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|IX|Preface


The present volume attempts nothing less than to give a state-of-the-art summary of what we currently know about the psychology of meditation. Of course, one volume cannot possibly summarize everything, and as an author I had to make some difficult choices, but the aim of this work is to give a representative overview of what psychological science has achieved so far in this area, as well as which problems are still around. One could say that the main point of the book is to prepare the reader for the suggestions for future research given in the last chapter.


There is much confusion in meditation research about what meditation is, how it is embedded in various practicing contexts, and why people meditate at all. Therefore, this book puts an emphasis on clarifying these questions in Part 1, on the varieties of meditation. Chapter 1 describes the vast diversity of meditation techniques, and Chapter 2 deals with the notoriously problematic issue of mindfulness, which is often (wrongly) thought of as synonymous with meditation. Chapters 3 and 4 look at meditation in its respective contexts – traditional and Western, respectively. And Chapter 5 reviews the astonishingly few attempts at finding out why people begin to meditate at all and why they stay with it.


Part 2 of the book deals with the effects of meditation. Meanwhile, an incredibly large number of studies have examined the effects of meditation, and it seems that no end is in sight for the exponential growth curve of the number of publications. This forced me to rely mainly on meta-analyses (and even meta-syntheses – that is, summaries of meta-analyses). Chapter 6 gives an overview on the very varied research on the effects of meditation on more or less healthy practitioners. Many more studies have been conducted on the effects of meditation for practitioners from clinical populations, which are reviewed in Chapter 7. There are some exciting new trends in the topics for meditation research, such as the use of meditation apps, adverse outcomes of meditation, differential effects of different practices, and the impact of spirituality and ethics. These are dealt with in Chapter 8.


The usual order of presentation in books on a given scientific topic is to begin with the theory part and then present and discuss the empirical evidence in light of the theories. This book does it the other way round, and there is a justification for that: So far, the bulk of meditation research has been conducted with little or no theoretical background. To be sure, there are theories of meditation, and they will be summarized in Part 3 of the book. Chapter 9 presents my understanding of the psychological aspects of four  main traditional approaches: Samkhya-Yoga, early Buddhism, Advaita |X|Vedanta, and Zen. Western attempts at explaining why and how meditation works are reviewed in Chapter 10.


As mentioned above, all of this – that is, a summary of the varieties, the effects, and the theories of meditation – can be seen as a preparation for the last part of the book, presenting perspectives on meditation research (Chapter 11). For seasoned meditation researchers, it might be that not that much in the book will really be new. However, I am not aware of any other book that takes so many pains to prepare the argument that meditation research definitely needs to be improved – regarding which, some suggestions will be offered here. Measured by the number of publications, meditation research is already a success story, but its real success hinges on how well we understand the psychology of meditation. Such a profound understanding, which would express itself in a good theory (or in several good theories), will certainly help to improve the practice of meditation. But it also has the potential to reach far beyond meditation research proper, to the enrichment of our understanding of consciousness and cognition.


Although this book officially has only one author, it is in fact the product of many people’s efforts who contributed in one way or another. As this is a book on meditation, I begin with my teacher AMA Samy, thanking him for all I learned from him. Many aspects of what is covered in this book only became much clearer to me (still with some room for improvement though) by discussing them with fellow meditators, meditation teachers, and researchers interested in meditation. Some of them deserve special mentions and thanks: Ven. Angulgamuwe Ariyananda, Britta Biedermann, Matthijs Cornelissen, William van Gordon, Carl Hooper, Caroline Jones, Sonali Marwaha, Ven. Nanasiri, Bhikkhuni Agga Nani, Veerachart Nimanong, Ulrich Ott, Ramakrishna Rao, and Ajahn Suphan. I owe much to my friend K. Srinivas who sadly passed away so prematurely. While I was on sabbatical at Pondicherry University, India, he, being a philosophy professor himself, opened the door to Indian philosophy for me. Without him, there would be no Chapter 9 in this book (at least not as it looks now).


Colleagues and students who give critical feedback on one’s writings are an indispensable part of scientific work, at least for those persons whose first-draft versions of papers and books are usually far off from how they ideally should look. I am one of those persons. Therefore, I was very fortunate to receive help from many people who read some chapters of the book and provided me with valuable and sometimes (most importantly!) very critical feedback. My thanks to Britta Biedermann, Anna-Nora Fenske, Eva Henschke, Frank Heydel, Carl Hooper, Stefan Ibold, Helmut Kunkel, Ulrich Ott, and Vivien Röder. I am especially indebted to Ritesh Mariadas, Karin Matko, and Isabell Winkler, who looked through most if not all of the chapters. My heartfelt thanks to them all!


|XI|The book would not exist had not the folks from Hogrefe encouraged me to write it. I would like to thank especially Robert Dimbleby and Lisa Bennett, who brought the project on its way and accompanied me throughout, as well as Irina Rau for her careful production work and Timothy DeVinney for his excellent copyediting.
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|1|Part 1


Varieties














|3|Chapter 1


What Do People Do When They Say They Meditate?


Meditation grows your brain, enhances empathy, reduces blood pressure, boosts the immune system, reduces anxiety and depression, is the ultimate pain killer, increases positive emotions, and makes you more intelligent. This is just a small sample of the effects of meditation you can read about on the Internet (e.g., Chowdhury, 2019; Dimitrov, 2019; Miller, 2021; Rana, 2021). So, it might indeed be a good idea to meditate, and I will come back to the evidence for these claims in later chapters of the book. But what should you actually do to achieve all these benefits? Such advice sounds like you just have to know what meditation is and then practice it. This uniform view of meditation is also what researchers in the West have mostly adhered to, so far, although some early work already made clear that meditation is far from being a uniform practice (Goleman, 1977; Naranjo & Ornstein, 1972; see also Oman, 2021).


When you ask meditators what they do when they say they meditate, their answers are, however, quite diverse. For instance, when we asked experienced meditators from various traditions and looked into the literature, we eventually obtained a list of 309 different meditation techniques (Matko et al., 2021a). These many techniques are of course not totally different, and Chapter 4 presents a classification system based on these 309 techniques, along with the results of other researchers’ attempts to classify meditation techniques. In Chapter 3, we will also have a look at traditional classifications. However, before a summary of the many techniques of meditation, some selected examples should help convey an impression of the huge variety to be found in the meditation landscape. We will see that basically anything can be an object of meditation, but that meditation focuses mostly on bodily or mental processes. We will see that meditating often means observing something or being aware of some process, but it can also mean mentally influencing the body or mind, generating emotions, performing some action repeatedly, moving in a specific way, or combining several of these.



|4|Watching the Breath


The most commonly used object of meditation is the breath. It accompanies us through our whole life, and we can easily observe it. A basic practice is to just place all one’s attention on the coming and going of the breath. Hereby, one can focus on the sensation the air creates when passing the nostrils. One may explore where exactly in the nostrils (opening, further inside, or higher up the sinuses) this sensation is perceived most accurately. Usually, between the end of the out-breath and the following in-breath, and also between the end of the in-breath and the following out-breath, breathing is suspended for a moment. This halt should also be noted. The aim is to be clear and calm and not tense while being aware of the breath, but also to do so without relaxing too much, i.e., to the point of falling into a sluggish state (see, for example, Ricard, 2011, p. 76).


Watching the breath at first sounds easy, but when you try it, you will probably notice that your mind wanders very quickly. For instance, if you want to stay with perceiving the sensation of the breath at the opening of the nostrils, it may be difficult to do that for an extended period of time because the sensation is so faint. This will improve with practice, but to strengthen the feeling it may help to watch the feeling in cold weather – for instance, when you leave your home on an icy winter day. You might also want to watch the feeling when your breath is very short as, for instance, when you run or work out.


Over time, meditation teachers have devised innumerable specific ways to watch the breath. For an illustration, one can again have a look at some of the variations proposed by Matthieu Ricard, a very experienced monk and scholar who was mainly trained in one of the Tibetan Buddhist traditions (Ricard, 2011, pp. 70 – 81). An easy way of watching the breath is to count it (please note that counting itself comes in many variations – you can, for instance, vary the number up to which you count, whether you count at the end of the out-breath or the beginning of the in-breath, or both). Then you could “fill” the in- and out-breath by mentally repeating 1, 1, 1, 1, 1, … during the course of an in-breath (the number of repetitions depending on the length of the breath), and 2, 2, 2, 2, 2, … during the course of the next out-breath, and do that until you arrive, say, at 10, 10, 10, 10, 10, … and then begin again. Another variation consists of filling the breath with mentally expressed wishes such as “May all beings be happy,” while breathing out, and “May all their suffering be dispelled,” when breathing in. Breathing can also be “filled” with mantras, see the section Repeating Words or Sentences, in this chapter).


For some, it might be easier to watch the effect of breathing instead of the breath itself – the place to look at for that could be your abdomen, which |5|rises with the in-breath and falls with the out-breath. Here is an instruction from the tradition of Vipassana advocated by Mahasi Sayadaw (Mahasi, 1991, p. 5. Please note that “Sayadaw” is not a name but a title – literally “royal teacher” – commonly used in the Burmese Theravada monk tradition, referring to a senior monk or an abbot of a monastery):




Try to keep your mind (but not your eyes) on the abdomen. You will thereby come to know the movements of rising and falling of it. If these movements are not clear to you in the beginning, then place both hands on the abdomen to feel these rising and falling movements. After a short time the upward movement of exhalation will become clear. (Mahasi, 1991, p. 5. Reprinted here with permission from the Buddhist Publication Society.)





The two examples from Ricard and Mahasi already illustrate that basic meditation techniques may be hard to separate into totally distinct categories: The breath can be used to better concentrate on thoughts or wishes (“May all beings be happy”), or the concentration on body movements (rising and falling of the abdomen) can be used to better attend to the breath. This mixture of techniques is also evident in practices in which the breath is not only watched, but also partly influenced. These and similar ways of observing the breath can be found in all major traditional approaches to meditation, as well as in newly developed ones.



Watching Body, Thoughts, and Emotions


Breathing is, of course, also a bodily process, but because of its central role in all traditions of meditation, it has received an opening section here of its own. If you have tried such an approach to staying with the breath and could not, you may feel some negativity. This would be a good opportunity to switch to a different object of meditation: observing your negativity. Maybe you notice that there is some pressure in your stomach– you could then observe this pressure. You might think “I have not had such a pressure before”: Observe this thought. Just to sit and observe whatever comes up and let it go again is a basic exercise. It can be found in most Buddhist forms of meditation, but also in many other contemplative traditions as well as in secular approaches. Staying open to all that happens, sometimes termed open awareness is, at least for most beginners, much more difficult than to watch the breath. This is probably why some meditation teachers recommend restricting open awareness to bodily processes (e.g., Sheng-Yen, 2002).



|6|Body Scan


Some variants of what is currently known as Vipassana meditation (for some variations, see Chapter 3), as well as newly created secular approaches such as mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR), recommend moving the awareness of bodily processes systematically through the whole body (e.g., Hart, 1987; Kabat-Zinn, 1990; Mahasi, 1991), a technique often called a body scan. The exact ways a body scan is performed vary. For instance, in the approach made popular by S. N. Goenka (see Hart, 1987, p. 92), attention is systematically moved through the whole body, from feet to head and back. Doing that, practitioners are advised not to search for or avoid particular types of sensation. Instead, in moving through the body, they should just observe all physical sensations as they occur naturally.



“Waiting” and Labeling


There are even practices in which meditators “wait” to notice a specified bodily process appear. For instance, in the above-mentioned approach to Vipassana developed by Mahasi Sayadaw (e.g., Mahasi, 1973), meditators are to be constantly aware if their meditation posture “tilts,” and every time it does, they are to progress one bead on their prayer beads. In this tradition of Vipassana, it is also common practice to silently label everything that comes up, as exemplified in the following instruction by Mahasi:




If you imagine something, you must know that you have done so and make a mental note, imagining. If you simply think of something, mentally note, thinking. If you reflect, reflecting. If you intend to do something, intending. When the mind wanders from the object of meditation which is the rising and falling of the abdomen, mentally note, wandering. Should you imagine you are going to a certain place, note going. When you arrive, arriving. When, in your thoughts, you meet a person, note meeting. Should you speak to him or her, speaking. If you imaginarily argue with that person, note arguing. If you envision or imagine a light or colour, be sure to note seeing. A mental vision must be noted on each occurrence of its appearance until it passes away. (Mahasi, 1991, p. 7. Reprinted here with permission from the Buddhist Publication Society.)





The practice of labeling whatever comes up in consciousness is also part of many other approaches to meditation, such as in some varieties of Zen (e.g., Samy, 2005).



|7|Consistently Focusing on an Object


Consistently focusing on an object is already described in early Hindu and Buddhist texts, such as the Yogasutras or the Vimuttimagga. For instance, the Vimuttimagga (Path of Freedom), which dates to the 1st century CE and is ascribed to the Sri Lankan Theravada monk Upatissa, tells how to practice such focused meditation. Here is a description of how to concentrate on a so-called earth kasina (a disc made of clay that represents the element of earth), referred to in the modern translation of the text as mandala:




When the yogin dwells on the mandala, he should not open his eyes too wide nor shut them entirely. Thus should he view it. If he opens his eyes too wide, they will grow weary, he will not be able to know the true nature of the mandala, and the after-image will not arise. If he faces the mandala closing the eyes fast, he will not see the sign because of darkness, and he will arouse negligence. Therefore, he should refrain from opening his eyes too wide and closing them fast. He should dwell with earnestness on the mandala. Thus should the yogin dwell (on the mandala) in order to gain fixity of mind. As a man looking at his own face in a mirror sees his face because of the mirror, i.e., because the face is reflected by the mirror, so the yogin dwelling on the mandala sees the sign of concentration which arises, because of the mandala. Thus should he take the sign by fixing the mind through even gazing. Thus one takes the sign through even gazing. (Upatissa, 1961, p. 73. Reprinted here with permission from the Buddhist Publication Society.)





This text talks also about one effect that can be expected from a prolonged practice of concentration, the arising of a “sign” (nimitta in Pali), a kind of secondary meditation object, whose nature depends on the primary object of meditation (for background information, see Brahm, 2014; Pa-Auk, 2000). Apart from kasinas, there are many other possible objects of concentrative meditation, foremost among these, again, is the breath (for a collection of such objects mentioned in early Buddhist texts, see Shaw, 2006). Which object a (monastic) meditator should concentrate on has been extensively written about by the medieval Sri Lankan monk Buddhaghosa (2010). Most of these techniques are still practiced in Theravada monasteries, and a selection of them can also be found in contemporary approaches to meditation. These include such unlikely candidates such as the sound of silence (Sumedho & Amaro, 2007) or the smile (Brasington, 2015).



|8|Influencing Breath and Body


If beginning meditators try to observe their breath, they usually find that it changes: It becomes shorter, longer, or less regular just by concentrating on it. But some breathing techniques aim to achieve exactly this: modifying the breath. It has long been known that deep meditative states are connected with slowing down the breath considerably and making it almost imperceptible. Thus, it seems plausible that this connection also works the other way round: If I slow down my breath or make it almost imperceptible, deep meditative states may result. And indeed, watching the breath in a systematic way is supposed to have exactly that effect (e.g., Catherine, 2011; Pa-Auk, 2000).



Utilizing the Breath


In classical yoga (see Chapters 3 and 9) the cultivation of the breath (pranayama) is an essential part of the practice, often performed together with bodily postures (asanas). There, it is usually not regarded as meditation proper but as a preparation for it. But many meditation techniques in other spiritual traditions incorporate the breath as a help to concentrate on mantras (holy syllables, words, or groups of words), objects, or as a means to influence the sensations and processes in parts of the physical or the subtle body as postulated in ancient Indian theories. (Different traditions have different views about additional bodily components of a fine material level. The best-known of these is probably the Chinese qi system, which is, for instance, referred to in acupuncture and qigong; see, e.g., Liang & Wu, 2006.) Many meditators probably have had the experience that pain vanishes after some time if they mentally direct their breath into the respective region of the body. As already mentioned, a simple way of using the breath to influence bodily processes is to slow it down to achieve a state of relaxation or, if practiced intensively, a state of deep tranquility.



Concentrating on Energy Centers and Energy Flow


A further way of influencing the body consists of concentrating on body parts that are supposed to relate to subtle matter or energy centers, as well as on the energy flow that connects them. As already mentioned above, an influence is postulated in several spiritual approaches as, for instance, qigong (see also the section Other Forms of Meditative Movement, in this chapter) or several forms of yoga (e.g., Flood, 1996). Energy centers also play a role in Buddhist traditions. For instance, in Zen, some practitioners concentrate on the tanden, situated below the navel (e.g., Kushner, 2018).


|9|Several systems of yoga give a central role to a similar form of subtle body that is said to contain energy centers or chakras. The main chakras, thought to be aligned along the spine, are, for instance, to be activated in kriya yoga (introduced in 1920 to the US by Paramahamsa Yogananda), by having life force (prana) flow through them (Yogananda, 1950). The most common chakra system consists of seven main chakras – six major ones and a seventh energy center that has a special status (e.g., Flood, 1996). Often, the energizing activity starts from the lowest, the muladhara (root) chakra situated at the root of the spine and goes up through the svadhishthana (navel) chakra, the manipura (solar plexus) chakra, the anahata (heart) chakra, the vishuddha (throat) chakra, the ajna (forehead) chakra (often regarded as the seat of the “third eye”), and the sahasrara (crown) chakra, which is regarded as the highest spiritual center of the subtle body. These chakras (or variations thereof) also play a central role in other Hindu (e.g., kundalini yoga) or Buddhist (tantric) approaches (Feuerstein, 2001). Similar energy centers that can be influenced in meditation are assumed in Sufism (e.g., Ernst, 2000, p. 107).



Repeating Words or Sentences


Repeating a holy word or mantra is the basic technique in transcendental meditation (TM), which was brought to the West by the Hindu teacher Maharishi (meaning “great teacher”) Mahesh Yogi (see Shear, 2006; for details about TM, see also the section Transcendental Meditation, in Chapter 3). Other approaches to meditation in the Hindu context propose the use of generally available and meaningful mantras (see Gonda, 1963, for an overview). The mantra is often seen as a vehicle to transcend the mind and experience the divine.



Mantras From the Hindu Tradition


The most well-known mantra is the holy syllable Om, which is often combined with additional words such as Om Namah Shivaya (adoration offered to Lord Shiva). Another common mantra is the Hare Krishna mantra dedicated to the Hindu god Vishnu and his consort. This maha-mantra (great mantra) consists of the names of Krishna’s consort Radha (Hare) and names for two avatars of Vishnu (Krishna and Rama):




Hare Krishna, Hare Krishna


Krishna Krishna, Hare Hare


Hare Rama, Hare Rama


Rama Rama, Hare Hare.





|10|Probably the most highly esteemed mantra, especially by Indian practitioners, is one that stems from the Rig Veda, one of the earliest Indian philosophical texts, and is known as Gayatri mantra or as Savitri mantra (“savitur” in the mantra refers to Savitri; diacritical marks are omitted):




om bhur bhuvah svah


tat savitur varenyam


bhargo devasya dhimahi


dhiyo yo nah pracodayat





Gayatri is the name of the Vedic meter in which the verse is composed (Staal, 1986), and Savitri is often referred to as an ancient (male) deity who is connected to the Sun, but the famous yogi and sage Sri Aurobindo claims that she “is the Divine Word, daughter of the Sun, goddess of the supreme Truth who comes down and is born so save” (Aurobindo, 1995, Author’s note). Both the Hare Krishna mantra and the Savitri mantra are often chanted (sung aloud in a group). There are numerous – often quite different – translations, but usually the Savitri mantra is only recited in Sanskrit (one translation can be found in Goodall, 1996, p. 3: “We meditate on the lovely light of the god, Savitŗ: May it stimulate our thoughts”), and occasionally it is also used in other yogic techniques – for example, for determining the length of breath control (Feuerstein, 2001, p. 209).


The Indian meditation teacher Eknath Easwaran, who lived and taught in the US, proposed a method of silent daily mental repetition of one or more somewhat longer passages of text that meditators can choose freely from any mystical tradition (e.g., Buddhism, Christianity, Judaism, Hinduism, Islam, or Daoism). He asserted that the focused repetition of these text passages improves concentration and helps in spiritual transformation (e.g., Easwaran, 2013). In addition, he recommended using shorter mantras all through the day whenever possible.



Mantras in Other Spiritual Traditions


Continuously repeating such short mantras whenever everyday life allows for it is not only found in Hindu approaches (where they are often referred to as namajapa or japayoga) but also in meditative forms of the Kabbalah (Judaism; e.g., Kaplan, 1982), Sufism (Islam; e.g., Ernst, 2000; Schimmel, 2014), and in Christian forms of meditation (e.g., Pennington, 2006; Utterback, 2013), and the similarities are well recognized across religions (e.g., Molleur, 2009; Unno, 2002; Wong, 2010). For instance, in Sufism, the name of God (Allah) or the sentence “la ilaha illa Allah” (“there is no deity but God”) is repeated, and in the Christian Orthodox church, meditators repeat |11|the Jesus Prayer or Prayer of the Heart. It consists of the name of Jesus or some variations thereof such as “Lord Jesus Christ” or, a long form, “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner” (Hovorun, 2019). Often practitioners use prayer beads, a practice that is also common in Hindu and Buddhist practices, where they are referred to as mala or japamala (Ramkrishna Das, 2003; Vandana, 1992). Because of its connection to spiritual and religious texts and prayer beads the rosary is also sometimes seen as a meditation technique (Bryan, 1991).


A further Christian meditation technique stemming from medieval Christian mysticism has been proposed by the American Trappist fathers Thomas Keating, William Meninger, and Basil Pennington: the centering prayer. Here is an instruction by Pennington (2006, p. 250):




	

Choose a sacred word as the symbol of your intention to consent to God’s presence and action within.





	

Sitting comfortably and with eyes closed, settle briefly and silently introduce the sacred word as the symbol of your intention to consent to God’s presence and action within us.





	

When you become aware of thoughts, return ever so gently to the sacred word.





	

At the end of the prayer period, remain in silence with eyes closed for a couple minutes.








Anthony de Mello, an Indian Jesuit and meditation teacher, even suggested partly secular forms of namajapa, such as “1, 2, 3” (de Mello, 1984). However, some of his suggestions apparently went too far for the Catholic Church.1 Finally, a recent approach to mantra meditation includes mantras from traditional Hindu approaches but is also open to mantras from different spiritual traditions (Bringmann et al., 2020).



Contemplating Phrases or Short Passages of Text


Whereas mantra meditation mostly involves a nondeliberative awareness of a word or sentence, often as a means to connect to some deity or to some |12|form of cosmic consciousness, there are other approaches to meditating with phrases or short passages of text that also include investigation, deliberation and contemplation. Prominent among these are the approaches of Advaita Vedanta and Zen (see Chapter 9). Maybe the most famous of these phrases is the question “Who am I?” introduced by Shankara, the founder of Advaita Vedanta, and recommended by Ramana Maharishi, a famous Indian Yogi. Struggling with this question should help to realize one’s true Self. There are four principal phrases in Advaita Vedanta, the so-called mahavakyas (great sayings) taken from different Upanishads (late Vedic Sanskrit texts). One of these is Tat tvam asi (“You are that”), meaning that the true essence or origin of everything (tat – which refers to sat, the “existent”) is what every individual (tvam, “you”) is (asi, “are”; Goodall, 1996, pp. 136 – 137).


Even more importance is given to the contemplation of phrases in Zen practice (mainly Rinzai Zen), in which practitioners are given so-called koans for the same purpose (Heine & Wright, 2000). A famous koan, the first case in a collection called Mumonkan (often translated as “Gateless Gate”) is this: “Does a dog have Buddha-nature or not?” Chao-chou replied, “No!” (that answer given by Chao-chou, Japanese name “Joshu,” is often rendered in Japanese as “mu” or Chinese, “wu,” even in translations). On first sight, this answer contradicts the most fundamental tenet in Zen, which says that Buddha-nature (or the true Self) is innate in all sentient beings, but it is supposed to provide a jolt to the practitioner’s ordinary way of thinking (Buswell, 2006, p. 78). Contemporary Zen teachers not only use the traditional koan collections but also person-specific ones or fundamental questions of life such as “What is the purpose of life?” (e.g., Kjolhede, 2012).



Cultivating Positive Emotions


Emotions can also be the target of meditation. Prominent among them are the so-called brahmaviharas (divine abodes), also called the four immeasurables: loving kindness, compassion, empathetic (or sympathetic) joy, and equanimity.2 Their cultivation plays an important role in Theravada Buddhism, and the medieval Sri Lankan teacher Buddhaghosa dedicated the whole of Chapter  9 of his famous Visuddhimagga to this topic (e.g., Buddhaghosa, 2010). Also, Patanjali’s Yogasutras mention the cultivation of |13|brahmaviharas as a meditation technique (Book I, Verse 33; see Chapple, 2008; Feuerstein, 2001). Another tradition they play an important role in is Tibetan Buddhism (Ricard, 2011; Wallace, 2006), and also some Zen teachers recommend this practice (e.g., Nhat Hanh, 1985; Samy, 2002).


The general idea is to not only experience these emotions once in a while but to learn to live within them or, in other words, to make them one’s natural way to interact with the world.3 Initially these positive emotions might be easily mixed up with their “near enemies”: loving kindness with affection that includes attachment, compassion with pity, empathetic joy with enthusiasm, and equanimity with indifference. One might now think: “Okay, loving kindness, compassion, and empathetic joy can be regarded as emotions, but equanimity, isn’t that just their absence?” In response, the meditation teacher and scholar Alan Wallace (2006, p. 67) argues that equanimity is in fact the basis for developing the other three (see also Ricard, 2011, p. 112). Equanimity works as an antidote to two tendencies we all carry with us, which are seen as causes for an unsatisfactory life: craving (wanting to have or keep something) and aversion (wanting to get rid of something).



Cultivating the Brahmaviharas


Let us have a look at how these four emotions can be developed. There are different ways, and frequently practitioners use their breath and their visualizations, which let them direct these different kinds of affection to themselves or to others. The first two steps, for each of the brahmaviharas, often consist of focusing on oneself, and then on somebody one likes. Classically (in the Theravada tradition), four phrases are used for the loving kindness cultivation that express the wish to be (1) free from danger, (2) mentally and (3) physically happy, and (4) be well (Salzberg, 1995, p. 37).


In other traditions, meditation teachers use many different forms. Matthieu Ricard, a teacher in the (later) Tibetan Buddhist (Vajrayana) tradition, whom we have already met, suggests for the second step (the one directed to somebody one likes) to imagine a young child who approaches you. You imagine the child looking at you joyously, confidently, and full of innocence. You imagine caressing the child and let yourself be entirely pervaded by the feelings of a love that wishes for nothing more than the child’s well-being spread through you. This loving kindness should then be cultivated, sustained, and nourished (see Ricard, 2011, p. 109).


|14|After that, practitioners let their loving kindness flow to somebody “neutral” and then to somebody they do not like. Sometimes, in a fifth step, it is recommended to radiate one’s loving kindness to the whole world. A traditional form of doing so is to send loving kindness (Pali: metta) to the 10 directions (east, southeast, south, southwest, west, northwest, north, northeast, above, and below). The German scholar and Theravada monk Anālayo (2019a) argues that this meditative radiation into the 10 directions is the original form of the practice, and that the current form of directing the intentions (e.g., “may you be happy”) to selected individuals, proceeding from oneself to somebody one likes, to a neutral person, and finally to a difficult person was added later. More recent formulations for where to send one’s loving kindness include, for instance, “all living beings, “all creatures”, “all females”, “all males”; and these can be combined with any directions such as “may all females to the east be happy” (Salzberg 1995, p. 101).


But what if even the first step does not work? What if you do not like yourself? Tsoknyi Rinpoche, a Tibetan lama, argues that in this case it does not make sense to practice loving kindness meditation: If you do not like yourself, you will not be able to like others (Tsoknyi, 2013; note: “Rinpoche” is a honorific title used in Tibetan Buddhism – meaning “precious one” – to show respect for distinguished teachers). But there are ways out of this dilemma: You can learn to like yourself by just watching yourself: your breath, your body, your emotions and thoughts (see above). The Vietnamese Zen master Thich Nhat Hanh (e.g., Nhat Hanh, 1985; Nhat Hanh & Anh-Huong, 2016; note: the name “Thich,” meaning “of the Shakya clan” – that is, of the clan the Buddha belonged to – is given to Vietnamese monks and nuns as their “family name” to show affinity with the Buddha) recommends walking meditation (see below) especially to make contact with one’s difficult emotions and to learn to accept them and oneself, and finally learn to like oneself.


How to practice compassion meditation? The practice here also usually starts with oneself with phrases such as “May I be free of my pain and sorrow” and “May I find peace.” Some practitioners prefer talking to themselves in the second person, for example: “May you be free of your pain and sorrow.” As with the loving kindness meditation, compassion is then directed toward somebody one likes, then to a neutral person, and then to somebody one does not like. And sometimes, again, compassion is spread over the whole world. The same procedure is used for empathetic joy meditation, starting again with the intention to experience joy about one’s own qualities, successes, and happy events.


The practice for equanimity is somewhat different. Here, traditionally, one starts with a neutral person (because this is considered to be easiest) and holds a sense of this person in one’s mind, internally reciting “All be|15|ings are the owners of their karma. Their happiness and unhappiness depend upon their actions, not upon my wishes for them.” Other possible phrases can include the wish that we all accept things as they are or the thought that one wishes others happiness while acknowledging that we cannot make choices for them (for an overview see Salzberg, 1995, pp. 193 – 194).


After that, the usual sequence for equanimity meditation is benefactor, friend, enemy, oneself, and all beings (benefactors play a central role in the monastic context because monks and nuns could not survive without them). Again, there are many variations in the exact instructions. Some meditation teachers recommend that one view the world from the perspective of another person (e.g., Wallace, 2006, pp. 71–72).



Tonglen


The Tibetan Buddhist practice of tonglen (giving and taking) also uses loving kindness and compassion but relies on a different technique. In this technique, meditators exchange suffering for happiness by using their breath. Here is an excerpt of the instruction for one’s own suffering suggested by Lama Palden Drolma (“vajra” means indestructible or diamond and refers to the indestructible diamond-like true nature. The term “vajrayana” refers to the “diamond vehicle,” and is often regarded as synonymous with Tibetan Buddhism):




Get in touch with any aspect of your suffering and open to loving-kindness and compassion for yourself. Work through any issues that arise, such as unworthiness. See your suffering as black smoke, and breathe it into your heart chakra. As soon as the smoke touches the vajra, let a lightning bolt of brilliant white light transform the suffering into awakened love, compassion, and healing energy. Breathe out this white light, awakened love, into yourself sitting in front of you.


Repeat this process again and again, synchronizing the meditation with your breath. Imagine your ordinary self filling with white light, which is awakened love. This light alleviates suffering and brings about awakening. Imagine yourself becoming gradually healed, illuminated, and awakened. (Palden Drolma, 2019, p. 137. From the book Love on Every Breath. Copyright © 2019 by Lama Palden Drolma. Reprinted with permission by New World Library. Novato, CA. www.newworldlibrary.com)





The tonglen practice, like all related practices, is thought to break the spell of self-centeredness: It takes on the suffering of oneself and others and is supposed to transform and dissolve it through altruistic love and compassion, so that meditators will be naturally inclined to behave in a compas|16|sionate manner (Ricard, 2011, p. 119). One might even consider the Jesuit contemplation to attain love as a variation of the cultivation of positive emotions. Although in that practice, love is foremost directed to God, while also including cultivating love of our neighbors (Ganss, 1992, p. 183).



Establishing a Love Relationship With a Deity


In some approaches to meditation, to be found in several world religions, practitioners nurture romantic love for a personalized deity. This devotional love is free from expectations and anxiety but, despite its spiritual nature, is not seldom described as erotic and ecstatic, and is in most cases expected to culminate in a mystical union. The central aim of this love relationship is to fully give up one’s false ego and thereby attain liberation.



Bhakti Marga


The most prominent spiritual path (marga) that seeks to establish such a love relationship is probably the bhakti marga (path of devotional love), already mentioned in one of the most important Hindu texts, the Bhagavad Gita (commonly dated to the 2nd century BCE).4 The Bhakti movement includes many varieties in which the personal god (or goddess) varies with the devotee. It might best be expressed by looking at the poems by some famous devotees who often were also famous poets. Here is the beginning of a poem by Mirabai, a Rajput female poet and devotee of the god Krishna, who lived in the 16th century:




My body is baked in the fever of feeling.


I spend my whole time hoping, friend.


Now that he’s come, I’m burning with love –


shot through, shameless to couple with him, friend.


(Hawley, 2005, p. 107. Reprinted here with permission from Oxford University Press.)





And here are the beginnings of two other poems by the mystic and poet–saint Kabir, a devotee of the god Ram, who lived in the 15th and 16th century and drew from both Hindu and Muslim (Sufi) sources:




|17|Is there a life without the love of Ram?


Go and throw it in the fire!


(Hawley, 2005, p. 292. Reprinted here with permission from Oxford University Press.)





and




Say Ram, Ram; think of Ram;


and you will find great fortune.


(Hawley, 2005, p. 300. Reprinted here with permission from Oxford University Press.)





A more contemporary figure in the Bhakti movement is A. C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupada (born Abhay Charan De; died 1977) who founded the Hare Krishna movement.



Sufi Mystic


Probably the best-known mystic and poet in the Sufi world was Jalaluddin Rumi (13th century), and here is one of his poems:




Love is here like the blood in my veins and skin


He has annihilated me and filled me only with Him


His fire has penetrated all the atoms of my body


Of “me” only my name remains; the rest is Him.


(Vaughan-Lee, 2006, p. 227)






Christian Contemplation


Also in Christianity, there are examples of contemplatives (mainly monks and nuns) who have practiced love meditation of this kind. One of the most well-known is Teresa of Avila (16th century). She also was a prolific writer who produced both poems and prose. Here is an excerpt from her autobiography, which describes a vision (according to her created by the Lord) she had as a result of her meditative practice (the “he” in the text refers to an angel):




I saw in his hand a long spear of gold, and at the iron’s point there seemed to be a little fire. He appeared to me to be thrusting it at times into my heart, and to pierce my very entrails; when he drew it out, he seemed to draw them out also, and to leave me all on fire with a great love of God. The pain was so great, that it made me moan; and yet so surpassing was the sweetness of this excessive pain, that I could not wish to be rid of it. The soul is satisfied now with nothing less |18|than God. The pain is not bodily, but spiritual; though the body has its share in it, even a large one. It is a caressing of love so sweet which now takes place between the soul and God, that I pray God of His goodness to make him experience it who may think that I am lying. (Teresa of Avila, 1904, p. XXIX.17)






Moving in a Specific Way


Meditation can also be practiced in movement. And there are quite a number of ways in which meditative movement can take place. The detailed expositions here will be restricted to walking meditation and the “active meditation” proposed by the famous Hindu meditation teacher Osho, with only brief summaries of some other approaches.



Walking Meditation


The most common way of meditative movement, to be found in many meditative approaches and in many varieties, is walking meditation. Some approaches are very strict about how to hold arms and hands, how to move and how fast, and what to concentrate on, whereas others are quite open. For illustration, we will have a look at two instructions, the first one from Jack Kornfield, a Theravada practitioner and teacher who spent many years in a Thai forest monastery (Kornfield, 2008, pp. 122–123):




To practice, select a quiet place where you can walk comfortably back and forth, indoors or out, about ten to thirty paces in length. Begin by standing at one end of this “walking path,” with your feet firmly planted on the ground. Let your hands rest easily, wherever they are comfortable. Take a few deep breaths and then open your senses to see and feel the whole surroundings. After a minute, bring your attention back to focus on the body. Center yourself and feel how your body is standing on the earth. Feel the pressure on the bottoms of your feet and the other natural sensations of standing. Let yourself be present and alert.


Begin to walk a bit more slowly than usual. Let yourself walk with a sense of ease and dignity. Relax and let your walking be gracious and natural, as if you were a king or queen out for a royal stroll. Pay attention to your body. With each step feel the sensations of lifting your foot and leg off the earth. Then mindfully place your foot back down. Feel each step fully as you walk. When you reach the end of your path, pause for a moment. Center yourself, carefully turn around, and pause again so that you can be aware of the first step as you walk back. You can experiment with the speed, walking at whatever pace keeps you most present.


(Reprinted with permission from The Random House Group Ltd.)





|19|The Vietnamese Zen master Thich Nhat Hanh has suggested many walking meditation exercises – here is one of them:




We can practice walking meditation by counting steps or by using words. If the rhythm of our breathing is 3 – 3, for example, we can say, silently, “Lotus flower blooms. Lotus flower blooms” or “The green planet. The green planet,” as we walk. If our breathing rhythm is 2 – 3, we might say, “Lotus flower. Lotus flower blooms,” or “Walking on the green planet. Walking on the green planet,” for 5 – 5. Or “Walking on the green planet. I’m walking on the green planet,” for 5 – 6. (Nhat Hanh, 2011, in the section Interbeing. Reprinted with permission of Parallax Press.)





Nhat Hanh goes on explaining that one should not just say the words but really see the flowers blooming under one’s feet, and really become one with the green planet. He also invites practitioners to use their own creativity and wisdom and enjoy the walking meditation.



“Active Meditation” (Osho)


Osho, also known as Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh,5 argued that especially Westerners might not be able to sit in silent meditation because they are full of negative feelings, emotions, and thoughts that, however, can be discharged by active meditation. Osho (2004, pp. 67 – 68) suggests a 1-hour active meditation that consists of five stages. In the first stage (10 min), practitioners are instructed to breathe chaotically and as fast and hard as possible through their noses, concentrating on their exhalation, until they literally become the breathing. Hereby, they should use their natural body movements to help build up energy. In the second stage (also 10 min), they should let go of everything and “go totally mad.” They should take care that their mind does not interfere with what is happening. The third stage (again 10 min) consists of jumping up and down with raised arms, shouting, as deeply as possible, the mantra “HOO!, HOO!, HOO!” When landing, they should do so on the flat of their feet so that it hammers “deep into the sex center,” totally exhausting themselves. Stages four and five last for 15 min each. In the fourth stage, practitioners should suddenly freeze in the position they are in and just observe what is happening to them. And in the final stage, they are to celebrate and rejoice with music and dance, with a feeling of gratitude and the idea of carrying their happiness throughout the day.



|20|Other Forms of Meditative Movement


Prostrations are another special form of meditative movements, common in all Hindu and Buddhist practices but especially in Tibetan Buddhism. They might be considered a form of meditation on its own (e.g., Tromge, 1995).


A quite spectacular form of meditation in movement is the whirling of the dervishes practiced by the Sufis in the Mevlevi order (going back to the already mentioned Jalaluddin Rumi). The Mevlevis whirl around their body axis counterclockwise. Their arms are extended, their right palms point upward (to receive Divine grace) and their left palms, toward which the dancers gaze, point downwards (to channel that grace to the world). With each full turn, the dancers inwardly chant “Allah” – that is, they also practice some kind of mantra (dhikr) meditation. This kind of meditation serves, as do the other Sufi techniques, to lose one’s (false) ego and move closer to the Divine (for some more background information on the Mevlevi order and its founder, see Lewis, 2008; Schimmel, 2003).


Also, the Chinese (Daoist and Confucian) tradition knows some kinds of meditation in movement, under the names of qigong and tai chi (Liang & Wu, 1997, 2006).6 Although the respective exercises can be practiced exclusively for health reasons or as martial arts, their higher sense is to use them to become one with the Dao, the ultimate Truth (see also Chapter 9). Both qigong and tai chi postulate a force or energy, qi, behind all things in the universe. The flow of qi is often obstructed but can be made to flow freely by practicing suitable body movements, often associated with breathing exercises and visualizations (Liang et al., 1997).



Opening Up


Many spiritual paths in which meditation plays a central role assume that the final goal (enlightenment, liberation, unio mystica, realization, ...) cannot be reached solely by one’s own efforts but meditators need help from some higher or divine force (God, cosmic consciousness, Purusha, Brahman, Dao, ...). This idea of opening up to the Divine is probably most prominent in the integral yoga, developed by the Yogi and poet Sri Aurobindo and his consort, Mirra Alfassa, also known as Mother (e.g., Aurobindo, 1996; |21|Salmon, 2006). Integral yoga does not prescribe specific meditation techniques. To prepare for opening up, all techniques that might help – such as the ones described in this chapter – can be used as a preparatory step. The main goal of integral yoga is to connect human consciousness to the Divine, not only for oneself but for the whole of mankind. The aspiration of connecting to the Divine can be strengthened by traditional forms of meditation. However, it is even more important to keep open for the feeling of the Divine presence in everyday life – work plays a very important role here – and thus increase the longing for it (Huppes, 2001). Only if meditators open up in this way to the divine consciousness, which is assumed to be already there in every human being, will the barriers between normal and divine consciousness fall.



Conclusion


The present selection of meditation techniques is still very selective, and some forms are currently much more popular than others, although the popularity of techniques varies across regions and communities. But the main aim of this exposition was to make clear that meditation is far from a monolithic concept; and the term “meditation,” which derives from the Latin verb meditari (to think, contemplate, devise, ponder) might actually be considered a misnomer, at least in the wide sense in which it is currently used because in many meditation techniques, practitioners should rather not think or ponder. In Chapter 8, we will see that different meditation methods might also have different effects, although research on this issue is still in its infancy. Eventually, if we understand more about the mechanisms and effects of different meditation techniques, we may also end up with a more precise terminology. But for the time being, it is probably best to stick with the term “meditation,” which will be done in the rest of this book. There is, however, already a competitor term, which is sometimes even treated as a synonym to meditation: mindfulness. Mindfulness clearly is the market leader these days, and therefore it deserves a chapter of its own: Chapter 2.






1

The Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith (headed by the former Cardinal Ratzinger, who was later Pope Benedict) came to the conclusion that some of de Mello's positions were “incompatible with the Catholic faith and [could] cause grave harm” (see http://www.vati​can.va/roman_curia/congregations/cfaith/documents/rc_con_cfaith_doc_19980624_de​mello_en.html). However, the set of associated practices called sadhana is still used widely today in Christian-run meditation centers around the world.






2

These are the original Pali and Sanskrit terms for reference: Four immeasurables: appamanna [Pali], apramana [Sankrit], loving kindness: metta [Pali], maitri [Sanskrit], compassion: karuna [Pali and Sanskrit], empathetic joy: mudita [Pali and Sanskrit], and equanimity: upekkha [Pali], upeksha [Sanskrit].






3

According to some authors, the brahmaviharas should not be seen as emotions themselves but as cognitive processes that give rise to emotional experiences, e.g., Gilbert et al. (2019). However, for practical purposes, this distinction should not make much of a difference.






4

It is one of the three (or four) main margas or ways of yoga described there; the others being jnana yoga (path of knowledge) and karma yoga (path of work or virtuous action); and sometimes also dhyana yoga (path of meditation) is added to these three (Goswami, 2015).






5

He was born Chandra Mohan Jain and “Rajneesh” is a nickname he received in childhood. “Shree” is a honorific title, also used for veneration for deities, “Bhagwan” is an epithet for deity, and “Osho” is also a honorific title of preceptor or high priest, used in several forms of Buddhism.






6

There are many different approaches to qigong and tai chi, and “qigong” is sometimes seen as an umbrella term that encompasses tai chi (McCaffrey & Fowler, 2003). There are even recent attempts to subsume all forms of meditation under the heading of qigong (e.g., Chen et al., 2010).























|23|Chapter 2


What Is Mindfulness?


The reader may be wondering why, so far, this work has not covered the subject of mindfulness meditation. In this chapter, however, it will become clear that it has already been introduced, but even many scholars in the field, at least those with a psychological background, are unsure about the meaning of the terms “meditation” and “mindfulness.” For example, Bond says:




I do not think that I really understand the distinctions and overlaps between meditation and mindfulness. I have examined the relevant literature to try to identify established and agreed-upon definitions for both terms, but I have not been able to do so for “meditation,” although I have found agreed-upon definitions for “mindfulness.” … Psychology has largely adopted the term mindfulness, so it is not surprising that there are agreed-upon definitions for this word. Further complicating the definitional quandary is that “mindfulness meditation” is used freely in the literature, which could imply that this is different from mere “meditation” or “mindfulness.” (Bond, 2016, p. 255)





Mindfulness has different meanings in contemporary psychology, and the discussion of what mindfulness is and is not is a prominent topic in scientific journals, both philosophical (e.g., the journal Contemporary Buddhism, especially Issue 1, 2011) and psychological (e.g., the journal Mindfulness, in many contributions in recent years). The main topic to be dealt with here is, of course, mindfulness meditation – that is, mindfulness as an intervention. But to understand the current confusion, it might also be informative to first have a look at mindfulness as a trait and as a state (see Davidson, 2010). Then, after describing current conceptions of mindfulness meditation, this chapter will discuss the traditional (Buddhist) concept of mindfulness in some detail (for more background information on Buddhist theory, see Chapters 3 and 9).



Mindfulness as a Trait


There are a huge number of research papers dealing with questionnaires that are supposed to measure trait mindfulness. But what is trait mindfulness? To find out, let us first have a look at what mindfulness questionnaires measure.



|24|Questionnaires and Findings


To begin with, not all mindfulness questionnaires refer to the context of meditation. For instance, Ellen Langer’s (1989) rationally derived theory of mindfulness proposes that a mindful person seeks out and produces novelty, is attentive to context, and is flexible in thought and behavior. This notion of mindfulness was captured in the Mindfulness/Mindlessness Scale (MMS) and originally postulated four factors: novelty seeking, engagement, flexibility, and novelty producing, although later examinations of the construct suggested that a one-factor mindfulness model was superior to other candidate models (Haigh et al., 2011).


However, most mindfulness scales – implicitly or explicitly – make reference to a Buddhist background. Bergomi et al. (2013) give an overview of the respective scales available at that time. From seven validated scales, they identified altogether nine different aspects of mindfulness (actually, they examined eight scales but one of them that measures mindfulness as a state will be discussed in the next paragraph). These aspects were (for sample items and references to the respective questionnaires see their Table 1 on p. 193): (1) observing, attending to experiences; (2) acting with awareness; (3) nonjudgment, acceptance of experiences; (4) self-acceptance; (5) willingness and readiness to expose oneself to experiences, nonavoidance; (6) nonreactivity to experience; (7) nonidentification with own experiences; (8) insightful understanding; and (9) labeling, describing.


The number of dimensions considered in the individual mindfulness questionnaires varies from one to five. For instance, the Mindful Attention Awareness Scale (MAAS; Brown & Ryan, 2003) postulates only one single presence factor relating to attention. A two-factor solution is proposed by the Philadelphia Mindfulness Scale (PHLMS; Cardaciotto et al., 2008): awareness (but not acting with awareness) and acceptance. And the Five Facet Mindfulness Questionnaire (FFMQ; Baer et al., 2006) suggests, as the name says, five different aspects of mindfulness: allowing one’s thoughts and feelings to come and go without becoming involved or carried away with them (nonreact), noticing internal and external experiences (observe), attending to one’s activities in the moment as opposed to operating on “autopilot” (actaware), labeling internal and external experiences with words (describe), and accepting and not evaluating one’s thoughts and feelings (nonjudge).


The factor structures in several of the questionnaires reviewed by Bergomi et al. (2013) did not stand up to replication, and sometimes, new factors with new interpretations were identified in later studies. In a similar overview, including nine meditation-related trait mindfulness questionnaires, Sauer et al. (2013) conclude that most authors seem to agree that mindfulness consists of two distinct factors, presence and acceptance, but that |25|all questionnaires are in need of improvement. They also identified the MAAS and the FFMQ as the two most often cited instruments, which still was the case some years later (van Dam et al., 2018). For the FFMQ, there already exists a meta-analysis with 148 studies (157 samples) that correlated the five facets with negative affective symptoms (Carpenter et al., 2019). The size of the estimated population correlations differed: Nonjudge and act with awareness correlated most highly with affective symptoms, followed by the describe and nonreact facets, but the observe facet was not correlated, which the authors interpret as a demonstration of the importance of assessing trait mindfulness in a multidimensional way.


There are also many findings showing that mindfulness training (see section Mindfulness as an Intervention, in this chapter) yields an increase in the scores on mindfulness questionnaires (Khoury et al., 2013; Quaglia et al., 2016; Visted et al., 2015). But similar increases in mindfulness scores are also found as a result of cognitive behavior therapy, and from participating in a tango class (Pinniger et al., 2012). Moreover, the effect sizes vary considerably across different questionnaires (Baer et al., 2019b). It seems that items in mindfulness questionnaires sometimes use the jargon of mindfulness-based interventions (MBIs) that may prime response bias (van Dam et al., 2012), and are understood differently by beginning and experienced meditators (Belzer et al., 2013; Grossman & van Dam, 2011). However, Antonova et al. (2015) found no difference between expert Buddhist meditators and a control group on two trait mindfulness questionnaires. To make things even worse, students who smoked and practiced frequent binge drinking exhibited higher mindfulness scores than participants in a mindfulness retreat (Leigh et al., 2005). All this indicates the possibility that more mindful participants (e.g., as result of an extended meditation practice) have lower scores on mindfulness questionnaires than less mindful ones. A potential explanation could be that more mindful respondents have higher introspective accuracy (and therefore recognize their limitations with respect to aspects of mindfulness more easily), for which there is some evidence (Fox et al., 2012). This would mean that the use of mindfulness questionnaires in measuring the effects of some interventions on trait mindfulness might yield contaminated effects. But the really important question here is what mindfulness is or should be defined as.



Theoretical Background


As already mentioned, all or most trait mindfulness questionnaires make a connection to Buddhist theory or at least to other authors who make that connection (for an overview, see van Dam et al., 2018, p. 39). So let us have |26|a look at what this connection is. It seems that the first mindfulness questionnaire was the Freiburg Mindfulness Inventory (FMI; Buchheld et al., 2001). The authors, following Amadeo Solé-Leris’s 1986 book (Solé-Leris, 1986), which is based on the Visuddhimagga, an authoritative 5th-century text on Theravada Buddhism, define mindfulness as “moment-to-moment attentional, unbiased observation of any phenomenon in order to perceive and to experience how it truly is, absent of emotional or intellectual distortion” (Buchheld et al., 2001, p. 6). This definition, which as we will see below (The Traditional Conception of Mindfulness, this chapter) indeed follows early Buddhist sources, does not sound like it describes a trait but rather an activity. However, the authors complement their definition by postulating that mindfulness is an outcome of systematic meditation practice, and that mindfulness has other effects in turn, such as enhanced insight, fresh alertness, curiosity, more accurate perception of inner states and motions, decreased emotional reactivity and negative affect, and a greater sense of compassion. For some of these effects, they cite a well-known Zen teacher: Shunryu Suzuki (Suzuki, 1975). Not surprisingly, the questionnaire also contains items that refer to activities (e.g., “I observe how my thoughts come and go”). One way to reconcile trait mindfulness with mindfulness as an action might be to assume that trait mindfulness is the result of mindfulness practice, which in turn is influenced by trait mindfulness: an interactive relationship, so to speak. However, such a relationship does not seem to be clearly specified in the original Buddhist sources.


Let us now have a look at the theoretical framing for the two most often cited trait mindfulness questionnaires. Brown and Ryan (2003), the authors of the MAAS, briefly refer to the definition of the Theravada monk and scholar Nyanaponika Thera (in this context, “Thera,” meaning elder, is not a name but an honorific term in Pali, for monks who have spent at least 10 rainy seasons, or years, with the community of monks after their higher ordination): “Mindfulness is the clear and single-minded awareness of what actually happens to us and in us at the successive moments of perception.” They also refer to the Vietnamese Zen master Thich Nhat Hanh (whom we have already met in Chapter 1) who says that mindfulness is “keeping one’s consciousness alive to the present reality” (Brown & Ryan, 2003, p. 822). But then they go on to postulate a propensity or willingness to be aware and to sustain attention to what is occurring in the present, which they also term “mindfulness,” as well as interpersonal and intrapersonal variations in that propensity (Brown & Ryan, 2003, p. 822). Once again, these additions do not seem to be part of traditional Buddhist teachings.


Regarding the other often-cited questionnaire, the FFMQ, Baer et al. (2006) contend that “mindfulness is usually defined to include bringing one’s complete attention to the experiences occurring in the present mo|27|ment, in a nonjudgmental or accepting way” (p. 27), but they do not explicitly refer to any Buddhist source. Note that this definition, in comparison with the former ones taken from the Buddhist literature, has already been “augmented” by the inclusion of acceptance. In addition, the authors cite some founders of MBI programs (e.g., Hayes et al., 1999; Kabat-Zinn, 1982; Linehan, 1993; Segal et al., 2002) and argue that “these interventions conceptualize mindfulness as a set of skills that can be learned and practiced in order to reduce psychological symptoms and increase health and well-being” (Baer et al., 2006. p. 27). The five facets of the FFMQ were the result of exploratory factor analyses of the responses to all of the items contained in the trait mindfulness questionnaires available at that time.


In sum, based on this selective but probably representative choice of sources, it seems that within a few years, the concept of trait mindfulness was created using some loose associations to the original Buddhist notion of mindfulness (see section The Traditional Conception of Mindfulness, this chapter), and then adding in some additional characteristics that resulted from the interplay with practices and results of MBIs. It seems fair to say that, as of yet, the concept of trait mindfulness does not have a firm theoretical basis: It is not really clear what it is, whether it can be summarized as one single construct or a collection of different ones (if so, which ones), and how it differs from other constructs, such as affectivity, curiosity, decentering, mind wandering, or meta-awareness (see also Chapter 10).



Mindfulness as a State


Mindfulness has also been conceptualized as a state. However, this conception of mindfulness has drawn much less attention. So far, there seem to be only three questionnaires for measuring state mindfulness.



Questionnaires and Results


The first state mindfulness questionnaire was built by Brown and Ryan (2003; Study 4) by rephrasing five items from their trait mindfulness scale so that they referred to a specific time (e.g., “I was doing something automatically, without being aware of what I was doing”; “I was rushing through something without being really attentive to it”). Participants had to make their ratings each time they received a pager signal. Brown and Ryan (2003) used both scales, trait and state, to predict some other variables (autonomy, as well as pleasant and unpleasant affect) and found common as well |28|as differential effects. Overall, this questionnaire seems to have been rarely used.


The Toronto Mindfulness Scale (TMS; Lau et al., 2006) was constructed by asking participants to reflect on an immediately preceding meditation session and to indicate the degree to which 42 mindfulness items chosen per consensus by the authors described their experience. The final questionnaire consists of 15 items and comprises two factors, termed curiosity (e.g., “I was curious to see what my mind was up to from moment to moment”) and decentering (e.g., “I was more invested in just watching my experiences as they arose, than in figuring out what they could mean”).
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