, the Buddha is also on
record for facing bodily pain with mindfulness:

At that time the Blessed One’s foot had been pierced by a hard
splinter, giving rise to painful feeling tones in his body that he
had never before experienced, no matter how long ago. He
was able to gain a mental state of equanimity with right
knowing and right mindfulness, enduring it and being himself
at peace, without withdrawing from or decreasing his
perception.

The Pāli parallel similarly reports that the Buddha faced his pain
with mindfulness and clear knowing, although without specifying
that these pains were of a type he had never before experienced.
The Pāli version also does not have a counterpart to the reference to
withdrawing from or decreasing perception. This reference is
somewhat cryptic, but perhaps the idea could be that he just faced
the pain squarely, without attempting to evade it in any way. Given
his meditative expertise, it can be assumed that he would have been
able to enter some meditative attainment enabling him to withdraw
from the pain or at least substantially decreasing the perception of
bodily pain.

This would then imply that even a highly accomplished meditator
might opt for mindfulness in such a challenging situation. In the
end, it seems that what really counts is mindfulness, whose
“receptive” presence enables staying open to what happens, at the
same time being “protected”, through that same presence, from
being overwhelmed by it.

HEALING THROUGH THE AWAKENING FACTORS (SĀ 727)

In addition to o�ering a powerful tool to face pain and thereby
reduce its impact on the mind, mindfulness cultivated in
conjunction with the other awakening factors can also have a
positive in�uence on bodily health:
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At one time the Buddha, who was travelling among the
villages of the Malla people, was staying between the city of
Kusinārā and the Hīraññavatī River.  By the side of a village
he said to the venerable Ānanda: “Arrange the Blessed One’s
outer robe by folding it four times, I now have back pain and
wish to lie down to rest a little.”

Having received the instruction and arranged the outer robe
by folding it four times, the venerable Ānanda said to the
Buddha: “Blessed One, the outer robe has been arranged by
being folded four times, may the Blessed One know the time
[has come to lie down].”

At that time the Blessed One, using a thick fold of the outer
robe as a pillow for the head, placing one foot on the other,
with collected mindfulness and clarity of perception lay down
on the right side.  With right mindfulness and right knowing
he was aware of the idea of rising up again. He said to
Ānanda: “Proclaim the seven factors of awakening.”

Then the venerable Ānanda said to the Buddha: “Blessed
One, they are reckoned to be the mindfulness awakening
factor, which the Blessed One realized himself through full
awakening and taught as being supported by seclusion,
supported by dispassion, and supported by cessation, leading
to letting go. The investigation-of-dharmas ... energy ... joy ...
tranquillity ... concentration ... and equipoise awakening
factor, which the Blessed One realized himself through full
awakening and taught as being supported by seclusion,
supported by dispassion, and supported by cessation, leading
to letting go.”

The Buddha said to Ānanda: “Did you say: energy?” Ānanda
said to the Buddha: “I said energy, Blessed One, I said energy,
Well-gone One.”

The Buddha said to Ānanda: “Energy indeed, which I
cultivated, cultivated much, to reach supreme and full
awakening.”  Having said this, he sat up with a straight body
and with mindfulness established.
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Then another monastic spoke these verses:

“Delighting in hearing the wonderful Dharma,
Enduring a disease, [the Buddha] told someone to proclaim

it.
A monastic proclaimed the Dharma,
The unfolding of the seven awakening factors.

“Well done, venerable Ānanda,
Skilfully you proclaimed
A teaching that is superbly pure.
Stainless and sublime is what you proclaimed:

“Mindfulness, investigation-of-dharmas, energy,
Joy, tranquillity, concentration, and the awakening [factor]

of equipoise,
These are indeed the seven awakening factors,
They are sublime and well taught.

“Hearing the seven awakening factors being proclaimed
Thoroughly experiencing the �avour of full awakening,
[Although] the body had been a�icted by great pain
[The Buddha] sat up straight to listen, enduring the illness.

“See the master of the true Dharma,
Who always teaches it widely to people,
How he delighted in hearing what was being proclaimed,
How much more do those who have not yet heard it.

“[Sāriputta], the one foremost in great wisdom,
Esteemed by the One with the ten powers,
He, too, on being a�icted by disease,
Came to hear the right Dharma being proclaimed.

“Those who are well learned and have clear understanding
Of the discourses and the higher teachings,
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Capable at reciting the teachings and the discipline
Should listen to it, let alone others.

“Hearing the Dharma being proclaimed, as it really is,
Listening with a collected mind, intelligently and wisely,
To the Dharma proclaimed by the Buddha
One attains delight and joy free from sensuality.

“With delight and joy the body becomes tranquil,
The mind also becomes happy by itself,
The happy mind gains attainments,
And proper insight into becoming, realms, and formations.

“Those who are disenchanted with the three destinations
Abandon desire and liberate the mind,
Being disenchanted with all becoming and destinations,
They do not arise among humans or celestials,
Without remainder, like an extinguished lamp,
They [enter] �nal Nirvāṇa.

“It is very bene�cial to hear the Dharma
That has been proclaimed by the supreme victor.
Therefore, with uni�ed attention, one should
Listen to what the great teacher has proclaimed.”

Having spoken these verses, that other monastic rose from his
seat and left.

The Saṃyutta-nikāya has another two discourses that describe two
accomplished disciples of the Buddha also recovering their health
following a recitation of the awakening factors.  A discourse in the
Ekottarika-āgama reports that another sick monastic similarly
recovered, with the di�erence that, instead of hearing a recitation of
the awakening factors, he had been told by the Buddha to recite
them himself.  In each of these instances, it can safely be assumed
that the recitation served as an aid for meditative recollection. In
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1

this way, based on mindfulness as the foundation for the other
awakening factors, a mental condition can be reached that,
according to these discourses, can have a substantial impact on the
physical body.

SUMMARY

The protective function of mindfulness can be compared to the need
of a monkey to refrain from straying out of its proper domain in
order to avoid being caught. Mindfulness is bene�cial for those who
have just started to practise, those who are already trained in it, and
those who are highly accomplished meditators. In line with the
potential protection a�orded by mindfulness, broached in the
previous chapter, being with mindfulness established can forestall
the arising of sensual desire. Just as its cultivation can strengthen
one’s ethical conduct, so too ethical conduct in turn supports
mindfulness by providing its cultivation with a �rm foundation.
Mindfulness needs to be supported by morality to lead to
puri�cation of the mind and to have a liberating e�ect.

In some accounts of the gradual path to awakening, the four
establishments of mindfulness occupy the position usually taken by
the four absorptions. In fact the presence of mindfulness is part of
the standard description of the two higher absorptions and therefore
even relevant to those accounts that instead describe absorption
attainment. The protective and liberating dimensions of mindfulness
provide a refuge within when having to face death or pain, one’s
own or that of others. The cultivation of the awakening factors, of
which mindfulness is the �rst, can even bring about healing on the
physical level.

At one point I depart from the sequence of the collection when,
between SĀ 637 and SĀ 638, I turn to a discourse from the
Madhyama-āgama, MĀ 144, that is closely related to SĀ 637,
after which I continue with the two remaining discourses in the
collection.
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SĀ 620 at T II 173b21 to 173c10, parallel to SN 47.7 at SN V
148,8 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 1633) and a few lines in a
Sanskrit fragment, SHT IV 162d8, Sander and Waldschmidt
1980: 106.
The description of the location in SN 47.7 at SN V 148,9 does
not mention coldness, instead characterizing these areas as
being di�cult to reach and rugged.
In SN 47.7 at SN V 148,24 the monkey �rst uses only one foot.
After that gets stuck, it uses the other foot.
SN 47.7 does not apply the teaching to the situation of going to
beg alms; it only mentions the �ve types of sensual desires in
general.
SN 47.7 at SN V 149,20 adds that these four establishments of
mindfulness are cultivated while being “diligent, clearly
knowing, and mindful, free from greedy desires and discontent
in the world”.
SĀ 621 at T II 173c13 to 173c29, parallel to SN 47.4 at SN V
144,16 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 1630).
In SN 47.4 at SNV 145,5 the task of the trainees is to develop
full understanding (pariññā).
The emphasis on liberating insight here and in the next
discourses to be taken up stands in contrast to the proposal by
Sujato 2005: 113 that “in the early teachings satipatthana was
primarily associated not with vipassana but with samatha”; see
also Anālayo 2019l. This is not to deny the substantial
contribution satipaṭṭhāna can make to the cultivation of
tranquillity (samatha), but only to point out that the chief
purpose of such practice, in the way described in the early
discourses, is the cultivation of liberating insight (vipassanā).
SĀ 622 at T II 174a3 to 174a21, parallel to DN 16 at DN II 94,28
(translated by Walshe 1987: 242), see also SN 47.2 at SN V
142,5, which has only the instructions and does not mention
Ambapālī’s arrival (translated by Bodhi 2000: 1628), a Sanskrit
fragment version, Waldschmidt 1951: 172, DĀ 2 at T I 13b19, T
5 at T I 163c3, T 6 at T I 178c26, and T 7 at T I 194c5; for a
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comparative study of this episode see Waldschmidt 1944: 76–
78.
A comparable set of verses, addressed to the general Sīha, can
be found in AN 5.34 at AN III 40,13 (translated by Bodhi 2012:
660).
SĀ 624 at T II 174c22 to 175a11, parallel to SN 47.16 at SN V
166,14 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 1646); both the original Pāli
and the translation are abbreviated and require
supplementation from the previous discourse SN 47.15.
Such a warning is not found in SN 47.16.
As in SN 47.16 the Buddha teaches right after being asked the
�rst time, the Pāli version does not have a counterpart to Uttiya
repeating his request three times.
This would then correspond to SN 47.3 at SN V 142,23
(translated by Bodhi 2000: 1628), already taken up in the
previous chapter as a parallel to SĀ 610, see above here.
The Pāli parallel, SN 47.15 at SN V 165,6 (translated by Bodhi
2000: 1645), gives the monastic’s name as Bāhiya and notes
Bāhika as a variant reading (also noted in the Ceylonese
edition); a Sanskrit fragment parallel has preserved the name as
Bāhika; see SHT X 3911V2, Wille 2008: 215. This seems to be
also the Indic original underlying the Chinese transcription of
the name, as the character used for the last syllable re�ects
Sanskrit ka or kā; see Pulleyblank 1991: 143. Besides the
famous protagonist of Ud 1.10 at Ud 6,26, Bāhiya Dāruciriya,
the name Bāhiya (variant reading Bāhīriya) also occurs in SN
35.89 at SN IV 63,20, a discourse for which no parallel appears
to be known.
SN 47.16 at SN V 166,15.
SĀ 627 at T II 175a29 to 175b10, parallel to SN 47.26 at SN V
174,28 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 1653).
SN 47.26 at SN V 175,6.
SN 47.27 at SN V 175,19 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 1653).
SĀ 628 at T II 175b14 to 175b22, parallel to SN 47.21 at SN V
171,9 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 1650).
In SN 47.21 at SN V 171,9 Ānanda’s visitor is instead Bhadda.
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In SN 47.21 at SN V 171,16 Ānanda �rst praises his visitor for
the good question he has asked.
SĀ 629 at T II 175b26 to 175c1, parallel to SN 47.23 at SN V
173,3 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 1651).
SN 47.23 at SN V 173,4: saddhammaparihānaṃ hoti.
SN 47.22 at SN V 173,8: saddhammo na ciraṭṭhitiko hoti.
SĀ 633 at T II 175c27.
SĀ 634 at T II 176a3 to 176a5, parallel to SN 47.17 at SN V
166,21 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 1646).
SĀ 635 at T II 176a12.
SĀ 636 at T II 176a21 to 176b18.
SĀ 637 at T II 176b22 to 176b26, partial parallel to SN 47.46 at
SN V 187,16 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 1662).
MĀ 144 at T I 652b1 to 652b2, parallel to MN 107 at MN III 2,7
(translated by Ñāṇamoli 1995/2005: 874) and T 70 at T I
875b6.
MĀ 144 at T I 652b3 to 652b4 and 652b6 to 652b8, parallel to
MN 107 at MN III 2,13 and T 70 at T I 875b8 (which does not
have the second stage of cultivating the four establishments of
mindfulness without thoughts); see also Anālayo 2011: 620.
MĀ 144 at T I 652b10 to 652b12.
T 70 at T I 875b12.
MN 107 at MN III 2,13.
AN 5.114 at AN III 138,20 (translated by Bodhi 2012: 737); no
parallel to this discourse appears to be known.
See in more detail Anālayo 2017c: 65–90.
Anālayo 2011: 621n177.
MĀ 144 at T I 652b25 to 652b28.
These activities are also not mentioned in T 70 at T I 875b24.
MĀ 144 at T I 652c2 to 652c6.
T 70 at T I 875c2 actually speaks of the “mind” being fully in
front, employing a character that, besides its more common
tendency to render manas or citta, can also translate smṛti; see
also the discussion below p. 170n16).
Anālayo 2003b: 128f and 2019j: 16f.
Anālayo 2013b: 177–194.
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MN 107 at MN III 3,32.
MĀ 144 at T I 652c11, parallel to MN 107 at MN III 4,7+8 and
MN III 4,12 and T 70 at T I 875c6. MĀ 144 and T 70 abbreviate,
wherefore the translation given above is supplemented from an
earlier occurrence of the full description in the Madhyama-
āgama, found in MĀ 3 at T I 423b10 to 423b15 (parallel to AN
7.63 at AN IV 112,11; translated by Bodhi 2012: 1079, given as
number 67).
The emendation involves replacing a reference to “emptiness”
with “abode”, two characters frequently confused with each
other in descriptions of the third absorption.
Anālayo 2017c: 150 and 2019l.
MĀ 144 at T I 653b24 and MN 107 at MN III 6,24; see also T 70
at T I 876b4.
SĀ 638 at T II 176c8 to 177a13, parallel to SN 47.13 at SN V
162,12 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 1643).
Ānanda’s eulogy of Sāriputta in SN 47.13 at SN V 162,25 is
shorter and emphasizes more the assistance Ānanda had
received from him.
The translation “arises” is based on adopting a variant reading.
SN 47.13 does not have the simile of the mountain.
The present reference is without a counterpart in SN 47.13. A to
some extent comparable statement can be found in the next
discourse, SN 47.14 at SN V 164,1, where the Buddha notes that
the assembly seems empty to him after Sāriputta and
Mahāmoggallāna have passed away, and that he earlier had no
concerns in relation to the direction in which the two were
dwelling. The parallel to SN 47.14, SĀ 639 at T II 177a19 (to be
taken up next), also reports the assembly being empty because
Sāriputta and Mahāmoggallāna have passed away; it has no
counterpart to the Buddha having no concerns in relation to the
direction where the two had been living.
SN 47.13 does not report a query by Ānanda at this point, so
that in its presentation the Buddha continues on his own to
expound the meaning of his statement regarding having oneself
and the Dharma as an island and a refuge.
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SN 47.13 at SN V 163,14 does not explicitly mention practice
undertaken internally, externally, and both. In fact, even SĀ
638 does not qualify the �rst instance of body contemplation as
being internal, but it then does use the quali�cations external as
well as internal and external. Perhaps the �rst instance re�ects
an earlier reading, in line with the Pāli version, in which case
the references to “external” and “internal and external” would
be later additions. Alternatively, the reference to “internal”
contemplation could also have been lost.
In SN 47.13 at SN V 163,20 the Buddha adds that those who
follow his instruction on dwelling with themselves and the
Dharma as a refuge will be foremost among those keen on
training.
SĀ 639 at T II 177a16 to 177b7, parallel to SN 47.14 at SN V
163,27 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 1644).
SN 47.14 at SN V 164,12 instead highlights their compliance
with the teacher and their dearness to the four assemblies.
The translation “worldly” is based on adopting a variant
reading. The whole phrase is cryptic in the original and my
rendering is only tentative. The two types of wealth are not
mentioned in SN 47.14, where at SN V 164,5 the Buddha
instead announces that past and future Buddhas also had and
will have two such disciples.
Instead of enjoining that the monastics should not feel sorrow,
in SN 47.14 at SN V 164,15 the Buddha draws attention to his
own freedom from sorrow.
SN 47.14 at SN V 164,21 has only the simile of the great tree
whose largest branches break o�; it has no counterpart to the
simile of the mountain.
DĀ 2 at T I 15b5 to 15b12, parallel to DN 16 at DN II 100,20
(translated by Walshe 1987: 245), also found in SN 47.9 at SN
V 154,5 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 1637), and parallel to
Sanskrit fragments, Waldschmidt 1951: 200, and T 6 at T I
180b2.
The translation “light” re�ects an alternative understanding of
what would be the same Indic term that in the previously
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translated passages from the Saṃyukta-āgama was instead
rendered as “island”. Norman 1990/1993: 87 comments on the
corresponding Pāli term that it “could mean either ‘a lamp for
oneself’ or ‘an island, i.e., refuge, for oneself’ ... either ātma-dīpa
or ātma-dvīpa”; see also the discussion in, e.g., Bapat 1957,
Brough 1962/2001: 210, Nakamura 2000: 95, and Wright
2000.
SĀ 1028 at T II 268c1, parallel to SN 36.7 at SN IV 211,1
(translated by Bodhi 2000: 1266).
Elsewhere in Pāli discourses, the actual event of death is
referred to as “doing one’s time”, kālaṃ karoti or kāla(ṅ)kiriyā,
and those who are dead have “done their time”, kāla(ṅ)kata;
see also Rhys Davids and Stede 1921/1993: 211 and Anālayo
2019n.
SĀ 541 at T II 140c19 to 140c22, parallel to SN 52.10 at SN V
302,19 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 1757); see also SĀ 540
(translated by Anālayo 2016c: 54).
SĀ 1289 at T II 355a20 to 355a22, parallel to SN 1.38 at SN I
27,15 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 116) and SĀ  287 at T II
473c28 (translated by Anālayo 2016c: 60f).
See also the discussion in Anālayo 2016c: 64.
SĀ 727 at T II 195b29 to 196a11, parallel to SN 46.16 at SN V
81,1 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 1581); see also the discussion
in Anālayo 2013b: 212–214.
The parallel SN 46.16 at SN V 81,2 has instead the Squirrels’
Feeding Place in the Bamboo Grove at Rājagaha as its venue.
SN 46.16 at SN V 81,4 only brie�y reports that the Buddha was
sick and therefore has no counterpart to the narration in SĀ 727
that precedes the recitation of the awakening factors. This
narration, together with the subsequent verses, is part of the
Sanskrit fragment version of the Mahāparnirvāṇa-sūtra,
Waldschmidt 1951: 286–292, and of the Chinese and Tibetan
translations of the corresponding section in the
Mūlasarvāstivāda Vinaya, Waldschmidt 1951: 287–293 and T
1451 at T XXIV 391c26 to 392b9. Parallels to the verses have
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been preserved in Sanskrit and Uighur fragments, von Gabain
1954: 13 and Waldschmidt 1967: 244.
The translation “perception” is based on adopting a variant
reading.
In SN 46.16 at SN V 81,9 the monastic whom the Buddha
requests to recite the awakening factors is Mahācunda.
SN 46.16 at SN V 81,22 does not single out energy in particular,
but only reports that the Buddha con�rmed that these are the
factors of awakening.
SN 46.16 at SN V 81,24 indicates that the Buddha recovered
from the disease, after which the discourse concludes.
The translation is based on adopting a variant reading.
According to the Sanskrit fragment parallel, this is a reference
to Sāriputta.
The “One with the ten powers” would refer to the Buddha, who
according to tradition was endowed with the ten powers of a
Tathāgata; see, e.g., MN 12 at MN I 69,31 (translated by
Ñāṇamoli 1995/2005: 165) and its parallel T 757 at T XVII
592c3 (a survey of other references to the ten powers can be
found in Anālayo 2011: 110–112).
SĀ 727 at T II 195c29 here speaks of the Abhidharma, which I
have rendered as “higher teachings”; for a survey of references
to the Abhidharma in the early discourses see Anālayo 2014:
69–79. The Sanskrit fragment parallel instead refers to the
bearers of the mātṛkās, Waldschmidt 1967: 245 (§7):
(sūtra)dharā mātṛk(ā)dharāś caiva; on the mātṛkās and their
possible relationship to the Abhidharma see Anālayo 2014: 21–
53.
SN 46.14 at SN V 79,19 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 1580) and
SN 46.15 at SN V 80,20 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 1581). SN
46.14 has a discourse parallel preserved in Tibetan, D 40 ka
281b1 or Q 756 tsi 298a8 (translated by Anālayo 2017d: 14f),
whose rendering into Tibetan was apparently based on a Pāli
original; see Skilling 1993.
EĀ 39.6 at T II 731a26.



V

DIMENSIONS OF MINDFULNESS

In this chapter and the next, I survey various passages on
mindfulness not yet taken into account so far, covering a miscellany
of aspects of mindfulness. Whereas in the �rst two chapters I was
able to group together material under an overarching topic and in
the third and fourth chapters the collected sayings on the
establishments of mindfulness provided some inner coherence and
structure, what follows now is somewhat unsystematic. This in a
way re�ects the nature of the early discourses as testimonies of
individual discussions and teachings in an oral setting, which di�ers
from the systematization found in later exegesis. Hence, although I
have tried to achieve at least some collation of similar passages, the
extent to which this is possible with the type of material left for
exploration is limited.

I begin with passages that show how mindfulness relates to other
factors of the eightfold path (MĀ 189 and SĀ 305). This role �nds
illustration in a simile of a charioteer (SĀ 769). The role of right
mindfulness in relation to the Buddhist path has its foundation in
the basic distinction between the right and the wrong path (SĀ
271). Although this distinction between what is “right” and what is
“wrong” is central in much of the early Buddhist teachings, it
appears to be less relevant in the case of two other passages related
to mindfulness. One of these describes celestial beings who



excessively indulge in merriment, and the other depicts a cowherd
watching his cows with mindfulness (DĀ 21 and MĀ 102).

A Buddha has mindfulness already at his conception (DĀ 1 and
MĀ 32). Mindfulness can also be relevant to partaking of food, as
evident in instructions on eating mindfully given by the Buddha to
King Pasenadi (SĀ 1150). The presence of mindfulness is similarly
relevant to the topic of sleeping (SĀ 1087) and its complement in
wakefulness (EĀ 21.6). The need for the same quality when living
alone in a forest (MĀ 26) also extends to sense restraint when going
into the next village or town to get food (EĀ 33.4, SĀ 1191, and SĀ
1260). Throughout, one should give priority to mindfulness (MĀ
107).

Wishing to teach mindfulness to others, one �rst of all needs to
cultivate it oneself (MĀ 91). Those who cultivate this quality tend to
keep company with each other (SĀ 450). Mindfulness is a path of
Dharma (DĀ 9), it serves as an authority (MĀ 113), and functions in
a way comparable to a ford or the proper pasture ground for cattle
(EĀ 49.1). A speci�c modality of mindfulness can be seen in the
cultivation of “bare awareness” (SĀ 312).

MINDFULNESS IN THE NOBLE EIGHTFOLD PATH (MĀ 189)

The role of mindfulness as the seventh factor in the noble eightfold
path can be explored with the help of the Mahācattārīsaka-sutta and
its Madhyama-āgama parallel. In agreement with another parallel
extant in Tibetan translation, the Pāli and Chinese versions describe
how right e�ort and right mindfulness relate to the �rst factor of the
noble eightfold path, right view:

To see that wrong view is wrong view, this is reckoned right
view. To see that right view is right view, this is also reckoned
right view. Having understood it like this, one then seeks to
train with the wish to abandon wrong view and to accomplish
right view; this is reckoned right e�ort. With mindfulness a
monastic abandons wrong view and accomplishes right view;
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this is reckoned right mindfulness. These three factors go
along with right view.

The three parallels agree in applying the same principle to the path
factors of right intention, right speech, right action, and right
livelihood. In the case of right intention, for example, right view
stands for the distinction between right and wrong types of
intention. The e�ort made to implement the former and overcome
the latter is right e�ort. Mindfulness in turn has the function of
monitoring what is taking place. Through its “receptive” potential,
mindfulness is able to supervise the e�ort to leave behind wrong
types of intention and to oversee the cultivation of right types of
intention.

This implies that mindfulness can be present at the time when a
quality manifests that is detrimental for progress on the path, by
way of noticing this and providing the required information to right
view. This is just one example in a general pattern, also evident in
the instructions given in the Satipaṭṭhāna-sutta and its parallels, in
which mindfulness can be present in the mind at the very time when
a de�lement manifests.

Based on the presence of mindfulness, right view then brings in
the aspect of clear recognition of a wrong path factor as “wrong”.
This clear recognition in turn leads to a deployment of right e�ort in
order to emerge from the wrong path factor. The whole procedure is
continuously monitored by right mindfulness.

For an understanding of mindfulness, it is telling that the same
procedure is also applied to wrong action, which comprises killing,
stealing, and sexual misconduct. These three wrong actions involve
serious breaches of the basic conduct expected from a Buddhist lay
disciple (let alone monastics), who take unto themselves the
observance of �ve precepts. Three of these precepts require
precisely abstaining from killing, stealing, and sexual misconduct.
Even in regard to wrong action, involving such fundamental ethical
breaches, the task of mindfulness remains one of monitoring
without directly interfering. The actual e�ort to keep the respective
precepts is the domain of right e�ort, for whose deployment
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mindfulness provides the required information. But mindfulness
itself just monitors.

In addition to showing the interrelation of the path factors in this
way, the three parallels also depict their sequential build-up:

Right view gives rise to right intention, right intention gives
rise to right speech, right speech gives rise to right action,
right action gives rise to right livelihood, right livelihood gives
rise to right e�ort, right e�ort gives rise to right mindfulness,
and right mindfulness gives rise to right concentration.

This sequential presentation could hardly imply that each factor
should only be developed once the preceding ones are fully
established. Such an interpretation would con�ict with the previous
description of their interrelation. Instead, the point appears to be
that, in a general sense, the path factors build on each other. Here
right view is the indispensable foundation, informing intention that
then leads to aligning speech, action, and livelihood accordingly.
These support the deployment of right e�ort in order to remove
what is unwholesome. The less the mind is in the grip of
de�lements, the easier it is to cultivate mindfulness, and with
mindfulness well established the mind naturally becomes collected
in concentration.

To appreciate this sequential building up, it would be of relevance
that an equation of right concentration with the four absorptions
might not be the earliest formulation of right concentration in the
discourses. Instead, the original idea appears to have been that
concentration, whatever its depth, needs to be cultivated in
conjunction with the other path factors.

Yet another perspective, o�ered in the Mahācattārīsaka-sutta and
its parallels, concerns the di�erence between the path of someone
who is training to reach full awakening and one who has reached
the �nal goal. An arahant is endowed not only with superior
manifestations of the factors of the noble eightfold path, but also
with the two additional factors of right knowledge and right
liberation:
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What are the eight factors with which one in training is
endowed? The right view of one in training ... up to ... the
right concentration of one in training; these are the eight
factors with which one in training is endowed.

What are the ten factors with which an arahant, who has
destroyed the in�uxes, is endowed? The right view of one
beyond training ... up to ... the right knowledge of one beyond
training; these are reckoned the ten factors with which an
arahant, who has destroyed the in�uxes, is endowed.

The Pāli version has the two additional path factors of an arahant in
the opposite sequence, with right knowledge followed by right
liberation (the last is abbreviated in the Chinese parallel).  Both
together mark the perfection of the path, reached with full
awakening. Nevertheless, the other factors are not relinquished and
their perfection is characteristic of the conduct and practice of one
who has taken the path to its �nal completion. In other words, the
path is an integral dimension of the goal and the goal is in turn a
perfection of the path.

In the case of mindfulness, the successful attainment of the goal
then �nds its expression in the right mindfulness of one beyond
training. This ties in with passages to be taken up in the next
chapter, according to which arahants are superbly mindful (see
below here).

All in all, the �rst of the above three perspectives on the noble
eightfold path shows the monitoring role of right mindfulness in
relation to other path factors. The second reveals the degree to
which mindfulness relies on previous path factors (in particular the
establishment of an ethical foundation) and in turn supports
concentration. The third discloses its continuous relevance not only
for those who practise the path, but also for those who have reached
the �nal goal. Each of these three perspectives throws a light on the
functions of mindfulness in relation to the path and thereby reveals
the degree to which the cultivation of mindfulness is integral to the
path to awakening.
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THE EIGHTFOLD PATH IN MEDITATION (SĀ 305)

With the next passage I turn to another perspective on how the
factors of the eightfold path relate to actual meditation practice,
complementing the discourse just taken up. The relevant passage
occurs after a description of the cultivation of knowledge and vision
in relation to the six senses. This requires that one knows, in
accordance with reality, each sense, its corresponding object,
consciousness, contact, and the three types of feeling tone arisen in
dependence on such contact. Through such knowing, one is no
longer attached, one’s clinging to the �ve aggregates diminishes,
one’s craving is abandoned, and one is mentally and physically at
ease:

One who has knowledge in this way and vision in this way is
called one who cultivates the ful�lment of right view, right
intention, right e�ort, right mindfulness, and right
concentration; previously, what are designated as right
speech, right action, and right livelihood have been puri�ed
and ful�lled by cultivation. This is reckoned to be the
puri�cation and ful�lment of a cultivation of the noble
eightfold path.

The Pāli version agrees that, based on earlier puri�cation of right
speech, right action, and right livelihood, the other path factors can
be cultivated through the practice of insight meditation in relation
to the senses.  This complements the perspective that emerged in
the previous discourse on the collaboration of right view, right
e�ort, and right mindfulness in relation to the implementation of
other path factors. In this way, a dynamic perspective emerges
regarding a cultivation of the noble eightfold path as an implicit
dimension of insight meditation.

Yet another dimension emerges from an indication in the parallels
that the above depicted cultivation of the noble eightfold path then
issues in the cultivation of the four establishments of mindfulness
(and the four right e�orts, four bases of success, �ve faculties, etc.).
In this way, mindfulness has been aroused during meditation on the
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six senses and comes fully into bloom by way of its four
establishments. This shows how a �exible deployment of
mindfulness in di�erent ways can evolve under the overarching
concern of ensuring progress to awakening.

THE CHARIOTEER SIMILE (SĀ 769)

In a comparison of the noble eightfold path to a chariot, the role of
mindfulness �nds illustration in a good charioteer:

Being well protected by right mindfulness is like being a good
charioteer.

The Pāli parallel similarly considers mindfulness to be comparable
to a watchful charioteer. The task to be performed by such a
charioteer would require combining present-moment awareness
with an overview of the whole tra�c situation and keeping in mind
the right direction. Understood in this way, the simile can be
understood to bring out in particular the “receptivity” of
mindfulness in its monitoring function in relation to the other path
factors and its resultant potential to provide an overview as well as
a sense of direction.

In another simile, mindfulness occurs in a comparison of various
mental qualities to aspects of agriculture:

Right mindfulness is one’s own guard.

The Pāli parallel instead compares mindfulness to the ploughshare
and goad used by a farmer in agriculture, and a Sanskrit fragment
parallel speaks rather of mindfulness as a watchful charioteer.  The
reference to a “guard” in the passage translated above might go
back to an original expressing the same idea of “watchfulness” as
found in relation to the charioteer.

The Pāli parallel stands alone in relating mindfulness to the
ploughshare and goad of a farmer. The somewhat more active
connotations of this illustration are thus not supported by the
parallels. The idea behind this imagery could perhaps be that
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mindfulness can help to reveal things and thereby make them ready
for being worked on just as a ploughshare turns over the earth and
makes it ready for being worked on, and that it provides guidance
just as the goad guides the oxen who are pulling the plough.

THE WRONG AND THE RIGHT PATH (SĀ 271)

The notion of right mindfulness as a path factor is based on the
general distinction between right and wrong path factors. A simile
relevant to this distinction describes someone knowledgeable about
a particular path to be taken. The knowledgeable person provides
directions to another person who does not know the path. Such
directions take the form of recommending that the left path should
be avoided and the right path should be taken, etc. The image of the
left and the right path then receives the following explanation:

The left path is the three unwholesome states: thoughts of lust,
hatred, and harming. The right path is the three wholesome
thoughts: thoughts of renunciation and dispassion, thoughts
without hatred, and thoughts of not harming.

Going forward on the left path is reckoned to be wrong
view, wrong intention, wrong speech, wrong action, wrong
livelihood, wrong e�ort, wrong mindfulness, and wrong
concentration. Going forward on the right path is reckoned to
be right view, right intention, right speech, right action, right
livelihood, right e�ort, right mindfulness, and right
concentration.

In both versions, taking the right path eventually leads to Nirvāṇa.
A di�erence is that the Pāli parallel does not have a counterpart to
the �rst of the two paragraphs translated above. As a result, it
simply identi�es the left path with the wrong eightfold path and the
right path with its right counterpart. The additional distinction
drawn in the �rst paragraph from the above Saṃyukta-āgama
discourse, although perhaps a later addition, helps to �esh out the
implications of the distinction between the wrong and the right
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paths. It shows that what makes a path wrong is the presence of
thoughts of lust, hatred, and harming. In contrast, the right path
involves dispassion, as well as the absence of hatred and of harming.
The same can safely be assumed to be implicit in the Pāli version, in
particular in the contrast between right and wrong intentions, given
that right intention is precisely intention of renunciation, non-
hatred, and non-harming. Such intentions must inform mindfulness
if it is to be reckoned as “right”.  The present passage thereby
reinforces the importance of an ethics of the mind in relation to
mindfulness.

THE DIRE EFFECTS OF A LOSS OF MINDFULNESS (DĀ 21)

The next passage to be taken up, with which my survey moves to
mindfulness in a celestial realm, does not seem to be easily
amenable to the distinction between right and wrong types of
mindfulness. The passage in question, found in the Dīrgha-āgama
parallel to the Brahmajāla-sutta, describes a particular type of
celestial beings fond of excessive amusement:

Some [celestial] sentient beings are corrupted by pleasure, in
manifold ways they play, laugh, and amuse themselves. At the
time of playing, laughing, and amusing themselves, their body
becomes very tired and they in turn lose their mindfulness.
On losing mindfulness, their life in turn comes to an end.

The Pāli description refers just to a loss of mindfulness as what led
to the passing away of these celestial beings, without bringing in a
tiredness of their bodies.  Alongside this di�erence, the parallel
versions agree that, in the case of this particular type of celestial
beings, loss of mindfulness is actually a matter of life and death.

The loss of mindfulness of these celestial beings has a counterpart
in the passage from the Sakkapañha-sutta and its parallels, discussed
in a previous chapter (see above here), where celestial beings in an
inferior realm were able to ascend to a higher realm by regaining
mindfulness. This took the form of recollecting the Buddha’s
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teachings, with which they had been familiar in their previous lives
as Buddhist monastics. In the present case the nuance of
remembering the teachings is not of relevance, as there is no
indication that the celestial beings, who excessively amuse
themselves, had any previous exposure to instructions by the
Buddha.

An intriguing aspect of the description is that these celestial
beings must possess some degree of mindfulness while living in their
celestial realm, otherwise loss of mindfulness could hardly have
such dramatic consequences for them. Such mindfulness is not easily
classed as “right” or else “wrong”, in so far as it does not have a
direct relationship to the practice of the path to liberation nor does
it seem to run counter to it. In addition, it is also not quite clear
how far such mindfulness is the result of intentional cultivation.

A COWHERD’S MINDFULNESS (MĀ 102)

The next passage is also relevant to the question of how thoroughly
the distinction between right and wrong forms of mindfulness
applies to the various manifestations of mindfulness recognized in
early Buddhist thought. It involves a simile, found in the
Dvedhāvitakka-sutta and its Madhyama-āgama parallel. The simile
begins by describing a cowherd who has to watch closely over the
cows and at times hit them in order to prevent them from straying
into the ripened �elds.  The situation changes, however, once the
crop has been harvested:

It is just like in the last month of autumn, when the entire
harvest has been collected, and a cowherd boy, when setting
the cows free in the uncultivated �elds, is mindful of them
with the thought: “My cows are there in the herd.” Why is
that? Because the cowherd boy does not see that he would be
scolded, beaten, or imprisoned for any trespassing. For this
reason, he is mindful of them with the thought: “My cows are
there in the herd.”
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The Dvedhāvitakka-sutta uses the term sati in describing the cowherd
just being aware of the cows without any need to control them. The
Chinese counterpart is ambivalent, due to the fact that the character
used to render sati can also translate “thought”. In my translation, I
have tried to convey both nuances by rendering the same term twice
as “mindful” and “with the thought”. Although, when taken on its
own, one might opt for understanding the passage just as a referent
to thought, in view of the Pāli parallel it seems more probable that
the underlying Indic original would rather have had a reference to
mindfulness at the present juncture.

The situation described in this simile, which at least in the Pāli
version de�nitely involves the term “mindfulness”, does not seem to
lend itself naturally to the distinction between right and wrong
forms of this quality. The cowherd’s awareness of the cattle grazing
in the �elds, where the crop has already been harvested, will not
lead to awakening. But neither does it lead in the opposite direction.
In conjunction with the other example, involving celestial beings
who excessively amuse themselves, it seems fair to conclude that
early Buddhist thought recognizes forms of mindfulness that,
although falling short of being “right”, nevertheless do not for that
reason automatically fall into the opposite category of being
completely “wrong”.

Moreover, the cowherd’s mindfulness of the cows does not appear
to be the result of intentional meditative cultivation. The same
would hold for the celestial beings in the preceding passage. This in
turn is relevant to the question of whether mindfulness in early
Buddhist thought was considered a state or a trait. In other words, is
mindfulness something that only manifests as a result of meditative
cultivation or is it rather a quality that, to some degree at least, is
inherent in human and celestial beings?

A PAST BUDDHA’S ENTRY INTO HIS MOTHER’S WOMB (DĀ 1)

A form of mindfulness that also does not seem to be the result of
intentional meditative training occurs in a description of various
qualities or accomplishments of a past Buddha by the name of
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Vipassin. The relevant discourse accompanies each of these qualities
or accomplishments with a statement indicating that these are
characteristic of all Buddhas. The description relevant to the topic of
mindfulness concerns how Vipassin, who at that time had not yet
become a Buddha and therefore is referred to as a “bodhisattva”,
was conceived:

This is an unchanging law for all Buddhas: [when] the
bodhisattva Vipassin descended from Tusita Heaven into his
mother’s womb, he entered it from the right side, being with
right mindfulness and without confusion.

The Pāli parallel, the Mahāpadāna-sutta, also reports that Vipassin
entered into his mother’s womb while being in the possession of
mindfulness (and clear knowing).  Another two parallels extant in
Sanskrit fragments and in an individual Chinese translation,
however, do not refer at all to Vipassin’s mental condition at his
conception. This leaves open the possibility that the reference to
mindfulness, or even right mindfulness in the passage translated
above, could be a later addition.

Nevertheless, the existence of this reference in the Dīrghaāgama
discourse and its Pāli parallel implies that, at the time of such an
addition, mindfulness was considered a quality already possessed by
a Buddha-to-be at the time of his conception. In agreement with its
Pāli parallel, the Dīrgha-āgama version in fact continues emphasizing
mindfulness, reporting that Vipassin was endowed with mindfulness
during his stay in his mother’s womb and at the time of his birth, a
continuous presence of mindfulness shared by all those who are
going to become Buddhas in that same life.

THE BUDDHA’S MINDFULNESS AT CONCEPTION (MĀ 32)

The notion that all Buddhas have mindfulness already at the time of
conception in their mother’s womb recurs in relation to the present
Buddha in the Acchariyabbhutadhamma-sutta.  Whereas the Pāli
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version speaks of mindfulness and clear knowing, the Madhyama-
āgama parallel only mentions the second of these two qualities:

When his life in Tusita Heaven came to an end, the Blessed
One entered his mother’s womb knowingly.

The Chinese character employed in this context can also render
“mindfulness”,  although in the Madhyama-āgama it usually stands
for “knowing”. This makes it doubtful whether the original used for
translation had a reference to mindfulness at this juncture.
Nevertheless, even a reference to knowing (sampajañña) on its own
would imply the presence of some degree of mindfulness. When
considered from this perspective, although not beyond doubt, it
seems still fair to propose that the basic idea conveyed by the
parallels is similar. On this understanding, the present passage
reinforces the point made above, in that mindfulness was considered
a quality possessed by a Buddha-to-be already at the time of his
conception. Keeping in mind that the early discourses re�ect a
period when the fully �edged bodhisattva ideal had not yet come
into existence,

such mindfulness does not seem to be the result of intentional
meditative cultivation.

OVEREATING AND MINDFULNESS (SĀ 1150)

Already in the early discourses, mindfulness �nds employment for
the decidedly this-worldly purpose of weight loss through mindful
eating. The instructions given in this respect to a king named
Pasenadi are of considerable importance for relating mindfulness in
early Buddhism to its current applications in healthcare and related
areas. By way of introduction, I brie�y survey information found in
other discourses regarding this particular king, before taking up the
actual instructions he received on mindful eating.

King Pasenadi apparently performed a major sacri�ce at which
hundreds of animals were slaughtered.  On other occasions he had
a large number of people arrested,  presumably arbitrarily, or else
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is found employing spies to gather intelligence from other
countries.  Two discourses report him engaging in battle in defence
against another king’s attack.  In apparent recognition of his
warrior activities, in another discourse the Buddha employs the
example of having to go to battle as an expedient means for
illustrating to the king a teaching on charity.

These passages do not occur in chronological order, making it
uncertain to what degree they re�ect his behaviour before or after
he had come to consider himself a disciple of the Buddha. In the
case of one Pāli discourse and its Chinese parallel, however, the
conversation between the Buddha and King Pasenadi makes it
unmistakeably clear that this must have been their last meeting.
This becomes evident from the circumstance that Pasenadi, as part
of a series of expressions of his a�ection and respect for the Buddha,
refers to the fact that they are both eighty,  which is the age at
which the Buddha appears to have passed away.

The relevant Pāli discourse and its Chinese parallel report an
unusual detail in their introductory narrations, namely that King
Pasenadi had handed the royal insignia over to his commander-in-
chief before approaching the Buddha. According to the Pāli
commentary on this discourse and a passage in the
Mūlasarvāstivāda Vinaya,  the commander-in-chief seized the
opportunity to bring the insignia to Pasenadi’s son and crown him
king. After his conversation with the Buddha, King Pasenadi
discovered what had happened and rushed to secure the support of
another king in regaining his throne by force. Due to his age and the
haste with which he tried to reach the other king, he overstrained
himself and died. This story implies that, even at the end of his
long-standing relationship with the Buddha, who was quite explicit
on the dire repercussions of warfare,  the king was ready to give
battle in order to defend his rule.

Taken together, the above surveyed instances convey the
impression that King Pasenadi, in spite of being a devoted disciple
of the Buddha, was not necessarily a paragon of Buddhist lay virtue.
Nevertheless, the Buddha had no qualms about giving him
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instructions on mindfulness. These relate to his apparent habit of
overeating:

Then King Pasenadi, whose body was very bulky, with his
whole body perspiring, approached the Buddha, paid respect
with his head at the Buddha’s feet, and withdrew to sit to one
side. He was gasping heavily for breath. At that time the
Blessed One said to King Pasenadi: “Great King, your body has
become rather bulky.”

The Great King said to the Buddha. “It is like this, Blessed
One, I am worried by the bulkiness of my body. Because my
body is so bulky, I am often ashamed, disgusted, and
a�icted.”

Then the Blessed One spoke in verse:

“People should collect themselves with mindfulness,
Knowing their measure with each meal.
This then decreases their feeling tones;
They digest easily and guard their longevity.”

A youngster, called Uttara, was then seated in the assembly.
Then King Pasenadi said to Uttara: “Are you able to learn this
verse from the Blessed One and recite it for me, every time I
take a meal? If you are able to do that, I will grant you a
hundred thousand coins and also give you food regularly.”

Uttara said to the king: “I received your instruction and will
recite it.”

Then King Pasenadi, having heard what the Buddha had
said, rejoiced and was delighted. He paid respect and left.

Then Uttara, knowing that the king had left, went in front of
the Blessed One to learn the verse to be spoken.  At the time
of the king’s meals, he recited it when the food was being
eaten, saying to the Great King: “As said in verse by the
Buddha, the Blessed One, who is a Tathāgata, an arahant,
rightly and fully awakened, with knowledge and vision:
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“People should collect themselves with mindfulness,
Knowing their measure with each meal.
This then decreases their feeling tones;
They digest easily and guard their longevity.”

In this way, at a later time, the body of King Pasenadi
gradually became slim and his appearance graceful. Being
atop of his storied mansion, he held his hands together
respectfully towards the direction where the Buddha was
dwelling, knelt with his right knee on the ground, and said
three times:  “Homage to the Blessed One, the Tathāgata, the
arahant, rightly and fully awakened, homage to the Blessed
One, the Tathāgata, the arahant, rightly and fully awakened,
who has bene�ted me in the present, bene�ted me in the
future, bene�ted me in the present and the future, because of
whom I know my measure with food and drink.”

The Pāli version is shorter. It precedes its version of the verse only
by reporting that the Buddha had noted that the king was replete
and panting, without referring to his overweight condition. In line
with not broaching the topic of bulkiness, it also does not contain a
reply by Pasenadi in which the king describes his sense of shame at
his own bodily condition. Another Chinese parallel, however,
reports such an exchange.

Another di�erence concerns the payment the king promised to
Uttara. The reference to a hundred thousand coins in the discourse
translated above is clearly an instance of exaggeration; the Pāli
version and the other Chinese parallel agree that he was to receive
just a hundred coins.  After all, he had been asked to perform a
relatively simple task. Even a payment of a hundred coins seems
rather generous, let alone a hundred thousand coins.

A tendency to exaggerate some of the features of this story can
also be found in later Pāli tradition. A version of the present event
in the commentary on the Dhammapada reports that Pasenadi used
to eat a whole bucketful of food.  A Burmese inscription from the
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twelfth century then gives a detailed list of his daily food intake as
comprising one bu�alo, eight pigs, sixteen fowls, thirty quails, etc.

Alongside such exaggerations, however, the three discourses agree
fairly closely on the main import of the instruction on mindful
eating. These instructions point to the “receptive” dimension of
mindfulness, which enables clear recognition of one’s proper
measure with food. The �nal result of such practice is also relevant
to the “liberating” aspect of mindfulness, as it eventually frees the
king from his compulsion to overeat.

The signi�cance of this instruction can be further evaluated by
surveying other discourses that involve King Pasenadi, in order to
determine if these show him getting instructions on mindfulness or
other forms of meditation on other occasions.

Only two Pāli discourses, together with their Chinese parallels,
report Pasenadi receiving teachings even distantly related to
cultivation of the mind. In one of these two instances the Buddha
repeats to the king a conversation he had earlier had with Ānanda
on spiritual friendship, concluding with a verse in praise of
heedfulness (appamāda).  In the other instance, the Buddha gives
the king a teaching in praise of such heedfulness.

Although the quality of heedfulness is of considerable relevance to
the practice of mindfulness, it is not exclusively related to it. One
example is the depiction of a small child putting something into its
mouth that needs to be extracted, even at the cost of pain, to
prevent choking. Once the child has grown up, however, there is no
longer any need to have any such apprehensions, as by then the
child will no longer act in such a “heedless” manner.  The
acquisition of heedfulness by the child simply re�ects maturity of
age and has no necessary relationship to mindfulness.

The same holds for two other passages, according to which the
heedlessness of certain deities is responsible for a lack of rain and
the heedlessness of people for a loss of wealth.  This does not
imply that the deities must be practising mindfulness every time it
rains, or else that everyone who gains wealth must have been
mindful.
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On this understanding of the implications of heedfulness, it
follows that the two discourses related to this quality would not fall
into the category of instructions on mindfulness, at least from the
viewpoint of the early Buddhist usage of the term “heedfulness”.
Given that the substantial number of discourses that involve King
Pasenadi do not report any other meditation instructions, it seems as
if the verse translated above on being mindful while eating is the
only recorded occasion in which he received explicit instructions on
mindfulness.

The relevant instructions are clearly meant to address his
tendency to overeat and they are successful in achieving weight
reduction. Moreover, the narrative involves someone who receives
regular payment for delivering instructions in mindfulness practice.
In this way, this episode provides a remarkable precedent for the
current employment of mindfulness in healthcare-related
programmes.

GOING TO SLEEP WITH MINDFULNESS (SĀ 1087)

Not only when eating, but even when just going to sleep,
mindfulness is commendable. The extract below from a Saṃyukta-
āgama discourse reports the Buddha going to sleep with
mindfulness:

At that time the Blessed One did walking meditation from the
early night until the late time of the night, when he washed
his feet, entered his hut, and lay down on his right side with
collected mindfulness and clarity of perception,  with right
mindfulness and right knowing, forming the thought and
perception of rising up [again].

The Pāli parallel similarly reports that the Buddha went to sleep
with mindfulness and clear knowing, paying attention to the
perception of rising up again. In the ancient Indian setting, such
setting up of a perception of rising up would have ful�lled the
purpose that nowadays is served by an alarm clock.
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Another description of the Buddha going to sleep, found in a
di�erent Saṃyukta-āgama discourse, indicates that he “connected
mindfulness to the perception of clarity” and then gave attention to
the perception of rising up again.  This formulation seems to relate
mindfulness directly to the type of clarity of mind that in turn
would enable getting up in time, instead of continuing to sleep. In
terms of the di�erent dimensions of mindfulness, this appears to
relate to “attentiveness”, by way of attending to the time to get up
again.

The same form of mindfulness practice forms part of the training
for monastics in general and is not con�ned to the case of the
Buddha only. A discourse in the Aṅguttara-nikāya, of which no
parallel is known, lists a range of advantages to be expected from
going to sleep with mindfulness.  These include sleeping well and
waking up well, as well as absence of both bad dreams and
nocturnal emissions.  Although this is not stated explicitly, the
description seems to imply that, due to having established
mindfulness when going to sleep, the mind is in a more balanced
state and therefore less prone to get carried away by bad dreams or
the type of sexual fantasies that could lead to nocturnal emissions.
Moreover, the quality of sleep improves, and consequently one
wakes up well, perhaps able to pick up mindfulness practice right
away again.

WAKEFULNESS (EĀ 21.6)

Continuity of mindfulness throughout the night could be related to
the cultivation of “wakefulness”, which stands in particular for
meditating during the �rst and last parts of the night, instead of
sleeping. A description of such wakefulness can be found in the
following passage from the Ekottarika-āgama:

How are monastics not remiss in walking meditation? Here
monastics in the early [part] of the night and the late [part] of
the night are continually mindful during walking meditation,
they are not remiss in regard to the opportunity to be
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constantly mindful, being with the mind collected in the
qualities conducive to awakening.

Suppose it is daytime, whether walking or sitting, they give
attention to the sublime teachings and eliminate the
hindrances. Again, in the �rst watch of the night, whether
walking or sitting, they give attention to the sublime teachings
and eliminate the hindrances. Again, in the middle watch of
the night they lie down on their right sides with attention
given to collecting the mind in clarity. Again, in the last watch
of the night they rise up and, whether walking or sitting,
they give attention to the profound teachings and eliminate
the hindrances.

The Pāli parallel does not explicitly mention mindfulness when
introducing the practice of wakefulness. Here, mindfulness only
occurs in relation to going to rest in the middle watch of the night.
In fact, the Ekottarika-āgama version translated above also does not
explicitly mention mindfulness in its description of walking and
sitting undertaken before or after sleeping. Yet, its introductory
statement makes it clear that these involve a continuous cultivation
of mindfulness. The desirability of such continuity of mindfulness
can safely be assumed to be also in the background of the Pāli
version. In this way, an “attentive” form of mindfulness can become
one’s constant companion throughout the night.

DWELLING IN A FOREST WITH MINDFULNESS (MĀ 26)

In the traditional setting, a commendable way of life for those
wholeheartedly dedicated to progress to liberation is to dwell alone
in a forest. Here mindfulness features as one among various
qualities that one who lives in a forest should cultivate, failing
which censure can be expected when the forest dweller encounters
other monastics:

Forest-dwelling monastics who practise forest dwelling should
train in right mindfulness and right knowing. Venerable
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friends, suppose forest-dwelling monastics who practise forest
dwelling are often without right mindfulness and without
right knowing, they will incur criticism and censure from
[other] monastics: “These venerable forest dwellers, for what
purpose are they practising forest dwelling? Why is it that
these venerable forest dwellers, who practise forest dwelling,
are [nevertheless] often without right mindfulness and
without right knowing?”

The Pāli parallel reports similar criticism, which here concerns the
contrast between mindfulness being established or lost. It does not
qualify such mindfulness as “right” and does not refer to right or
clear knowing.

Alongside such di�erences in formulation, the basic message
remains the same. The commendable secluded lifestyle of dwelling
in a forest is not an end in itself. The good repute a monastic may
gain through such dwelling needs to be sustained by making an
e�ort at being mindful. It is the actual cultivation of mindfulness
(and other commendable qualities) that really counts.

The same could be applied to modern-day meditation practice in
retreat. The commendable lifestyle of regularly going on retreat
needs to be combined with an e�ort to sustain mindfulness, both
during the retreat itself and when being out of it and facing daily
life again. Otherwise one might incur deserved censure, as others
might query what purpose the regular going on retreat serves if one
is still frequently without mindfulness and clear knowing.

MINDFUL BEGGING FOR FOOD (EĀ 33.4, SĀ 1191, AND SĀ 1260)

Whether living alone in a forest or in a village or town, in the
traditional setting a monastic needed to go out regularly to beg for
food, during which time mindfulness should be properly established.
This topic comes up in a survey of how some male monastics begged
for food, found in a discourse in the Ekottarikaāgama. Some of these
monastics had become overpowered by sensual lust on seeing a
woman or speaking to her, with the result that they eventually



disrobed. Through undertaking proper restraint of the senses,
however, this can be avoided – an avoidance that relates to the
“protective” dimension of mindfulness:

When the time has come, that monastic puts on the robes and
takes the bowl to enter the village and beg for alms with body,
speech, and mind protected. Even though he sees a woman, he
does not give rise to sensual perceptions and is without wrong
mindfulness. Suppose he exchanges words together with the
woman, he still does not give rise to sensual perceptions and is
still without wrong mindfulness.

Instead of mentioning wrong mindfulness, the Pāli version speaks of
mindfulness that is either not established (in the case of those who
succumb to lust) or else established (in the counterpart to the above
passage). In addition to protection of body, speech, and mind, the
Pāli version also mentions sense restraint. The same comes up in a
discourse in the Saṃyuktaāgama, which enjoins that a monastic
should go to beg for food in the following manner:

With the faculties restrained and mindfulness collected in the
mind.

In this way, combining an establishing of mindfulness with sense
restraint can prevent unwholesome reactions from occurring during
the daily begging tour. A description of mindful begging in a
di�erent discourse in the same Saṃyukta-āgama also brings in the
notion of protecting the body (which had been mentioned in the
Ekottarika-āgama discourse and its Pāli parallel together with
protection of speech and mind):

You should train like this: “We will enter the village to beg for
food with the body well protected, the doors of the faculties
guarded, and the mind collected in right mindfulness.”
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The idea of protecting the body could refer to the cultivation of
circumspect behaviour, in the sense of being with clear knowing in
relation to what happens with one’s bodily actions. Notably, just as
the Ekottarika-āgama passage mentioned above brought in the
nuance of being without “wrong” mindfulness, the present passage
makes a similar point by qualifying one who guards body and sense
faculties as having “right” mindfulness.

Although the passages surveyed here come with an emphasis on a
male monastic seeing a woman, another Pāli discourse, of which no
parallel in the Chinese Āgamas is known, describes the alternative
possibility of a male monastic who goes begging without
mindfulness and then sees a layman enjoying himself with sensual
pleasures.  This has the same result of motivating the monastic to
disrobe. Yet another Pāli discourse, of which also no parallel is
known, mentions that a female monastic can also have wrong
mindfulness, although the implications of such wrong mindfulness
are not spelled out in a manner comparable to the passage from the
Ekottarika-āgama above.

Even though the above passages are formulated from the
viewpoint of monastics, the same need for mindfulness could be
applied to laypeople going shopping for their household supplies,
for example. In any daily-life situation, mindfulness can be of
substantial help in avoiding the arising of de�lements. All of this
revolves around the “protective” quality of mindfulness.

GIVING PRIORITY TO MINDFULNESS (MĀ 107)

The need to give priority to mindfulness over other concerns,
already evident from the passages surveyed above, receives a
highlight in a Madhyama-āgama discourse that depicts the
conditions under which a monastic should stay in the same place or
else better leave and go elsewhere. Living a mendicant life in the
ancient Indian setting, Buddhist monastics were dependent on
others for their basic requisites, such as food, robes, medicine, and
shelter. Hence it might seem natural to leave a place where these
are di�cult to obtain and to go where they are easily acquired. Yet,
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the recommendation given in the present discourse is to give
priority instead to one’s meditative practice. If one �nds that
mindfulness, concentration, and liberation of the mind from
de�lements do not improve, one should leave. But if they improve,
one should stay even if requisites are di�cult to obtain, based on
the following re�ection:

I went forth to train in the path not for the sake of robes, nor
for the sake of food, drink, bedding, and medicine, and also
not for the sake of any [other] necessities of life. Yet, dwelling
in dependence on this forest and having lacked right
mindfulness, I am in turn gaining right mindfulness; having
had a mind that lacks concentration, I am in turn gaining a
concentrated mind; not having become liberated, I am in turn
attaining liberation.

On realizing this, the monastic should determine to stay in that very
place. The clear-cut priority accorded to cultivation of the mind that
emerges in this way could also be applied to the situation of lay
practitioners who have not gone forth, but nevertheless are training
in the path. It could then be taken to convey that one should give
overall importance to training oneself in mindfulness, over the wish
to have everything as nice and cosy as it could possibly be.

CULTIVATING MINDFULNESS BEFORE TEACHING OTHERS (MĀ 91)

The next passage highlights the need to be established in
mindfulness oneself when wanting to teach it to others. The passage
in question comprises a whole list of qualities, one of which is the
presence or absence of mindfulness. Lacking mindfulness (or any of
the other qualities mentioned) �nds the following illustration:

If one is not tamed oneself, to want to tame another who is
not tamed is [wanting] what is certainly impossible. [If] one is
drowning oneself, to want to pull out another who is
drowning is [wanting] what is certainly impossible.
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In other words, one who has no mindfulness is not able to train
another in mindfulness. The reverse then holds for those who have
themselves cultivated what they wish to inculcate in others:

If one is tamed oneself, to want to tame another who is not
tamed is [wanting] what is certainly possible. [If] one is not
drowning oneself, to want to pull out another who is
drowning is [wanting] what is certainly possible.

The imagery used illustrates why it is preferable not to set oneself
up prematurely as a teacher of what one has not really cultivated
oneself. The same discourse o�ers several indications on how to
build up one’s practice, which will eventually enable one to guide
and inspire others. One of these involves the image of two types of
path:

It is just like a wrong path which has a proper path as its
opposite, and it is just like a bad ford which has a proper ford
as its opposite; in the same way ... lack of mindfulness [has
the establishing of mindfulness as its opposite].

In the end it is simply a matter of re-establishing mindfulness
whenever it has been lost. The discourse provides yet another
injunction, according to which one should train oneself with the
thought that, even if others are without mindfulness, one will be
with mindfulness oneself.

MINDFUL COMPANY (SĀ 450)

Training oneself to cultivate mindfulness when others are without it
can be quite challenging. In fact people of similar inclinations and
interests tend to seek each other’s company. This applies also to the
case of either having or else lacking mindfulness:

Those who lack mindfulness regularly congregate with those
who lack mindfulness ... those who do not lack mindfulness
regularly congregate with those who do not lack mindfulness.
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The Pāli parallel presents the same contrast. In this way, associating
whenever possible with others who are dedicated to the cultivation
of mindfulness becomes a natural way of expressing and supporting
one’s own cultivation of the same quality. The passage can also be
taken to point to a shift in interests and even lifestyle once one
begins to dedicate oneself wholeheartedly to mindfulness practice,
in that one will tend to prefer activities that do not foster distraction
and loss of mental balance.

MINDFULNESS AS A PATH OF DHARMA (DĀ 9)

Mindfulness features among four “paths of Dharma” listed in the
Dīrgha-āgama parallel to the Saṅgīti-sutta:

There are four paths of Dharma: Being without lust is a path
of Dharma, being without anger is a path of Dharma, right
mindfulness is a path of Dharma, and right concentration is a
path of Dharma.

The Pāli commentary explains that the expression “path” in the
present context stands for a “division” of the Dharma.  The four
paths or divisions of the Dharma point to central dimensions of the
practice. These are avoiding desire and aversion as well as
cultivating mindfulness and concentration.

MINDFULNESS AS A FORM OF AUTHORITY (MĀ 113)

A series of brief statements, found in a discourse in the Madhyama-
āgama, provides a spotlight on the prominence of mindfulness. The
basic theme of the discourse is “all things”. A �rst perspective on
this theme emerges with the question “what is the root of all
things?”, which receives the reply “desire is the root of all things.”
This sets the pattern for the remainder of the discourse, in that any
metaphysical speculations or ontological claims regarding “all
things” are implicitly dismissed and replaced with a pointer to some
aspect of subjective experience. The question relevant to the topic of
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mindfulness is: what has authority over all things? This receives the
following reply:

Mindfulness has the foremost authority over all things.

The Pāli parallel similarly states that mindfulness has authority
(ādhipateyya) over all things. The idea of mindfulness as a form of
authority recurs in another discourse in the Aṅguttaranikāya with
further explanations.  These explanations relate mindfulness to
other aspects of the practice, which are the training in morality and
the celibate life, the cultivation of wisdom, and the reaching of
liberation. Here mindfulness well established internally enables one
to purify the training in morality and the celibate life and to sustain
it wisely where it has already been puri�ed. Again, mindfulness
enables one to scrutinize with wisdom what has not been
scrutinized and to sustain wisely what one has already scrutinized.
Mindfulness facilitates realizing liberation and sustaining wisely
what has been realized. Understood in this way, mindfulness can
provide authority over all things, an eminent role it probably
acquires through its ability to monitor and hence supervise.

THE FORD OR PASTURE OF MINDFULNESS (EĀ 49.1)

As part of an Ekottarika-āgama version of a simile that illustrates
various commendable qualities with activities and qualities of a
cowherd, the four establishments of mindfulness compare to
knowing the proper ford to take the cattle across water:

How does a monastic understand the ford? Here a monastic
understands the four establishments of mindfulness. This is
reckoned a monastic’s understanding of the ford.

Parallels extant in Pāli and Chinese instead identify the four
establishments of mindfulness with the proper “pasture” for the
cows. In spite of di�ering in the respective image employed, the
parallel versions could still be understood to converge on mindful
discernment, which enables taking the proper ford to take the cattle
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across water or choosing the proper pasture for them. The ability to
discern in turn relies on “receptivity” as an important dimension of
mindfulness.

BARE AWARENESS (SĀ 312)

An intriguing perspective on the potential of “receptive” and
“protective” mindfulness, cultivated on its own, emerges from an
instruction given to the non-Buddhist practitioner Bāhiya and on
another occasion to a monastic by the name of Māluṅkyaputta.
These instructions appear to involve a “bare” form of awareness.
This is of considerable importance for a proper appreciation of the
range of applications of mindfulness in early Buddhist thought.  As
the Bāhiya instruction is only extant in Pāli,  in what follows I take
up the instruction related to Māluṅkyaputta:

The Buddha said to Māluṅkyaputta: “Suppose there are forms
you have never seen with the eye [nor] will expect to see.
Would you give rise to desire for those forms, give rise to
craving, give rise to thoughts, and give rise to being de�led by
attachment?”

He replied: “No, Blessed One.”
For sounds and the ear, odours and the nose, �avours and

the tongue, tangibles and the body, and mental objects and
the mind it should also be recited in this way.

The Buddha said to Māluṅkyaputta: “It is well, it is well,
Māluṅkyaputta, see by way of being limited to seeing, hear by
way of being limited to hearing, sense by way of being limited
to sensing, and cognize by way of being limited to
cognizing.”

Then he spoke in verse:

“If you are not in that,
And [from] that you also do not revert to being [in] this,
And you also are not in between the two,
This then is the end of dukkha.”
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Māluṅkyaputta said to the Buddha: “I have understood,
Blessed One, I have understood, Well-gone One!”

The Buddha said to Māluṅkyaputta: “How have you
understood in detail the meaning of the teaching I have given
herein in brief?”

At that time Māluṅkyaputta spoke in verse to the Buddha:

“On having seen a form with the eyes,
If right mindfulness is lost,
Then in the form that has been seen
One grasps its marks (nimitta) with thoughts of craving.

“For one who grasps the marks with craving and delight
The mind will then be constantly in bondage to attachment.
It will give rise to various kinds of craving
For the countless forms that manifest.

“Thoughts of lustful desire, ill will, and harming
Will bring about the mind’s debasement
And foster a host of a�ictions;
One is forever far from Nirvāṇa.

“[If] on seeing a form one does not grasp its marks,
And the mind conforms to right mindfulness
Craving will not de�le the mind with what is detrimental,
And the bondage of attachment will also not arise.

“Not giving rise to cravings
For the countless forms that manifest,
Thoughts of lustful desire, ill will, and harming
Will be unable to a�ict the mind.

“Diminishing [what] fosters a host of a�ictions,
One gradually draws close to Nirvāṇa.
As taught by the kinsman of the sun:
‘Being apart from craving is Nirvāṇa.’
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“If the ear has heard sounds
And the mind has lost right mindfulness,
The marks of sounds are grasped;
They are held �rmly and not relinquished.

“With the nose and odours, with the tongue and �avours,
With the body and tangibles, and with the mind and

thoughts of mental objects,
Right mindfulness being forgotten
One also grasps the marks, it is just the same.

“The mind gives rise to craving and delight
And the bondage of attachment is �rmly established;
Various kinds of craving arise
For countless mental objects that manifest.

“Thoughts of lustful desire, ill will, and harming
Will debase and harm the mind,
And increasingly nourish a host of a�ictions;
One is forever far from Nirvāṇa.

“Not being de�led by mental objects,
Established in right knowledge and right mindfulness,
The mind is not contaminated
And no longer delights in them with attachment.

“Various kinds of craving are not aroused
For countless mental objects that manifest,
And thoughts of lust, ill will, and harming
Do not debase the mind.

“The host of a�ictions consequently decreases
And one gradually draws close to Nirvāṇa.
‘The eradication of craving is Nirvāṇa’,
This has been taught by the Blessed One.
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“This describes my understanding in detail of the meaning of
the teaching the Blessed One gave herein in brief.”

The Buddha said to Māluṅkyaputta: “You truly understood
in detail the meaning of the teaching I gave herein in brief.
Why is that? It is as you said in verse:

“On having seen a form with the eyes
If right mindfulness is lost,
Then in the form that has been seen
One grasps its marks with thoughts of craving.”

To be recited in detail as above.
At that time the venerable Māluṅkyaputta,  hearing what

the Buddha had said, rejoiced and was delighted. He paid
respect and left.

At that time the venerable Māluṅkyaputta, having
understood in detail the meaning of the teaching the Blessed
One had herein given in brief, alone and in a quiet place
re�ected on it with energy. Being established in the absence of
negligence ... up to ... his mind attained liberation and he
became an arahant.

The detailed exposition given by Māluṅkyaputta of the implications
of the brief instruction he had received points directly to
mindfulness. The crucial contrast is between mindfulness being
either established or else lost. If mindfulness is lost, the danger is
that one gives attention to the pleasing characteristics of what is
seen (etc.) and becomes attached and clings to it. The mind then
becomes disturbed, one accumulates dukkha, and remains far from
Nirvāṇa. This can be avoided by cultivating mindfulness in a way
that appears to involve a bare form of awareness: what is
experienced through any of the senses is simply received as such,
without being further processed mentally by way of engaging with
any mark or characteristic. It is in this way that it becomes possible
to “see by way of being limited to seeing”, etc.
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1

The present discourse shows that “bare awareness” is already
recognized in the early discourses.  This di�ers from related
practices in some later traditions, which at times are based on the
notion that the mind is intrinsically pure, even already awakened, a
natural condition that just requires being recognized.  Such is not
the case in early Buddhist thought, where the cultivation of bare
awareness has the function of deconstructing the tendencies of the
deluded mind.

SUMMARY

In the context of the eightfold path to liberation, mindfulness has
the monitoring function to oversee the cultivation of the other path
factors. Here mindfulness builds on the preceding six path factors
and in turn supports concentration. The contrast between right and
wrong forms of mindfulness does not preclude that there could be
forms of mindfulness that do not easily �t either category, such as
when certain celestials or a cowherd at work are described as
having mindfulness. Despite requiring intentional cultivation to
actualize its potential, mindfulness seems to have been considered,
at least to some degree, a natural trait of humans (and celestials).

Already in early Buddhism mindful eating was cultivated for
health purposes, leading to weight reduction. Mindfulness can also
come to one’s service when going to sleep, living in seclusion in a
forest, and going into town to get food. In short, whatever the
situation, one should best give priority to mindfulness. In support of
mindfulness practice, it is helpful to associate with those who also
cultivate it. Its cultivation is the path to follow, which can lead to
mindfulness taking a leading role in one’s activities and providing a
function comparable to discerning the proper ford or pasture for
cattle. Another dimension of mindfulness in early Buddhism is bare
awareness, the ability to remain mindfully aware of what is
experienced without proliferating it in any way.

MĀ 189 at T I 735c22 to 735c27, parallel to MN 117 at MN III
72,22 (translated by Ñāṇamoli 1995/2005: 935) and Up 6080 at
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D 4094 nyu 44b4 or Q 5595 thu 84a5; see also Anālayo 2011:
658.
On the position in some later traditions, according to which
mindfulness cannot coexist in the same state of mind with
something that is unwholesome, see Anālayo 2017c: 22–24.
MĀ 189 at T I 735c8 to 735c10, an exposition which here
precedes the depiction of the interrelation of right view with
right e�ort and right mindfulness, etc. The corresponding
sequential build-up of the path factors in the parallels, MN 117
at MN III 76,1 and Up 6080 at D 4094 nyu 46b2 or Q 5595 thu
86a6, occurs only after the detailed exposition of the path
factors. A similar progression can be found in MĀ 179 at T I
721c4 (translated by Anālayo 2012: 131), which in this case is
absent from the Pāli parallel MN 78; see Anālayo 2011: 429.
See in more detail Anālayo 2019c.
MĀ 189 at T I 736b21 to 736b24. The ten path factors of an
arahant, one who is beyond training, are also found, e.g., in MN
65 at MN I 446,32 (translated by Ñāṇamoli 1995/2005: 550)
and its parallel MĀ 194 at T I 749b20; see also Anālayo 2011:
362.
See in more detail Anālayo 2011: 663.
SĀ 305 at T II 87b29 to 87c3, parallel to MN 149 at MN III 289,2
(translated by Ñāṇamoli 1995/2005: 1138) and Up 4006 at D
4094 ju 205a2 or Q 5595 tu 234a1; see also Anālayo 2011: 842.
The Tibetan parallel includes right speech among the factors
developed during insight meditation.
SĀ 769 at T II 201a4, parallel to SN 45.4 at SN V 6,10
(translated by Bodhi 2000: 1526) and an Uighur fragment, von
Gabain 1954: 16.
SĀ 98 at T II 27a28, parallel to SN 7.11 at SN I 172,32
(translated by Bodhi 2000: 267), Sn 77 (translated by Bodhi
2017: 168), Enomoto 1997: 98, SĀ  264 at T II 466c1, and SĀ
1 at T II 493a20.
Enomoto 1997: 98.
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The term ārakkha/ārakṣa used in the previous charioteer simile
(and in the present Sanskrit parallel) to convey the sense of a
“watchful” charioteer can also carry the sense of a “guard” or
“protection”.
SĀ 271 at T II 71c1 to 71c6, parallel to SN 22.84 at SN III 109,1
(translated by Bodhi 2000: 930).
On right mindfulness see also below p. 185.
DĀ 21 at T I 90c15 to 90c17, parallel to DN 1 at DN I 19,14
(translated by Walshe 1987: 77), two Tibetan parallels, Weller
1934: 28,23 and Up 3050 at D 4094 ju 146a4 or Q 5595 tu
168a4, T 21 at T I 266c9, and T 1548 at T XXVIII 657b12.
DĀ 21 at T I 90c16 (see also T 1548 at T XXVIII 657b14) speaks
literally of a loss of “mind”, using a Chinese character that
usually renders manas, but which at times can also translate
“mindfulness” (smṛti); see Hirakawa 1997: 491. This seems to
be the meaning appropriate to the present context, as con�rmed
by a reference to “mindfulness” in the other parallels. Further
con�rmation can be found in a quote in the *Mahāvibhāṣā
(which parallels another description of these particular celestial
beings in DN 24 at DN III 31,5 and its parallel DĀ 15 at T I
69b28), where the relevant passage in T 1545 at T XXVII
190c19 also speaks of a loss of mindfulness.
DN 1 at DN I 19,14 reads satiyā sammosā te devā tamhā kāyā
cavanti. The formulation leaves open the possibility that a
reference comparable to the term kāya in DN 1, where it stands
for the “realm” or “state” of these celestial beings, might have
led to a misunderstanding by the Chinese translators and
became a reference to the “body” of these beings.
See Anālayo 2013b: 147.
MĀ 102 at T I 589b27 to 589c2, parallel to MN 19 at MN I
116,36 (translated by Ñāṇamoli 1995/2005: 209); see also
Anālayo 2011: 139.
Brown and Ryan 2004: 246 argue that “mindfulness is not
merely a product of meditation ... mindfulness is an inherent,
natural capacity of the human organism.” Here it may also be
of relevance to note that AN 10.77 at AN V 149,19 (translated
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22
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24

by Bodhi 2012: 1439) lists loss of mindfulness among ten bad
qualities of a crow. This gives the impression that perhaps some
animals were seen as having mindfulness. Such seems to be the
case for a tale involving two parrot chicks in the Divyāvadāna,
Cowell and Neil 1886: 199,19, which are described as having
mindfully recollected the Buddha, the Dharma, and the
community when passing away. However, Ohnuma 2017:
195n41 comments that “in all ways – from their use of human
language to their taking of the three refuges and the �ve moral
precepts – these chicks seem to function more like human
laypeople than like animals. And – correspondingly – they win
rebirth in heaven through their mindfulness ... the story thus
seems like an anomaly and is not characteristic of animals in
general.” In other words, an interpretation of such descriptions
needs to keep in mind that the relationship established to
mindfulness might just be a by-product of fable-telling and need
not re�ect a well-reasoned doctrinal position on the mental
abilities or disabilities of animals.
DĀ 1 at T I 3c14 to 3c16, parallel to DN 14 at DN II 12,4
(translated by Walshe 1987: 203), a Sanskrit fragment version,
Waldschmidt 1956: 82 or Fukita 2003: 54, and T 2 at T I
152b14.
DN 14 at DN II 12,4: sato sampajāno mātukucchiṃ okkami, a
description that does not refer to the mother’s right side.
DĀ 1 at T I 4a1 and 4b15. The next discourse in the collection,
DĀ 2 at T I 16a5 and 16a7, reports possession of mindfulness
during entry into the womb and during birth for bodhisattvas in
general (as part of an enumeration of occasions for an
earthquake to occur). A similar presence of mindfulness on
these two occasions is mentioned in the Pāli parallel DN 16 at
DN II 108,10 and 108,14 (translated by Walshe 1987: 248), but
not in the Sanskrit fragment parallel, Waldschmidt 1951: 214
and 216, or in the parallels T 5 at T I 165b4, T 6 at T I 180c19,
and T 7 at T I 191c28.
MN 123 at MN III 119,35 (translated by Ñāṇamoli 1995/2005:
980); see also AN 4.127 at AN II 130,20 (translated by Bodhi
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2012: 510).
MĀ 32 at T I 470a14; see also Anālayo 2011: 702.
Hirakawa 1997: 885.
A description of the same entry into the mother’s womb in the
Mahāsaṃvartanīkathā, Okano 1998: 113, does mention
mindfulness: viveśa tasyāḥ smṛta eva kukṣau, “mindful indeed he
entered her womb”.
On the beginnings of the bodhisattva ideal see Anālayo 2010
and 2017a.
SN 3.9 at SN I 75,31 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 171), parallel
to SĀ 1234 T II 338a23 and SĀ  61 at T II 394c27.
SN 3.10 at SN I 76,31 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 172), parallel
to SĀ 1235 at T II 338b13 and SĀ  62 at T II 395b5.
SN 3.11 at SN I 79,8 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 174) and Ud
6.2 at Ud 66,5 (translated by Ireland 1990: 90), parallels to SĀ
1148 at T I 306a9 and SĀ  71 at T II 399b11.
SN 3.14 at SN I 82,30 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 177), parallel
to SĀ 1236 at T II 338c5 and SĀ  63 at T II 395c8. SN 3.15 at
SN I 84,6 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 178), parallel to SĀ 1237
at T II 338c24, SĀ  64 at T II 395c21, Speyer 1906/1970:
54,10, and T 212 at T IV 716a3.
SN 3.24 at SN I 98,31 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 190), parallel
to SĀ 1145 at T II 304a8 and SĀ  68 at T II 397b8.
MN 89 at MN II 124,17 (translated by Ñāṇamoli 1995/2005:
733), MĀ 213 at T I 797b13, and a version of the discourse in
the Mūlasarvāstivāda Vinaya, T 1451 at T XXIV 238b17, with a
Tibetan parallel in D 6 tha 86a2 or Q de 82b6.
Anālayo 2011: 518n368.
See, e.g., Anālayo 2009a.
SĀ 1150 at T II 306c3 to 306c25, parallel to SN 3.13 at SN I
81,21 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 176) and SĀ  73 at T II 400a1;
see also Anālayo 2018b and 2018e.
A minor di�erence is that the otherwise closely corresponding
verse in SN 3.13 at SN I 81,33 speaks of “aging slowly”, saṇikaṃ
jīrati. Given that the verb jīrati can also convey the sense of
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digesting, it is probable that the Indic original of the verse in SĀ
1150 was similar to SN 3.13 in this respect (the same holds for
SĀ  73 at T II 400a8, which also refers to digestion).
SN 3.13 does not describe how the youngster, here called
Sudassana, actually learned the verse.
His recitation in SN 3.13 at SN I 82,11 just concerns the verse
itself, without a comparable introductory remark on its original
speaker.
SN 3.13 does not report him expressing homage to the Buddha,
instead of which he just strokes his limbs with his hands, in
apparent satisfaction with his slim bodily condition, and
formulates an inspired utterance that relates his personal well-
being in present and future times to the Buddha’s compassion.
SĀ  73 at T II 400a5.
SN 3.13 at SN I 82,6 and SĀ  73 at T II 400a11. Notably, SN
3.13 has the reference to a hundred coins twice: kahāpaṇasataṃ
kahāpaṇasataṃ (the second instance is given in brackets in the
Burmese edition and not found in the Ceylonese and Siamese
editions). Should a comparable doubling have been found also
in the Indic original of SĀ 1150, it might have given rise to the
misunderstanding that this refers to a hundred times a hundred
coins, i.e. ten thousand coins, which then eventually might
have led to the idea of a hundred thousand coins.
Dhp-a III 264,14 (translated by Burlingame 1921: 206).
Luce and Shin 1961: 383 (I am indebted to Lilian Handlin for
drawing my attention to this inscription).
SN 3.18 at SN I 89,21 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 182), parallel
to SĀ 1238 at T II 339b9 and SĀ  65 at T II 396b1.
SN 3.17 at SN I 86,29 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 179), parallel
to SĀ 1239 at T II 339b22 and SĀ  66 at T II 396b14.
AN 5.7 at AN III 6,14 (translated by Bodhi 2012: 633).
AN 5.197 at AN III 243,16 and AN 5.213 at AN III 252,23
(translated by Bodhi 2012: 815 and 823). The �rst discourse
lists �ve obstacles to the manifestation of rain and the second
contrasts loss of wealth incurred by an immoral person through
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heedlessness to gain of wealth by a moral person through
heedfulness.
It seems to be only in later commentarial texts that heedfulness
becomes a synonym for mindfulness. For example, It-a 80,14
explains that heedfulness stands for the non-absence of
mindfulness, in the sense of its continuous establishment. Such
an understanding does not seem to re�ect fully the canonical
usage of this term. In fact the historically earlier Mahāniddesa,
Nidd I 59,17, presents an understanding of heedfulness that �ts
the canonical usage better. This con�rms the impression of a
development in understanding of this quality over time that
eventually turned appamāda into a synonym for sati.
SĀ 1087 at T II 285a17 to 285a19, parallel to SN 4.7 at SN I
107,12 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 199) and SĀ  26 at T II
381c17 (translated by Bingenheimer 2011: 131); see also
Anālayo 2017f: 204.
The rendering “perception” is based on adopting a variant
reading.
SĀ 1176 at T II 316b10 (as in the case of the previously
translated SĀ 1087, the rendering “perception” is based on
adopting a variant reading), parallel to SN 35.202 at SN IV
184,13 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 1245).
AN 5.210 at AN III 251,16 (translated by Bodhi 2012: 822).
A �fth bene�t is being protected by celestials.
EĀ 21.6 at T II 604a13 to 604a19, parallel to AN 3.16 at AN I
114,9 (translated by Bodhi 2012: 212).
The translation is based on adopting a variant reading in line
with the same formulation found earlier.
MĀ 26 at T I 455b20 to 455b25, parallel to MN 69 at MN I
471,22 (translated by Ñāṇamoli 1995/2005: 575); see also
Anālayo 2011: 374.
EĀ 33.4 at T II 688a8 to 688a11, parallel to AN 5.76 at AN III
99,20 (translated by Bodhi 2012: 708).
SĀ 1191 at T II 322c27, parallel to SN 6.13 at SN I 154,21
(translated by Bodhi 2000: 248) and SĀ  104 at T II 411a13.
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SĀ 1260 at T II 345c21 to 345c22, parallel to SN 20.10 at SN II
271,18 (translated by Bodhi 2000: 712).
AN 4.122 at AN II 125,15 (translated by Bodhi 2012: 504),
which has a Pāli counterpart in a description found in MN 67 at
MN I 461,26 (translated by Ñāṇamoli 1995/2005: 564); see
also Anālayo 2011: 369.
AN 5.120 at AN III 141,29 (translated by Bodhi 2012: 740).
MĀ 107 at T I 597a26 to 597b1, parallel to MN 17 at MN I 106,1
(translated by Ñāṇamoli 1995/2005: 199); see also Anālayo
2011: 133.
The two extracts occur in MĀ 91 between T I 574b2 and 574b7,
parallel to MN 8 at MN I 45,3 (translated by Ñāṇamoli
1995/2005: 130) and EĀ 47.9 at T II 784a20; see also Anālayo
2011: 65.
MĀ 91 at T I 574a8 to 574a18, parallel to MN 8 at MN I 43,35
and EĀ 47.9 at T II 784a19 (although here this is not applied to
mindfulness).
MĀ 91 at T I 573c20, parallel to MN 8 at MN I 43,20.
SĀ 450 at T II 115c23 (the passage is given in abbreviation),
parallel to SN 14.17 at SN II 159,8 (translated by Bodhi 2000:
641); another two parallels, SĀ  20 at T II 497c14 and T 111 at
T II 504c1, do not include the contrast between possession and
lack of mindfulness in their presentation.
DĀ 9 at T I 50c29 to 51a1, parallel to DN 33 at DN III 229,3
(translated by Walshe 1987: 492) and Sanskrit fragments,
Stache-Rosen 1968: 103.
Sv III 1022,1.
This particular statement, unlike the statement to be taken up
below, is also preserved in a Gāndhārī fragment; see
Jantrasrisalai et al. 2016: 57.
MĀ 113 at T I 602c15, parallel to AN 8.83 at AN IV 339,7
(translated by Bodhi 2012: 1232) and T 59 at T I 855c18; see
also AN 9.14 at AN IV 385,22 and AN 10.58 at AN V 107,9
(translated by Bodhi 2012: 1269 and 1410).
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AN 4.243 at AN II 244,7 (translated by Bodhi 2012: 611, given
as number 245); no parallel to this discourse appears to be
known.
EĀ 49.1 at T II 795a2 to 795a3, parallel to MN 33 at MN I 224,7
(translated by Ñāṇamoli 1995/2005: 317), AN 11.18 at AN V
352,25 (translated by Bodhi 2012: 1582, given as number 17),
SĀ 1249 at T II 343a16 (translated by Anālayo 2015c: 46) and T
123 at T I 547a14; see also Anālayo 2011: 218.
According to Sun 2014: 399, such bare awareness or “‘bare
attention’ was particularly in�uential in shaping Kabat-Zinn’s
conceptualisation of mindfulness”; see also Husgafvel 2018:
285.
Ud 1.10 at Ud 8,4 (translated by Ireland 1990: 20).
SĀ 312 at T II 90a9 to 90b26, parallel to SN 35.95 at SN IV 72,18
(translated by Bodhi 2000: 1175), Sanskrit fragments, SHT V
1311, Sander and Waldschmidt 1985: 215, SHT X 4097, Wille
2008: 265, and a Tibetan parallel, Up 4086 at D 4094 ju 241a7
or Q 5595 tu 275b7.
The original is somewhat cryptic; my translation is tentative.
My translation of this part of the verse is conjectural.
SN 35.95 reports no enquiry by the Buddha, as here
Māluṅkyaputta on his own delivers a series of verses
demonstrating his understanding.
The general thrust of the corresponding verses in SN 35.95 is
similar, although the two versions di�er in details. A di�erence
in sequence is that SN 35.95 continues directly from seeing
forms with attachment to the other senses, and only after that
takes up the opposite case of seeing forms without attachment.
The expression “kinsman of the sun” refers to the Buddha. The
last two lines have no counterpart in SN 35.95.
The translation is based on adopting a variant reading, in
keeping with the formulation found previously and
subsequently.
The last two lines have no counterpart in SN 35.95.
It is only from this point onwards that SĀ 312 quali�es
Māluṅkyaputta as “venerable”, whereas SN 35.95 uses the
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corresponding āyasmant right from the outset.
See in more detail Anālayo 2018a.
See in more detail Anālayo 2017e.
See in more detail Anālayo 2019g.



VI

MINDFULNESS AND LIBERATION

Most of the passages surveyed in this chapter relate in one way or
another to the “liberating” potential of mindfulness, be it temporary
liberation from distractions or �nal liberation from de�lements. I
begin with descriptions of mindfulness practice geared at staying
free of unwholesome thoughts (MĀ 198). Mindfulness, a quality
similar to attention (MĀ 101), supports the development of
concentration (SĀ 1305 and MĀ 210), leads to wisdom (MĀ 118),
facilitates liberating insight (SĀ 983), and supports the cultivation
of the divine abodes (MĀ 16). Moreover, mindfulness can lay the
foundation for great mental powers (SĀ 537).

Mindful puri�cation of the mind is productive of joy (DĀ 28).
Mindfulness can counter confusion (SĀ 575), lead to mental balance
(DĀ 18), facilitate facing a physical attack (MĀ 30), or criticism
(MĀ 87), and enable one to remain aloof from clinging to views (DĀ
17 and MĀ 13). The cultivation of mindfulness can also aid in
overcoming anger (SĀ 1319) and lustful desires (SĀ 586), thereby
supporting a life of celibacy (SĀ 275). Mindfulness serves to
overcome unwholesome thoughts (SĀ 272) and to remove the
unwholesome in�uences in the mind (MĀ 10).

The awakening factors, the �rst of which is mindfulness, are like
treasures (EĀ 42.4), discovered by the Buddha (MĀ 58). In order to
undertake their cultivation, one should know what nourishes them



(SĀ 715) and how they manifest (SĀ 713). Various aspects of the
path to awakening depend on mindfulness (MĀ 51), which also
supports contemplating the empty nature of the �ve aggregates (SĀ
265).

Mindfulness is indeed the path (SĀ 535): not only is it required
for progress towards awakening (SĀ 542), but it also serves as a
natural dwelling for one who has attained complete liberation of the
mind (SĀ 543). All awakened ones are mindful (DĀ 10); in other
words, arahants keep practising mindfulness (MĀ 12), and the
Buddha was of course no exception to this (MĀ 133). The noble
eightfold path, which sets the context for mindfulness practice, was
already the topic of the Buddha’s �rst discourse (EĀ 19.2). In sum,
all Buddhas awaken through mindfulness (SĀ 498). An aspect of the
Buddha’s own practice is a speci�c set of three establishments of
mindfulness, relevant in particular to the situation of giving a
teaching (MĀ 163).

MINDFULNESS AND THINKING (MĀ 198)

The practice of mindfulness does not require keeping the mind free
from all types of thought activity. This is evident in the exposition
in the Satipaṭṭhāna-sutta and its parallels, whose instructions clearly
involve the use of concepts. Nevertheless, the cultivation of
mindfulness free from thought activity, in particular the one which
is of an unwholesome nature, is also explicitly recognized and
commended. Such practice already came up in the Madhyama-āgama
parallel to the Gaṇakamoggallāna-sutta, discussed in a previous
chapter (see above here), although in that case it was absent from
the Pāli version. An example where such a description occurs in
both the Chinese and Pāli versions is the Madhyama-āgama parallel
to the Dantabhūmi-sutta. The relevant passage sets in after the
standard description of the cultivation of the four establishments of
mindfulness:

You should contemplate the body as a body internally and do
not think thoughts associated with sensual pleasures ... up to ...
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contemplate feeling tones, the mind, and dharmas as dharmas
and do not think thoughts associated with what is contrary to
Dharma.

When a noble disciple contemplates the body as a body
internally and does not think thoughts associated with sensual
pleasures ... up to ... contemplates feeling tones, the mind, and
dharmas as dharmas and does not think thoughts associated
with what is contrary to Dharma, then in this way the noble
disciple follows the instructions of the Tathāgata.

The corresponding passage in the Dantabhūmi-sutta shows variations
in di�erent Pāli editions. In the case of contemplation of the body,
according to some of these editions thoughts related to the body
should be left behind, whereas others agree with the above passage
from the Madhyama-āgama that the thoughts to be avoided are those
related to sensual pleasures.  Given that the subsequent reference to
thoughts associated with what is contrary to the Dharma concerns
unwholesome thought, it seems more probable that the concern
during contemplation of the body would have been to avoid sensual
thoughts. In any case, the present passage clearly points to di�erent
modalities in cultivating the four establishments of mindfulness.

NO LONGER PAYING ATTENTION (MĀ 101)

The Vitakkasanthāna-sutta and its Madhyama-āgama parallel describe
�ve methods to counter the presence of unwholesome thoughts in
the mind. The third of these is not paying attention to whatever
keeps triggering such thoughts:

One should not be mindful of those thoughts, which are the
cause that made bad and unwholesome thoughts arise. Not
being mindful of these thoughts, already arisen unwholesome
thoughts will in turn come to cease. Bad thoughts having
ceased, the mind will in turn be constantly established in
inner tranquillity, it will become uni�ed and gain
concentration.
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It is just like a person with eyesight who, having no need to
see visible forms that are in the light, were to close the eyes or
turn the body away and leave.

The Vitakkasanthāna-sutta speaks of not being mindful (asati) and
not paying attention (amanasikāra) to those thoughts. The
suggestion that one should not be mindful of what happens in the
mind might at �rst strike an unexpected note. Examination of the
present injunction in its context helps to clarify the situation. The
instructions in the Vitakkasanthāna-sutta and its parallel as a whole
appear to set in at a point when mindful recognition of something
unwholesome in the mind has not su�ced on its own to emerge
from this condition. From the viewpoint of the noble eightfold path,
the instructions given here fall into the realm of right e�ort. The
two discourses agree that a �rst attempt to deal with the situation
by taking up something wholesome has not worked, and a second
attempt by examining the danger in those unwholesome thoughts
has also not had the desired e�ect. When the issue at hand agitates
the mind so much that, in spite of repeated attempts, one is unable
to emerge from what is unwholesome, then the strategy of not
paying any further attention becomes appropriate.

The two discourses continue by o�ering yet other strategies, in
case not paying attention to the vexing matter should also be
unsuccessful. This goes to show that the recommendation is not just
to switch o� mentally. The point is more speci�cally no longer to
pay attention to the particular topic or incident that keeps triggering
unwholesome reactions in the mind. But some degree of mindfulness
of the overall condition of the mind must continue, otherwise one
would be unable to recognize whether this approach has been
successful or not. Such recognition is clearly expected in both
versions, evident in their instruction on how to proceed, based on
such recognition.

The Pāli version’s reference to mindfulness (sati) and attention
(manasikāra) operating in conjunction re�ects a similarity in nature
between these two qualities. A di�erence, from the viewpoint of
early Buddhist thought, is that attention is present in any mental



state, but mindfulness is not always present. Hence, whereas
mindfulness needs to be established, attention needs to be directed
in an appropriate manner so that it becomes penetrative or radical
(yoniso), and thereby wise, instead of remaining super�cial.  This
distinction has not always remained the same in later tradition. Cox
(1992/1993: 88) explains that

for the Sarvāstivāda-Vaibhāṣikas, mindfulness is a mental
event that occurs with regard to each object in every moment
of psychic life. It enables the simultaneous insight or cognition
of that object to occur and provides the necessary condition
for later recollection ... in �xing or noting every present
object, mindfulness performs an action essential for
subsequent recollection.

This then led to the reasoning that, since in principle any moment of
experience can be recalled, it follows that at least some degree of
mindfulness must be present in every such moment. From the
viewpoint of early Buddhist thought, however, a clear distinction
can be drawn between mindfulness and attention. Whereas attention
is present in any state of mind, mindfulness is not always present.

MINDFULNESS LEADS TO CONCENTRATION (SĀ 1305 AND MĀ 210)

Being with collected mindfulness leads to right concentration:

If one gains being collected with right mindfulness, uni�cation
of the mind will be well and rightly achieved.

The Pāli version indicates that those who have gained mindfulness
become well and rightly concentrated. The main point made in both
versions seems obvious: the more one is with mindfulness, the easier
it becomes to avoid distractions and experience an increasingly
concentrated condition of the mind.

Another perspective on the same matter emerges from the
Cūḷavedalla-sutta, its Madhyama-āgama parallel, and another parallel
extant in Tibetan translation. The three versions group the factors of
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the noble eightfold path into three divisions, namely morality,
concentration, and wisdom. Right mindfulness occurs in the second
of these two:

Right mindfulness and right concentration, these two path
factors are included in the aggregate of noble concentration.

The Cūḷavedalla-sutta di�ers from the above translated Madhyama-
āgama statement in so far as it also includes right e�ort in the
aggregate of concentration; the Tibetan parallel agrees with the
Madhyama-āgama in placing right e�ort instead in the aggregate of
wisdom.  Whatever may be the �nal word on the proper positioning
of right e�ort, all versions clearly concur in placing right
mindfulness under the heading of concentration.

This is signi�cant in view of a tendency in some later traditions to
combine mindfulness and wisdom. At times, this even goes so far as
to consider mindfulness to be intrinsically a matter of wisdom.
Gethin (1992: 42) explains the reasoning that appears to have led to
such considerations as follows:

because sati “remembers” it knows how things stand in
relation to one another; it, as it were, opens up one’s view. In
this way it tends towards a seeing of things that re�ects what
the Abhidhamma considers to be the way things truly are.
This is the reason why sati/smṛti is so intimately bound up
with wisdom.

From the viewpoint of the early discourses, it is not invariably the
case that mindfulness is intimately bound up with wisdom. The
present passage makes this quite clear, otherwise mindfulness would
have been included under the aggregate of wisdom.

The same Cūḷavedalla-sutta and its parallels take up the potential
of right mindfulness to lead to concentration:

The four establishments of mindfulness are reckoned a cause
of concentration.
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The translation “cause” renders nimitta, the term also found in the
corresponding section of the Cūḷavedalla-sutta. This term can convey
the sense of a “mark” or “sign” or else carry a causal nuance; in fact
at times it can serve as an equivalent to other terms that translate
“cause” and “condition”.  This appears to be the sense relevant to
the present context, in that the four establishments of mindfulness
have a causal function in the cultivation of concentration. This was
apparently considered such a signi�cant dimension of mindfulness
that the Cūḷavedallasutta and its parallels give precedence to it,
rather than drawing attention to the relationship of mindfulness to
wisdom.

At the same time, however, the statements of purpose in the
Satipaṭṭhāna-sutta and its parallels list a range of bene�ts to be
expected from cultivating the four establishments of mindfulness,
none of which mentions concentration.  The bene�ts they list show
that the overall orientation of the practice is towards liberating
insight.  Implementing this orientation requires in particular that
mindfulness be cultivated in combination with clear knowing
(sampajañña). From this perspective, concentration is a by-product,
although certainly an important one. It is important because it
supports progress to liberation; it is a by-product because it is not
the �nal aim of the practice.

In fact, the passage from the Cūḷavedalla-sutta and its parallels,
quoted above, occurs in the context of a discussion of various
aspects of concentration. In other words, from the viewpoint of
concentration, mindfulness is a crucial requirement, as its
cultivation serves as the “cause” for concentration. Without
mindfulness, it will hardly be possible to cultivate concentration.

THE SIMILE OF THE ELEPHANT (MĀ 118)

Mindfulness occurs in a simile that compares various qualities with
parts of an elephant:

The great elephant has faith as its trunk
And twofold virtue as its tusks;
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Mindfulness is its neck and wisdom its head,
To re�ect on and analyse the teachings.

The identi�cation of mindfulness as the neck of the elephant points
to its role in supporting the head of wisdom. The simile thereby
con�rms that in early Buddhist thought mindfulness makes a
substantial contribution to, but is not the same as, wisdom.

The Pāli parallel di�ers in so far as in its presentation the
elephant’s tusks stand for equanimity, a quality also related to the
tusks in the Tibetan version (here together with faith).

MINDFULNESS AND LIBERATING INSIGHT (SĀ 983)

The relationship between mindfulness and insight comes up in the
following verse:

With puri�ed equanimity and mindfulness,
Being preceded by investigative contemplation of the Dharma,
I say, there is liberation by insight,
The eradication of the darkness of ignorance.

In the Pāli parallel, equanimity and mindfulness are preceded by
“thought on the Dharma”. In this way, both versions agree that
progress to liberation requires combining equanimity and
mindfulness,  informed by previously developed understanding (be
this in the form of contemplation or thought).

The present illustration adds yet another perspective to the
relationship between mindfulness and wisdom or insight. Not only is
mindfulness merely the neck of the elephant, rather than its head,
but it also requires being preceded by investigation in order to lead
to liberation. With these two passages, the role of mindfulness in
relation to insight emerges as a collaboration with other qualities,
particularly the cultivation of clear knowing (sampajañña), a quality
regularly mentioned alongside sati, and in the version translated
above the arousing of investigation, which corresponds to the task
of the second of the seven awakening factors. Both depend on the
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establishing of mindfulness to unfold their full potential, just as
mindfulness in turn depends on them for engendering liberating
insight.

MINDFULNESS AND THE DIVINE ABODES (MĀ 16)

Besides serving in the development of insight, mindfulness can also
function as part of a meditative dwelling in any of the four divine
abodes (brahmavihāras). Whereas the development of insight aims at
�nal liberation from de�lements, a cultivation of the brahmavihāras
leads to temporary liberation, in the sense that the mind is for the
time being beyond the reach of de�lements, whose roots in the
mind, however, have not yet been eradicated. The �rst of the four
divine abodes is benevolence (mettā), which should be cultivated in
this way:

Being free from ill will and free from contention, discarding
sloth-and-torpor, being without restlessness or conceit,
removing doubt and overcoming arrogance, with right
mindfulness and right knowing, being without bewilderment,
one dwells having accomplished pervasion of one direction
with a mind endowed with benevolence, and in the same way
the second, third, and fourth directions, [all] of the four
directions, above and below, completely and everywhere
being without mental shackles, without resentment, without
ill will, and without contention; with a mind endowed with
benevolence that is supremely vast and great, boundless and
well developed, one dwells having accomplished pervasion of
the entire world.

The above Madhyama-āgama version continues by applying the same
description to the other three divine abodes of compassion,
sympathetic joy, and equanimity. The Pāli parallel proceeds
similarly.  The reference to “right mindfulness” in the Madhyama-
āgama version has its counterpart in paṭissato in the Pāli parallel. In
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its general usage in Pāli discourses, this term carries similar
connotations to sati, “mindfulness”.

Here and in a substantial number of other instances surveyed in
this book, mindfulness is quali�ed as “right” in the Chinese Āgamas,
but no such quali�cation is found in their Pāli parallels. Given the
overarching concern in later exegesis with clear-cut categorization,
in particular when it comes to contrasting “right” and “wrong”,
perhaps such concerns in�uenced some reciters of these discourses
during oral transmission. This might have led to the addition of the
quali�cation “right”, in order to emphasize that the type of
mindfulness under discussion �ts into this category.

The association of mindfulness with the radiation of one or all of
the divine abodes recurs in other Pāli discourses.  Such radiation
without limit in all directions leads to the mind becoming
“boundless” (appamāṇa), a quali�cation also employed in other
discourses in relation to mindfulness of the body (see above here).
This suggests that, in addition to the support mindfulness can o�er
to the meditative cultivation of the divine abodes by monitoring the
practice, the divine abodes and the presence of mindfulness share
the similar quality of broad-mindedness. Such broad-mindedness
relates to the “receptive” quality of mindfulness and its ability to
monitor a situation in such a way as to provide an overview of its
various aspects.

GREAT MENTAL POWERS THROUGH MINDFULNESS (SĀ 537)

The potential of mindfulness emerges again in another passage,
according to which one of the eminent disciples of the Buddha by
the name of Anuruddha related his great supernormal mental power
to his having cultivated the four establishments of mindfulness:

By cultivating the four establishments of mindfulness,
cultivating them much, I accomplished such great
supernormal power. What are the four establishments of
mindfulness? They are the establishment of mindfulness by
contemplating the body [in regard to] the body internally
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with diligent e�ort, right mindfulness, and right knowing,
overcoming greed and discontent in the world.  In the same
way with the body externally ... the body internally and
externally ... feeling tones internally ... feeling tones externally
... feeling tones internally and externally ... the mind
internally ... the mind externally ... the mind internally and
externally ... dharmas internally ... dharmas externally ... and
the establishment of mindfulness by contemplating dharmas
[in regard to dharmas] internally and externally with diligent
e�ort, right mindfulness, and right knowing, in this way
overcoming greed and discontent in the world.

In the Pāli parallel, Anuruddha presents the four establishments of
mindfulness as the basis for his having reached great direct
knowledge (abhiññā). In this way, the capacity of mindfulness to
empower the mind, potentially even leading to the acquisition of
supernormal powers, is similarly evident in both parallels.

THE JOY OF PURIFICATION AND MINDFULNESS (DĀ 28)

The Dīrgha-āgama parallel to the Poṭṭhapāda-sutta clari�es that the
eradication of de�led states and the growth of puri�ed states lead to
mindfulness and happiness:

De�led states can be extinguished and puri�ed states can be
produced, [whereon] one dwells in a state of happy ease, with
joy and delight, with mindfulness collected, with a uni�ed
mind, and with extensive wisdom.

The Pāli parallel speaks of a happy dwelling with delight, joy,
tranquillity, mindfulness, and clear knowing. In both versions, the
description serves to encourage the listener to feel inspiration for
extinguishing what is de�led and cultivating what is puri�ed.  For
such purposes, mindfulness clearly has a crucial contribution to
o�er.
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MINDFULNESS INSTEAD OF CONFUSION (SĀ 575)

Mindfulness could also serve to counter confused thoughts. This
potential emerges from a Saṃyukta-āgama passage that reports an
admonishment given by relatives to an accomplished lay
practitioner. Mistakenly thinking him to be in a condition of
confusion, they tell him:

You should collect your mindfulness; you should collect your
mindfulness!

In agreement with its Pāli parallel, the Saṃyukta-āgama discourse
clari�es that the lay practitioner was not in need of such instruction,
as he had not been confused in the �rst place. Nevertheless, the
instruction as such points to the potential of mindfulness as a way of
countering confusion and thereby in a way “liberating” the mind
from a confused condition.

THE BALANCE OF MINDFULNESS (DĀ 18)

Another aspect of the “liberating” dimension of mindfulness lies in
remaining established in a state free from attraction and repulsion.
A discourse in the Dīrgha-āgama and its Pāli parallel present such
balance through mindfulness and equanimity as a culmination point
of practice, after having �rst trained in countering perceptions
related to attraction and to repulsion by cultivating their respective
opposites. The two parallel versions agree in considering the �nal
stage of mindful balance to be a noble type of supernormal power:

Having left behind both attractive appearances and
unattractive appearances in this world, one cultivates
equanimity with collected mindfulness that is not lost; this is
then called a noble supernormal power.

Both versions deem such ability to be superior to supernormal feats
like multiplication of oneself, levitation, diving into the ground,
walking on water, etc. In other words, the balance that can be
reached through mindfulness should be reckoned superior even to
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such spectacular achievements which, according to ancient Indian
thought, could be achieved through mental training.

MINDFULLY FACING AN ATTACK (MĀ 30)

Mindfulness can also o�er support when one has to endure being
physically attacked by others. Such a situation should best be faced
with the appropriate re�ection:

One re�ects: “I will be very diligent and not sluggish, with
straight body and right mindfulness without loss and without
delusion, with a stable and uni�ed mind. I will endure this
body being punched by �sts, hurled at by stones, [even] to the
extent of [being attacked] by swords or sticks, yet I shall
diligently train in the teaching of the Blessed One.”

The Pāli parallel proceeds similarly. In both versions, mindfulness
provides support for being able to endure an attack. The implication
here would not be that one should simply let others abuse one as
they like. The description appears to take for granted that there is
no possibility to avoid being physically attacked. In such a situation,
the “protective” dimension of mindfulness can facilitate the type of
mental stability to rely on in order to face what cannot be avoided
with inner stability.

MINDFULNESS AND CRITICISM (MĀ 87)

After a rather stern teaching given by Sāriputta to others, his
companion Mahāmoggallāna describes how those with good
qualities, including the possession of mindfulness and clear
knowing, will react on hearing Sāriputta’s admonition:

Suppose there are persons who ... have right mindfulness and
right knowing ... on hearing the teachings spoken by the
venerable Sāriputta, from his mouth it reaches their minds just
like the hungry who obtain food or the thirsty who obtain
drink.
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Although the illustration, found similarly in the Pāli parallel, is
concerned with a range of qualities and not just the two mentioned
explicitly in the extract translated above, it could nevertheless be
taken to illustrate the potential of mindfulness and clear knowing
for facing constructive criticism. The “receptivity” of mindfulness
together with the clarity provided by clear knowing can counter the
arising of strong negative reactions. Instead of being perceived as a
personal attack, an admonition can thereby become an occasion to
improve oneself.

MINDFUL ALOOFNESS FROM VIEWS (DĀ 17 AND MĀ 13)

The Dīrgha-āgama parallel to the Pāsādika-sutta takes up the need to
go beyond various speculative views about the past and the future:

If one wishes to eliminate these wrong and bad views, one
should cultivate the four establishments of mindfulness in
three modes. How should a monastic, to eliminate these bad
[states], cultivate the four establishments of mindfulness in
three modes? Monastics, that is, one contemplates the body
[in regard to] the body internally, with untiring energy and
recollective mindfulness that is not lost, removing greed and
discontent in the world. One contemplates the body [in regard
to] the body externally, with untiring energy and recollective
mindfulness that is not lost, removing greed and discontent in
the world. One contemplates the body [in regard to] the body
internally and externally, with untiring energy and
recollective mindfulness that is not lost, removing greed and
discontent in the world.

Contemplation of feeling tones, mind, and dharmas is also
again like that. This is how one eliminates the mass of bad
states by cultivating the four establishments of mindfulness in
three modes.

The Pāli parallel makes basically the same point, although it does
not explicitly mention the distinction into three modes of cultivating
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each establishment of mindfulness internally, externally, and both.
In this way, the two passages agree in throwing into relief the
potential of a systematic cultivation of the “liberating” potential of
mindfulness to lead beyond speculations about the past and the
future, presumably by directing attention to a direct apperception
and understanding of the present.

A related perspective emerges in an examination of three types of
view in a discourse in the Madhyama-āgama, which propose that all
one does is just a result of the past, is due to a creator god, or is
without any cause. When taken to their logical conclusion, each of
these three views would deny personal responsibility for what one
does. The resultant incorrect perspective is bereft of mindfulness:

If in relation to acting, together with not acting, one has no
understanding in accordance with reality, one in turn has lost
right mindfulness and is without right knowing.

The Pāli version similarly indicates that, once what should be done
or should not be done is no longer seen as real, mindfulness is lost,
and one dwells without protecting oneself.

Although this is not explicitly stated in either of the two versions,
it would follow that the possession of mindfulness (or “right
mindfulness” in the Chinese version) facilitates a correct
discernment of causality, in the sense of one’s personal
responsibility for one’s actions and omissions. On this
understanding, rather than adopting any of the three types of view,
mentioned in these two discourses, one relies on the “receptive”
quality of mindfulness and its broad-angled perspective as a means
to observe things in relation to each other and thereby discern the
workings of causality.

OVERCOMING ANGER THROUGH MINDFULNESS (SĀ 1319)

The potential of mindfulness for “liberating” the mind from anger is
the topic of a set of verses addressed to the Buddha by a celestial
being:
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The worthy and virtuous one has right mindfulness,
The worthy and virtuous one is continuously with right

mindfulness.
With right mindfulness one sleeps in peace,
In this world and another world.

The worthy and virtuous one has right mindfulness,
The worthy and virtuous one is continuously with right

mindfulness.
With right mindfulness one sleeps in peace,
And one’s mind is always tranquil.

The worthy and virtuous one has right mindfulness,
The worthy and virtuous one is continuously with right

mindfulness.
With right mindfulness one sleeps in peace
And one abandons defeating others in combat.

The worthy and virtuous one has right mindfulness,
The worthy and virtuous one is continuously with right

mindfulness.

One neither kills nor incites [others] to kill,
One neither oppresses nor incites [others] to oppress,
One has a mind of mettā towards everyone,
A mind that does not harbour the bondage of enmity.

The Saṃyukta-āgama discourse continues by reporting that the
Buddha approved, stating that it was as the celestial being had said.
Another parallel preserved in Chinese conveys a similar impression
of the potential of mindfulness to lead beyond anger.

The Pāli version proceeds di�erently, as here the celestial being
speaks only a single verse and the Buddha then replies, apparently
correcting what the deity had said. The Pāli version on its own
conveys the impression that mindfulness is not enough to overcome
anger.  In light of the above parallel, however, it seems possible34



that the Pāli version su�ered from a textual corruption, where the
conjunction ca was confused with the negative particle na.  On this
assumption, the reply by the Buddha would originally have a�rmed
what the celestial being had said. In fact, the Satipaṭṭhāna-sutta and
its parallels clearly envisage that the cultivation of mindfulness can
lead to the higher two levels of awakening, with which anger is
completely removed from the mind.

Alongside such di�erences on the potential of mindfulness, the
parallel versions can nevertheless be seen to agree in so far as they
similarly highlight the contribution of mettā (benevolence) in
overcoming anger. The �nal outcome envisaged in the Satipaṭṭhāna-
sutta and its parallels for a systematic cultivation of the four
establishments of mindfulness certainly does not in any way put into
question the potential of mettā in this respect. The point is only that
such systematic cultivation of mindfulness is on its own able to
erode the roots of anger in the mind. Nevertheless, from the
viewpoint of actual meditation practice a cultivation of both
mindfulness and mettā is probably the best way to counter a
tendency to anger.

MINDFUL REMOVAL OF LUST (SĀ 586)

Besides serving to counter anger, the “liberating” potential of
mindfulness can also contribute to removing lustful desires:

Remove the �re of lustful desires,
With right mindfulness seek to be far away from it.

Two Pāli parallels point to a similar relationship between
mindfulness and overcoming sensuality. In the same vein, another
discourse in the Saṃyukta-āgama enjoins removing dirty dust
through right mindfulness, explaining that dust refers to lustful
desires.  According to the Pāli parallel, the task of mindfulness here
is in particular to overcome discontent, which can be a central
condition for the arising of sensual desire.
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Be it anger (mentioned in the previous passage) or lust,
mindfulness can perform its liberating role and lead to a gradual
diminishing and eventual removal of both types of de�lement.

MINDFULNESS IN SUPPORT OF CELIBACY (SĀ 275)

A closely related perspective on the “liberating” potential of
mindfulness emerges in the context of a description of the practices
undertaken by the monastic Nanda, which enabled him to live a
celibate life at ease, in spite of his lustful nature:

The clansmen’s son Nanda is aware of the arising of feeling
tones, aware of the persisting of feeling tones, and aware of
the cessation of feeling tones, being established in right
mindfulness, without allowing for distractions. He is aware of
the arising of perceptions, aware of the persisting of
perceptions, and aware of the cessation of perceptions ... He is
aware of the arising of thoughts, aware of the persisting of
thoughts, and aware of the cessation of thoughts, being
established in right mindfulness, without allowing for
distractions.

This is reckoned the accomplishment of Nanda, the
clansmen’s son, in right mindfulness and right knowing.

The Pāli parallel proceeds similarly, although it does not explicitly
mention that Nanda was undistracted. The description of the
practice undertaken by Nanda suggests that a way to emerge from
unwholesome thoughts of sensual lust can be found in mindful
contemplation of impermanence.  Such a mode of cultivating
mindfulness can enable even someone who experiences strong
sensual lust to maintain a life of celibacy.

The above passage also o�ers an important re�ection of the
distinct early Buddhist perspective on impermanence. Later
Buddhist traditions adopted the doctrine of momentariness, the
notion that things cease immediately after having arisen.  Early
Buddhist thought, however, clearly recognizes that feeling tones,
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perceptions, and thoughts can persist for some time (as changing
processes, of course) before they cease.

COUNTERING UNWHOLESOME THOUGHTS (SĀ 272)

A discourse in the Saṃyukta-āgama, in agreement with its Pāli
parallel, proposes the cultivation of the four establishments of
mindfulness as the means to counter and remove any unwholesome
thoughts:

Thoughts of lust, thoughts of hatred, and thoughts of harming;
these are innumerable types of what is unwholesome. What is
their complete cessation? [It is when] the mind is well settled
in the four establishments of mindfulness.

The two versions add that the same can also be achieved through
concentration on signlessness (animitta), an experience where
perception no longer picks up the “signs” of phenomena required for
their recognition and mental processing.

The above passage in a way sums up the “liberating” quality of
mindfulness that has already emerged with the previous three
extracts, which showed the potential of mindfulness in relation to
anger and lust. The present extract rounds o� their presentation by
pointing to the cultivation of the four satipaṭṭhānas for this purpose.

MINDFULLY REMOVING UNWHOLESOME INFLUENCES (MĀ 10)

The topic of removing what is unwholesome appears again in the
Madhyama-āgama parallel to the Sabbāsava-sutta. As part of a survey
of di�erent methods to counter the in�uxes (āsava), a term for
unwholesome in�uences in the mind that are completely eradicated
with full awakening, the relevant passage points to the cultivation of
the awakening factors:

How are in�uxes abandoned through paying attention?
Monastics, one gives attention to the �rst awakening factor of
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mindfulness in dependence on seclusion, in dependence on
dispassion, in dependence on cessation, inclining to release.

The Madhyama-āgama discourse continues by listing the other six
awakening factors. The Pāli parallel similarly speaks of the
cultivation of mindfulness (and of the other awakening factors),
undertaken in dependence on seclusion, dispassion, and cessation,
as “culminating in letting go”. The expression “inclining to release”
in the Madhyama-āgama passage appears to convey a similar sense.
Given the overarching importance accorded to the abandoning of
the in�uxes in early Buddhist thought, the present indication invests
the cultivation of mindfulness and the other awakening factors with
a crucial liberating potential.

The above extract also complements the previous passages,
according to which the “liberating” potential of mindfulness can
counter anger and lust, and the four satipaṭṭhānas can serve to
e�ectuate a cessation of unwholesome thoughts. The present
passage directly addresses the roots of unwholesomeness in the
mind, showing that to tackle them requires mindfulness in its role as
an awakening factor.

THE TREASURES OF THE AWAKENING FACTORS (EĀ 42.4)

The awakening factors just mentioned, which have mindfulness as
their foundation, are like treasures:

In my teaching there are many types of treasure, namely the
treasure of the mindfulness awakening factor, the treasure of
the [investigation-of-]dharmas awakening factor, the treasure
of the energy awakening factor, the treasure of the joy
awakening factor, the treasure of the tranquillity awakening
factor, the treasure of the concentration awakening factor, and
the treasure of the equipoise awakening factor.

Two parallels extant in Pāli and Chinese instead list the di�erent
practices and qualities pertinent to awakening, beginning with the
four establishments of mindfulness and leading up to the noble
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eightfold path.  Since this listing includes the seven awakening
factors, in this respect these parallels agree with the above passage.
The treasures of the awakening factors in a way enrich the mind by
enabling the breakthrough to liberation.

THE BUDDHA’S DISCOVERY OF THE AWAKENING FACTORS (MĀ 58)

The arising of a Buddha (here referred to as Tathāgata) results in the
arising of the seven awakening factors:

[When] a Tathāgata, free from attachment and fully
awakened, appears in the world, it should be known that the
seven treasures of the awakening factors also appear in the
world. What are the seven? They are the treasure of the
mindfulness awakening factor, [the treasure] of the
investigation-of-dharmas awakening factor, [the treasure] of
the energy awakening factor, [the treasure] of the joy
awakening factor, [the treasure] of the tranquillity awakening
factor, [the treasure] of the concentration awakening factor,
and the treasure of the equipoise awakening factor.

The Pāli parallel similarly relates the manifestation of the seven
awakening factors to the arising of a Tathāgata. The point made
with this presentation would be that it requires a Buddha to
recognize the potential of these seven mental qualities for progress
towards awakening. In other words, although mindfulness was
already known in the ancient Indian setting, its potential to serve as
the �rst and foundational awakening factor should be considered a
distinct discovery of the Buddha.

NUTRIMENT FOR THE AWAKENING FACTOR OF MINDFULNESS (SĀ 715)

The awakening factor of mindfulness has its own nutriment, in the
sense of the qualities or practices that nourish its arising and
growth:
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What is the nourishment for the mindfulness awakening
factor? That is, having given attention to the four
establishments of mindfulness, the not yet arisen mindfulness
awakening factor arises and the already arisen mindfulness
awakening factor is aroused further so as to increase and
augment. This is called the nourishment for the mindfulness
awakening factor.

The Pāli parallel is less speci�c, as it simply mentions “things that
are the basis for the mindfulness awakening factor”. A parallel
extant in Tibetan agrees with the Saṃyukta-āgama version in
stipulating the four satipaṭṭhānas. Perhaps the two ways of
presentation could be combined by considering a cultivation of the
four establishments of mindfulness to be particularly suitable for
stimulating the awakening potential of mindfulness, while at the
same time leaving open the possibility that mindfulness can in
principle also be cultivated as an awakening factor apart from
formal satipaṭṭhāna practice.

MANIFESTATIONS OF THE AWAKENING FACTOR OF MINDFULNESS (SĀ 713)

Another perspective on the same awakening factor of mindfulness
reveals in what way it can manifest:

There is the establishing of mindfulness in the mind in relation
to internal phenomena and there is the establishing of
mindfulness in the mind in relation to external phenomena.
That establishing of mindfulness in relation to internal
phenomena is the mindfulness awakening factor ... and that
establishing of mindfulness in relation to external phenomena
is the mindfulness awakening factor.

The Pāli parallel similarly relates mindfulness as an awakening
factor to what is internal or else external. The distinction between
internal and external comes up repeatedly in various passages on
mindfulness, the present one highlighting in particular that the
internal and the external domain are dimensions of mindfulness as
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an awakening factor. The relationship established in this way
invests this distinction, which re�ects the “receptive” dimension of
mindfulness, with additional importance. I will discuss its
implications in more detail below (here) in relation to the Buddha’s
own practice of satipaṭṭhāna, as this conveniently exempli�es an
external deployment of mindfulness.

LIBERATION DEPENDS ON MINDFULNESS (MĀ 51)

The next passage describes practices that lead to liberation. Several
of these involve mindfulness, so the present exposition can be read
as a complement to the Dīrgha-āgama discourse taken up at the
outset of the second chapter (see above here) with its emphasis on
mindfulness among qualities to be cultivated. In agreement with its
Pāli parallel, the Madhyama-āgama discourse translated below
presents the subject matter by way of a series of questions and
answers:

For knowledge and liberation there is also a practice, they are
not without a practice. What is reckoned to be the practice for
knowledge and liberation? The answer is: the seven factors of
awakening are the practice.

For the seven factors of awakening there is also a practice,
they are not without a practice. What is reckoned to be the
practice for the seven factors of awakening? The answer is: the
four establishments of mindfulness are the practice.

For the four establishments of mindfulness there is also a
practice, they are not without a practice. What is reckoned to
be the practice for the four establishments of mindfulness?
The answer is: the three sublime types of conduct are the
practice.

For the three sublime types of conduct there is also a
practice, they are not without a practice. What is reckoned to
be the practice for the three sublime types of conduct? The
answer is: guarding the senses is the practice.
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For guarding the senses there is also a practice, they are not
without a practice. What is reckoned to be the practice for
guarding the senses? The answer is: right mindfulness and
right knowing are the practice.

The Pāli parallel makes the same point, expressed in terms of each
item having its speci�c nutriment. A minor di�erence is that the
nutriment for guarding the sense doors is just mindfulness and clear
knowing (satisampajañña),  without an explicit quali�cation of
these as “right”. This is in line with a recurrent pattern already
noted earlier, where the Chinese parallels tend to qualify
mindfulness additionally as “right”.

The present passage covers three modalities of mindfulness.
Besides serving as the �rst awakening factor and being the central
quality cultivated with its four establishments, the text also
mentions right mindfulness and right knowing as a separate quality.
Such cultivation of mindfulness leads to sense restraint, which in
turn builds the foundation for the four satipaṭṭhānas (via facilitating
proper conduct), and these in turn feed into the “liberating”
dimension of mindfulness as the �rst awakening factor. In this way,
from the basic to the profound, mindfulness can make a continuous
contribution to progress on the path.

CONTEMPLATING THE AGGREGATES WITH MINDFULNESS (SĀ 265)

A whole set of similes serves to illustrate the nature of the �ve
aggregates of clinging, singled out in early Buddhist thought as
central dimensions of subjective experience to which the
unawakened mind is prone to cling. In agreement with its Pāli
parallel, the Saṃyukta-āgama discourse in question sums up the
teaching in verse form:

Contemplate bodily form as a mass of foam,
Feeling tones like bubbles on water,
Perception like a glare in springtime,
Formations like a plantain tree,
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And the nature of any consciousness like a magical illusion,
As the kinsman of the sun has explained.

Carefully attending to it from all sides,
With right mindfulness examining it well,
It is [found to be] insubstantial and without solidity

Although the parallels to the above verse do not explicitly mention
mindfulness, they agree with the Saṃyukta-āgama version in
referring to both mindfulness and clear (or right) knowing in a
subsequent verse that describes how one should contemplate.  In
this way, the parallel versions agree in conferring on mindfulness a
central role in the cultivation of insight into the empty nature of the
�ve aggregates of clinging. To ful�l its “liberating” role in this
context, mindfulness collaborates with other mental qualities or
factors, here in particular with examination.

MINDFULNESS IS THE PATH (SĀ 535)

The four establishments of mindfulness are central to the path. This
can be seen in another passage, which points out the dire
consequences of neglecting their cultivation:

If one is apart from the four establishments of mindfulness,
one is apart from the noble teaching. Being apart from the
noble teaching, one is apart from the noble path. Being apart
from the noble path, one is apart from the state of the
deathless. Being apart from the state of the deathless, one is
unable to become free from birth, old age, disease, death,
worry, grief, vexation, and pain.

The Pāli parallel presents the matter in a more succinct manner,
simply stating that those who neglect the four establishments of
mindfulness neglect the noble path that leads to the destruction of
dukkha. Alongside such di�erences, the parallel versions clearly
reckon the cultivation of mindfulness (by way of its four
establishments) as indispensable for the path to liberation.
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MINDFULNESS AND THE QUEST FOR AWAKENING (SĀ 542)

Training in the four establishments of mindfulness is indeed crucial
for progress towards awakening. This is explicitly formulated in
another discourse in the Saṃyukta-āgama in the following manner:

If a monastic is at the state of a trainee, [proceeding]
upwards, seeking to establish the mind in the peace of
Nirvāṇa,  what should [such] a noble disciple cultivate,
cultivating it much, so as to gain in this teaching and
discipline the eradication of the in�uxes, the in�ux-free
liberation of the mind and liberation by wisdom, knowing
here and now for oneself and realizing: “Birth for me has been
eradicated, the celibate life has been established, what had to
be done has been done, I myself know that there will be no
receiving of any further existence”?

[Reply: Such a] one should dwell in the four establishments
of mindfulness.

The discourse continues by describing the cultivation of the four
establishments of mindfulness (with an abbreviated reference to the
distinction between internal and external forms of such practice).
The question in the Pāli parallel is simply what a trainee should
cultivate. Similar to the previous passage, the parallels agree in
shining a spotlight on the importance of the four satipaṭṭhānas for
progress to liberation.

MINDFULNESS AND AWAKENING ATTAINED (SĀ 543)

In addition to being required for progress to liberation, dwelling in
the four establishments of mindfulness is also the appropriate mode
of meditative abiding for those who have successfully attained it:

If a monastic has already eradicated the in�uxes, done what
had to be done, relinquished the heavy burden, is apart from
all fetters and well liberated in mind through right knowledge,
such a one also cultivates the four establishments of
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mindfulness.  Why is that? [It is not] to gain what has not
been gained, to realize what has not been realized, but for the
sake of a pleasant dwelling in the here and now.

The parallels agree that mindfulness practice continues even after
full awakening has been successfully reached. In this way,
mindfulness is not only the means for reaching the goal, but also the
be�tting expression of having reached the goal.

AWAKENED ONES ARE MINDFUL (DĀ 10)

The continued relevance of mindfulness for those who have reached
awakening comes up again in a passage in the Dasuttara-sutta and its
Dīrgha-āgama parallel, which present a list of seven powers of fully
awakened ones. According to their description of one of these
powers, fully awakened ones are cultivators of the four
establishments of mindfulness:

[One who has eradicated the in�uxes] cultivates the four
establishments of mindfulness, cultivating them much and
practising them much.

The Dasuttara-sutta phrases its corresponding indication in such a
way as to make it clearer that the cultivation of the four
establishments is what led to the attainment of full awakening and
its concomitant eradication of the in�uxes. The same practice then
continues to be of relevance to fully awakened ones, who keep
cultivating these four establishments of mindfulness. Their
undertaking as a characteristic feature of arahants recurs in a listing
of eight powers, found in a discourse in the Aṅguttaranikāya and its
Saṃyukta-āgama parallel.

AN ARAHANT’S MINDFULNESS (MĀ 12)

Mindfulness is indeed a quality characteristic of those who have
achieved the �nal goal:
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One who has been rightly liberated in the mind in this way
gains in turn being established in six wholesome abodes ... on
seeing a form with the eye, one is neither delighted nor sad,
but equanimous, seeking for nothing, being with right
mindfulness and right knowing.

The Madhyama-āgama discourse continues with the same description
for the other �ve senses. In each case, one who is fully liberated will
remain in possession of right mindfulness and right knowing,
without reacting with desire or aversion. The Pāli version makes the
same point in terms of dwelling in equanimity with mindfulness and
clear knowing.

Whereas the passages surveyed earlier were about the cultivation
of the four establishments of mindfulness as characteristic of fully
awakened ones, the present instance complements this by
delineating how such possession of mindfulness plays out in daily-
life situations. This takes the form of unshakeable mental balance,
free from any delight or sadness, in relation to whatever is
experienced.

THE BUDDHA’S MINDFULNESS AND INSIGHT (MĀ 133)

The Buddha’s own mindfulness �nds mention in the Upālisutta (MN
56) and its Madhyama-āgama parallel, occurring in a series of verses
that eulogize the Buddha. One of these verses mentions his
mindfulness:

Being with mindfulness well [established] and with sublime
and right insight, he does not elevate and also does not
demote himself, being imperturbable and with continuous
mastery [of himself].

Instead of referring to elevating and demoting oneself, the Pāli
parallel speaks of leaning neither forwards nor backwards,
presumably in the same sense of neither favouring nor rejecting.
The overall impression that emerges is the Buddha’s superb inner
balance, characterized by the presence of mindfulness and insight.
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THE BUDDHA’S FIRST TEACHING (EĀ 19.2)

Mindfulness as a factor of the noble eightfold path already features
in what according to tradition was the �rst teaching given by the
Buddha, with which he set in motion the wheel of Dharma:

What is the essential path that leads to the attainment of full
awakening, that arouses vision, arouses knowledge, [whereby]
the mind attains appeasement, attains the penetrative
knowledges, accomplishes the fruits of recluse-ship, and
reaches Nirvāṇa? That is, it is this noble eightfold path,
namely right view, right thought, right speech, right action,
right livelihood, right e�ort, right mindfulness, and right
concentration. This is reckoned to be the essential path that I
have reached. I have now attained right awakening, arousing
vision, arousing knowledge, the mind attaining appeasement,
attaining the penetrative knowledges, accomplishing the fruits
of recluse-ship, and reaching Nirvāṇa.

The Pāli parallel similarly identi�es the path leading to the
cessation of dukkha as the noble eightfold path, and then lists its
factors. The role of mindfulness as one of the factors of the noble
eightfold path in the �rst teaching by the Buddha could be related
to his discovery of the awakening factors (see above here) and of
the four establishments of mindfulness (see above here and here).
All of these appear to be central realizations that emerged during his
quest for, and eventual attainment of, awakening. The roles of
mindfulness as the seventh factor of the eightfold path, the �rst and
foundational awakening factor, and the chief quality behind the
cultivation of the four establishments of mindfulness could thus all
be considered outcomes of the Buddha’s realization of awakening.

ALL BUDDHAS AWAKEN THROUGH MINDFULNESS (SĀ 498)

A discourse in the Saṃyukta-āgama and its Saṃyutta-nikāya parallel
report Sāriputta describing the type of practice common to all
Buddhas:
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I know that all Buddhas of the past, being [Blessed Ones],
Tathāgatas, arahants, rightly and fully awakened, completely
abandoned the �ve hindrances, which a�ict the mind, bring
about a weakening of the power of wisdom, fall into the
category of obstructions, and do not lead to Nirvāṇa; they
dwelled in the four establishments of mindfulness and,
cultivating the seven factors of awakening, attained
unsurpassed right awakening.

All Buddhas of the future, being Blessed Ones, [Tathāgatas,
arahants, rightly and fully awakened], also will [completely]
abandon the �ve hindrances, which a�ict the mind, bring
about a weakening of the power of wisdom, fall into the
category of obstructions, and do not lead to Nirvāṇa; they will
dwell in the four establishments of mindfulness and,
cultivating the seven factors of awakening, will attain
unsurpassed right awakening.

All Buddhas of the present, being Blessed Ones, Tathāgatas,
arahants, rightly and fully awakened, also [completely]
abandon the �ve hindrances, which a�ict the mind, bring
about a weakening of the power of wisdom, fall into the
category of obstructions, and do not lead to Nirvāṇa; they
dwell in the four establishments of mindfulness and,
cultivating the seven factors of awakening, attain unsurpassed
right awakening.

In both versions Sāriputta explains that, even though he has no
direct knowledge of Buddhas past, present, and future, he is able to
make such a statement from inference. This is comparable to a
gatekeeper at the only gate of a town, who would know that anyone
entering or leaving the town will have to come through that gate.

The removal of the hindrances is an exercise in the
Satipaṭṭhānasutta and its Madhyama-āgama parallel and would hardly
be possible without any presence of mindfulness.  The same quality
is of course central in the cultivation of the four establishments of
mindfulness. It is also foundational as the �rst of the awakening
factors, building on which the other awakening factors are
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cultivated. Their presence or absence is the topic of another exercise
in the Satipaṭṭhāna-sutta and its parallels.

In view of the central role of mindfulness for overcoming the �ve
hindrances, dwelling in the four establishments of mindfulness, and
cultivating the awakening factors, it follows that mindfulness is
indeed a key aspect of the progress towards awakening for all
Buddhas.

THE BUDDHA’S THREE ESTABLISHMENTS OF MINDFULNESS (MĀ 163)

The Buddha himself is on record for cultivating a set of three
establishments of mindfulness. These three, listed only in the
present context, do not correspond to the standard set of four
concerned with the body, feeling tones, mind, and dharmas. Instead,
they describe three di�erent situations the Buddha might encounter
when teaching an audience:

The Tathāgata teaches the Dharma to his disciples with
thoughts of sympathy and consideration, seeking their bene�t
and welfare, seeking their peace and happiness, with a mind
full of benevolence and compassion, [telling them]: “This is
for your welfare, this is for your happiness, this is for your
welfare and happiness.”

If the disciples are not respectful and do not act accordingly,
do not become established in knowledge, their minds do not
incline towards the Dharma and follow the Dharma, they do
not accept the right Dharma, they disregard the Blessed One’s
instruction and are unable to attain certainty in it, then the
Blessed One is not sad or sorrowful because of this. Instead,
the Blessed One is equanimous and una�ected, constantly
mindful and constantly knowing ...

If the disciples are respectful and act accordingly, become
established in knowledge, their minds surrender and incline
towards the Dharma and follow the Dharma, they accept and
uphold the right Dharma, they do not disregard the Blessed
One’s instruction and are able to attain certainty in it, then the
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Blessed One is not glad or joyful because of this. Instead, the
Blessed One is equanimous and una�ected, constantly mindful
and constantly knowing ...

[If] some disciples are not respectful and do not act
accordingly, do not become established in knowledge, their
minds do not incline towards the Dharma and follow the
Dharma, they do not accept the right Dharma, they disregard
the Blessed One’s instruction and are unable to attain certainty
in it; and some disciples are respectful and act accordingly,
they become established in knowledge, their minds surrender
and incline towards the Dharma and follow the Dharma, they
accept and uphold the right Dharma, they do not disregard the
Blessed One’s instruction and are able to attain certainty in it,
then the Blessed One is not sad or sorrowful and also not glad
or joyful because of this. Instead, the Blessed One is
equanimous and una�ected, constantly mindful and constantly
knowing.

The three establishments of mindfulness described here re�ect the
need to remain balanced as a teacher, independent of whether
members in the audience are attentive or not. The point made here
is not a recommendation to ignore how one’s way of teaching is
received. It is in fact a task for mindfulness, while one is giving a
talk, to monitor what is happening in order to be able to adjust to
the situation and the audience. The passage translated above aptly
re�ects this by describing that the Buddha is continuously mindful
and knowing.

However, such “receptive” mindfulness can be accompanied by
inner balance and the absence of any negative reactions. In this
way, one does not become dependent on the attitude of the
audience by getting elated when they seem to be responsive and
depressed when they do not seem to be attentive. Instead, with
receptive mindfulness one does one’s best and remains equanimous
with whatever the results may be.

From the viewpoint of the cultivation of mindfulness, it is
remarkable that the distinction between three types of audience is



made the basis for an enumeration of three satipaṭṭhānas. Here the
emphasis is clearly on something external. In contrast, the
enumeration of four establishments of mindfulness is based on
distinguishing what are often internal conditions of the body,
feeling tones, mental states, and dharmas, which can then lead over
to discerning the same externally. In this way, in the present set of
three satipaṭṭhānas an external object forms the starting point for a
practice that then leads over to being aware of the internal, namely
equanimity in the face of each of the three types of audience.

This helps to appreciate the basic distinction between internal and
external mindfulness. It also puts into perspective the variations
repeatedly found between Pāli discourses and the Chinese Āgama
parallels on whether the necessity to cultivate the four
establishments of mindfulness internally and externally (and both) is
explicitly mentioned (as well as the issue that these terms have led
to various interpretations in later exegesis).  Even without any such
explicit indication, the idea of three satipaṭṭhānas already points to
the need for interrelating what takes place in others to what takes
place in oneself. This is a central implication to be taken away from
the present discourse. Otherwise the Buddha’s attitude towards
three di�erent audiences would not have been quali�ed as a distinct
set of three satipaṭṭhānas.

One of the body contemplations found under the set of four
satipaṭṭhānas proceeds to some degree similarly, showing that this
pattern is not exclusive to the three establishments of mindfulness.
This is contemplation of a corpse in di�erent stages of decay, a
practice found equally in the three parallel versions.  Comparable
to observing the mental attitude of members of an audience and
then attending to one’s own mental attitude in relation to that, this
contemplation requires observing the dead and decaying body of
another and then attending to the fact that one’s own body is
destined to undergo the same fate.

The need to take into account what is external to oneself also
�nds re�ection in the acrobat simile (see above here). A central
point of this simile is how to best take care of another, namely by
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�rst cultivating mindfulness in relation to oneself and, based on the
balance established in this way, then taking care of another. Again,
the simile of the cook (see above here) illustrates how one should
attend to one’s own mind, an internal contemplation, with an
example of external observation, in which the cook should assess
how the food is being received by the master.

Given that the de�nition of the awakening factor of mindfulness
mentions its internal and external dimensions (see above here), it
seems fair to assume that such broadening of perspective is indeed
integral to satipaṭṭhāna meditation, independent of the degree to
which this is mentioned explicitly. The predominant implications of
this distinction can reasonably well be assumed to align with what
is also evident in the Buddha’s three satipaṭṭhānas and the cemetery
contemplations, as well as in the similes of the acrobats and the
cook, namely to interrelate in some way what is internal to oneself
with what takes place in others.

SUMMARY

Mindfulness can be cultivated in the presence of thought or else
without it; it stands in close relationship to attention, but di�ers
from it in needing to be aroused. Mindfulness leads to concentration
and is not intrinsically a matter of wisdom. Instead, the role of
mindfulness in relation to wisdom is comparable to how the neck of
an elephant supports its head.

Mindfulness shares the quality of broad-mindedness with the
divine abodes. It has the potential to lead to great mental power,
mental puri�cation, and the overcoming of anger and sensual lust.
In this way, mindfulness is the tool for remaining free of attraction
and repulsion; it enables one to face both physical attacks and
criticism with inner balance, to stay aloof from speculative views, to
emerge from unwholesome thoughts, and to remove unwholesome
in�uences from the mind.

The awakening factors, the �rst of which is mindfulness, are like
treasures, whose discovery is an outcome of the Buddha’s
awakening. The awakening factor of mindfulness has the four
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establishments of mindfulness as its nourishment; the same mental
quality of mindfulness also facilitates guarding the senses and can
lead to a contemplation of the empty nature of all aspects of
subjective experience.

The four establishments of mindfulness are the path to inner
nobility, being crucial for progress towards awakening. At the same
time, they are the �tting expression of having become awakened.
Fully awakened ones continue to practise mindfulness, being free
from reacting with desire and aversion. The cultivation of
mindfulness was already part of the �rst teaching delivered by the
Buddha, and it forms an element common to the awakening of all
Buddhas, past, present, and future. The Buddha himself cultivated
three establishments of mindfulness when engaging in teaching
activities. These re�ect the presence of mindfulness and equanimity
when teaching audiences that are either attentive, or else only
partially attentive, or else not attentive at all. The distinction
between internal and external mindfulness can reasonably well be
assumed to refer to a broadening of perspective from oneself to
others.

MĀ 198 at T I 758b15 to 758b19, parallel to MN 125 at MN III
136,20 (translated by Ñāṇamoli 1995/2005: 995).
Anālayo 2011: 719n167.
MĀ 101 at T I 588b12 to 588b16, parallel to MN 20 at MN I
120,6 (translated by Ñāṇamoli 1995/2005: 212); see also
Anālayo 2011: 141.
On manasikāra as distinct from mindfulness see Anālayo 2020a
and on yoniso manasikāra Anālayo 2009b.
SĀ 1305 at T II 358c6, parallel to SN 2.7 at SN I 48,34
(translated by Bodhi 2000: 143), and SĀ  304 at T II 477a29

(which quali�es neither mindfulness nor concentration as
“right”).
MĀ 210 at T I 788c11, parallel to MN 44 at MN I 301,8
(translated by Ñāṇamoli 1995/2005: 398) and Up 1005 at D
4094 ju 7b5 or Q 5595 tu 8b4.
See in more detail Anālayo 2011: 279–281.
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CONCLUSIONS

The material surveyed in the six chapters of this book re�ects a
range of nuances and applications of mindfulness attested in early
Buddhist sources. Nevertheless, the resultant survey is in actual fact
only meant to provide a starting point for further discussion and
exploration. In particular, it is my hope that scholars of other
Buddhist traditions will be inspired to compile similar surveys of the
characteristics and functions of mindfulness in texts and practices
re�ecting those traditions, which will in turn enable a better
appreciation of continuities and di�erences compared to the
material examined here.

CHARACTERISTICS OF MINDFULNESS

As the nature of my survey in the preceding pages is inevitably
somewhat preliminary, my identi�cation of some key characteristics
of mindfulness comes without any pretence that this is either an
exhaustive or else a de�nitive way of understanding mindfulness.
Given the inexhaustibility of teachings on mindfulness, to the extent
that the Buddha would have been able to deliver teachings on this
topic for a hundred years without running out of material (see
above here), any attempt at summarization can only be limited and
provisory. With this caveat in place, I would like to present my
personal understanding of mindfulness under the following �ve
headings, already mentioned in the course of the preceding pages:

protective,
embodied,
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attentive,
receptive,
liberating.

PROTECTIVE

The establishing of mindfulness o�ers protection, in particular by
introducing a pause before reacting. This enables a better
assimilation of relevant information and a recognition of potential
reactivity in the mind. Having established the protective dimension
of mindfulness, safety is ensured within and without, both for
oneself and for others.

Remaining in the �eld of protection a�orded by mindfulness �nds
illustration in similes of animals that outwit their respective
predators by staying on their home turf. Another relevant simile
exempli�es how protecting oneself lays the foundation for being
able to protect another with the example of an acrobatic
performance. The protection a�orded through mindfulness is like a
gatekeeper of a town, whose presence ensures peace within. By
enabling self-reliance, mindfulness can become one’s true refuge.

EMBODIED

Mindfulness of the body in the form of proprioception presents a
grounding quality that is characteristic of mindfulness in general.
Such grounding helps to be fully in the here and now, rather than
being carried away by associations and proliferations. Embodied
mindfulness o�ers an inner centredness comparable to carrying a
bowl of oil through a crowd watching a dancing spectacle. The
cultivation of an embodied presence can become a �rm post within
that counters the tendency to mental fragmentation through the
senses.

Mindfulness-related perspectives on the body range from
deconstructions of notions of solidity and excessive concern with its



external attractions to embodied bliss and happiness during deep
meditative concentration. Taken together, they converge on the
need for balance, which is indeed a central quality of mindfulness.
Attending to the breath can serve as a convenient tool to come back
to an embodied grounding in the here and now, as well as o�ering a
doorway to a sophisticated meditation practice that covers all
essential dimensions of the path to awakening.

ATTENTIVE

Mindfulness can be cultivated in such a way that what happens
right now could easily be recalled later. Such close attentiveness can
be directed to a mundane activity like eating in order to improve
health and well-being, it can take place in the presence of
conceptual thought or in its absence, and it can serve to lead the
mind into deep concentration. Its central �avour is full presence of
mind.

With further cultivation, the element of attentiveness nourishes a
discerning and awake quality of mind. In this way, mindfulness can
provide the foundation for the awakening factor of investigation.
Such dwelling in the condition of being attentive and awake
through mindfulness is a step towards awakening to a vision of
reality as it really is.

RECEPTIVE

Comparable to a cowherd who just watches the cows from a relaxed
distance, mindfulness is receptively aware without interfering. Such
receptivity manifests in an ability to monitor what is taking place,
just like a good charioteer has an overview of the whole tra�c
situation. Comparable to a cook who observes how the food is
received, with receptive mindfulness it becomes possible to remain
aware of the various repercussions of what is taking place.



The receptivity of mindfulness can take in information from the
internal and the external dimensions of experience under an
overarching objective to know and understand. It can manifest in
the form of bare awareness as a way of countering the constructing
tendency of the mind and its resultant projections.

LIBERATING

Mindfulness serves as a crucial quality in the Buddhist path to
liberation, relevant for beginners and fully awakened ones alike.
The liberative potential of the four establishments of mindfulness
leads to a mental condition free from desire and discontent. Besides
its liberating potential with regard to overcoming de�lements,
mindfulness can also be truly liberating in the face of pain and even
death.

The nature of liberation through mindfulness is gradual but
de�nite. Progress occurs in small steps, taken day by day in the
cultivation of mindfulness, leading to eventual results that could
hardly be more impressive.

PEARL

Taking the �rst letter of the above quali�cations of mindfulness as
Protective, Embodied, Attentive, Receptive, and Liberating leads me
to the idea of mindfulness as a “p-e-a-r-l”. A pearl results from
something irritating that enters inside the shell of a mollusc and
becomes surrounded with calcium carbonate. The result of this type
of immune response is the formation of a beautiful pearl.

In the same vein, any irritant that has entered inside of our life
can be surrounded with mindfulness. This mental immune response
takes the form of facing any situation with mindfulness, a response
that over time leads to the beauty of a mind ever more liberated
from a�ictions.



FUNCTIONS OF MINDFULNESS

The early Buddhist employment of mindfulness evolves from a
quality already known in the ancient Indian setting, where it came
prominently intertwined with aspects of memory. Nevertheless,
from the outset such memory connotations were not con�ned to a
recall of the past and could perhaps best be captured with an
expression like “keeping in mind”, in order to avoid restricting
mindfulness to what is invariably related to the past. Instead, the
memory connotation can more fruitfully be understood to convey an
increased receptivity for information as well as an enhanced ability
to retrieve that information at a later time, two mental functions
that can be improved through mindfulness.

Out of the practices assembled under the �rst of the four
establishments of mindfulness, of particular interest from a daily-
practice perspective is mindfulness of bodily postures, which
appears to rely on proprioceptive awareness. Such practice can
engender a grounding and centring dimension of mindfulness that
counters a tendency towards the fragmentation of experience often
manifesting in ordinary living situations.

Cultivated in the form of four establishments, mindfulness has the
overall purpose of purifying the mind from de�lements and
propelling progress to awakening. Such practice has an internal and
an external dimension, probably implying a shift of mindful
attention from what is experienced by oneself to the corresponding
experiences of others. It also involves combining mindfulness with
other qualities, in particular diligent e�ort and clear knowing as a
basic form of practical wisdom. Only in later traditions do such
qualities come to be seen as intrinsic to mindfulness itself. The same
holds for the ethical quali�cation of being wholesome, which in
early Buddhist thought is attributed not to mindfulness itself, but
rather to its cultivation in the form of the four establishments.

As part of the path to liberation, mindfulness is considered to be
“right”, in contrast to what leads to mental bondage and a�iction.
Examples of distinctly wholesome manifestations of mindfulness are
its cultivation in the form of the four establishments, as the �rst of



the awakening factors, and as the seventh member of the eightfold
path. Nevertheless, in early Buddhist thought the two opposing
categories of “right” and “wrong” do not seem to function as an
exhaustive account of all manifestations of mindfulness. Moreover,
mindfulness appears to be seen as a natural trait of human and
celestial beings, in the sense that, given the right conditions, it can
manifest even without intentional meditative cultivation.

The practice of mindfulness stands in a close relationship with
ethics as part of an overall gradual growth, where moral conduct
and the presence of mindfulness mutually strengthen each other.
Mindfulness has an important monitoring function, which enables
an adjusting of meditation practice in accordance with what the
present moment requires. Mindfulness also facilitates inner balance,
which is in turn indispensable for facing the vicissitudes of life as
well as for assisting others. The cultivation of mindfulness is
relevant to all practitioners, from beginners to those who have
walked the path to its �nal consummation.

The range of applications of this quality in Buddhist discourse
includes mindful eating for improvement of health and the practice
of bare awareness. Both are not merely later developments.
Mindfulness o�ers substantial support to the meditative cultivation
of both tranquillity and insight; it can come to one’s aid when facing
anger, sensual lust, criticism, and even physical attacks. Its
continued cultivation is an element of practice common to all
awakened ones; in fact, all Buddhas awaken in reliance on it. In
sum, mindfulness can extend its transformative power from a
mundane activity like eating all the way up to the attainment of
Nirvāṇa.

As a complement to the “pearl” imagery employed in order to
convey what I consider key qualities of mindfulness, here I would
like to present my personal attempt to de�ne mindfulness. This is
not meant to compete in any way with existing de�nitions, but is
much rather an attempt to complement them; in fact this whole
book has as its purpose the addition of depth to existing de�nitions
and understandings of mindfulness (Anālayo 2019a). Based on the
present (and necessarily limited) state of my own research and



practical experience, I would summarize key aspects of the function
of mindfulness in this way:

An openly receptive presence that enables a full taking in of
information, resulting in an awake quality of the mind that
facilitates clarity and recollection by monitoring, in the present
moment and without interfering, the internal and external
repercussions of whatever is taking place.



ABBREVIATIONS

AN Aṅguttara-nikāya

CBETA Chinese Buddhist Electronic Text Association

D Derge edition

DĀ Dīrgha-āgama (T 1)

Dhp-a Dhammapada-aṭṭhakathā

DN Dīgha-nikāya

EĀ Ekottarika-āgama (T 125)

It Itivuttaka

It-a Itivuttaka-aṭṭhakathā

MĀ Madhyama-āgama (T 26)

MN Majjhima-nikāya

Mp Manorathapūraṇī

Nidd I Mahāniddesa

Q Peking edition

SĀ Saṃyukta-āgama (T 99)

SĀ Saṃyukta-āgama (T 100)2



SĀ Saṃyukta-āgama (T 101)

SHT Sanskrithandschriften aus den Turfanfunden

Sn Sutta-nipāta

SN Saṃyutta-nikāya

Spk Sāratthappakāsinī

Sv Sumaṅgalavilāsinī

T Taishō edition

Th Theragāthā

Ud Udāna

Ud-a Paramatthadīpanī

Up Abhidharmakośopāyikā-ṭīkā

〈〉 emendation

[] supplementation
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