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Mindfulness and Its Absence — The Development
of the Term Mindfulness and the Meditation

Techniques Connected to It from Daoist Classics
to the Sinicized Buddhism of the Chan School

Jana S. ROSKER*

Abstract

This article addresses the modifications of the term mindfulness in sinicized meditation
practices derived from Indian Buddhism. It attempts to shed some light on these mod-
ifications from two different aspects: first the classical Daoist meditation practices were
analysed, and this showed why and in what way did the Daoist terminology function as a
bridge in the initial phase of translating Buddhist concepts and the sinicization of Bud-
dhist philosophy. The second aspect focused on the concept of mindfulness. The author
addressed the development of the original etymological meaning and the later semantic
connotations of the concept nian %%, which—in most translated literature—represents
synonyms for the term sazi (Pali) or smr#i (Sanskrit), from which it is translated into
awareness (in most Indo-European languages) or mindfulness (in English). Based on the
analysis of these two aspects the author showed the specifics of the modification of the
term mindfulness in Chinese meditative practices as they were formed in the Buddhism
of the Chan 18 School. The various understandings of this concept are shown through the
contrast of the interpretations of the notion of nian % in the North and South Schools
of Chan Buddhism.

Keywords: sinicization of Buddhism, Chan, Chinese concept of mindfulness, nian,
Daoism

Izvlecek

Pricujoci ¢lanek obravnava modifikacije pojma Cujecnosti v siniziranih meditacijskih pra-
ksah izvorno indijskega budizma. Te modifikacije poskusa osvetliti z dveh zornih kotov:
prvi¢ s pomodjo analize klasi¢nih daoisti¢nih meditacijskih praks, pri ¢emer pokaze, za-
kaj in na kaksSen nacin je daoisti¢na terminologija pogosto sluzila kot most pri zacetni
fazi prevajanja budisti¢nih konceptov in pri sinizaciji budisti¢ne filozofije. Drugi vidik se
osredoto¢a na sam koncept ¢ujecnosti, ki ga avtorica obravnava na osnovi analize razvoja
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izvornega etimoloskega pomena in kasnejsih semanti¢nih konotacij koncepta nian %,
ki je v vecini prevodne literature predstavljal sinonim termina sazi (pali) oziroma smrti
(sanskrt) in ki se v sodobne indoevropske jezike ve¢inoma prevaja s pojmom cujecnosti
(oziroma mindfulness v angles¢ini). Na osnovi rezultatov analize obeh zgoraj omenjenih
vidikov avtorica pokaze specifiko modifikacij pojma Cujecnosti v kitajskih meditacijskih
praksah, kakrine so se oblikovale v budizmu Sole Chan ##. Razlicna pojmovanja tega
koncepta prikaze preko kontrastivne analize interpretacij pojma nian % v osrednjih delih
Severne in Juzne $ole Chan budizma.

Kljucne besede: sinizacija budizma, Chan, kitajski koncept ¢uje¢nosti, nian, daoizem

Classic Daoist Meditation Techniques and the Theoretical Starting-
points of the Sinicization of Buddhism

'The term mindfulness was brought to China in the context of Buddhism (Ditrich
2016, 198). The sinicization of the Mahayana Buddhism, which dominates Chi-
nese culture, includes a number of elements taken from classical Chinese thought.
Apart from the strictly formal and logical starting points, which were developed
during the third century BCE by Gongsun Long, the most important representa-
tive of the School of Names and a classic theoretician of Chinese cognitive theory,
the contribution of Daoist philosophy and the corresponding meditation practic-
es also played an important role in the sinicization of the Buddhist thought—es-
pecially on its practical level and as regards its contents. Thus we could call the
sinicization of the original teachings the “Daoisation” of the Buddhist thought, for
we cannot imagine the process of spreading and accepting Buddhism in China
without the introduction of certain Daoist elements, which have—in a slight-
ly changed form and often merely indirectly—greatly contributed to the under-
standing of Buddhism in China.

Classical Daoist terminology played an important role in the sinicization of Bud-
dhism. At first Buddhist philosophy—which emerged in very different historical
and cultural conditions—represented “an alien” in traditional Chinese thought, as
the Chinese saw the original Indian concepts, which were a product of this “different
line of thought”, as foreign. The Daoist substantial (for instance the concept of void)
and methodological (for instance the concept of negation) notions formed a bridge,
which made it possible to bring certain Buddhist ideas which the Chinese found at
first alien and hard to understand, closer to Chinese culture and tradition. On the
other hand, this also influenced certain changes in the development of Buddhist
thought, which will be clearly shown in the example of the concept of mindfulness.
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Generally speaking, most credit for the formation of the aforementioned syn-
thesis of the original Indian and traditional Chinese thought should be given to
Huineng, the sixth Chan—Buddhism patriarch, who will be discussed in great-
er detail at a later stage, and who was undoubtedly the master who perfected
the teachings of the sinicized (or Daosised) Chan Buddhism into a new unified
thought system. If we look at the concrete historic continuity of this process, we
cannot ignore the fact that Huineng was not the only nor the first master of Chan
to include Daoist elements into his teachings. This process of synthesising both
thoughts started a lot sooner, with the first patriarch of Chinese Chan—Bud-
dhism, Bodidharmo (Damo) and his disciple Huike. They were followed by a line
of Chinese Buddhist masters, who have—each in their own way—contributed to
the sinicization or Daoization of Buddhism and the development of numerous
terms that this teaching included the pride: in this context, the notion of mind-
fulness (Pali: sazi, Sanskrit: smrt#i) is no exception.

Classic Daoism reveals numerous meditation techniques, which show the use of
methods that are similar to mindfulness or at least represent a basis for its use;
already the oldest Daoist classic, Laozi’s The classic of the virtuous way (Daode jing)!
reveals an explicitly introspective central cognitive method:

Without going out of the door, yet knowing all beneath Heaven;
Without looking through the window, yet catching sight of the Great
Natural Way of Tao.

'The farther one goes, the less one knows.

'Thus, sages know without travelling,

Seeing all clearly without viewing anything,

Thus, they accomplish all without taking any acquired action.?
(Laozi 2015, 47)%.

This insight into the ultimate nature of existence can be achieved by consciously
merging intuition and mind into a unified spirit. If we manage to focus on the
circulation of the vital potential ¢i* in our bodies, we will once again feel the in-
separable connection with everything that exists, similar to a baby who has not yet
lost this kind of consciousness, as it has not yet experienced separation (from its
mother and through this the universe):

Most researchers of classic Daoism believe that this work emerged in the sixth or fifth century BCE.

Hu Xuezhi’s translation.

2

3 AHPRERT: ARERRE. HHaE, L. RUEAATIM, ARmHE, A

4 Qiis anotion that belongs to the most complex and hardest to translate concepts of Chinese phi-
losophy. For a more detailed explanation see Rosker 2012.
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When the intelligent and animal souls are held together in one embrace,
they can be kept from separating. When one gives undivided attention

to the (vital) breath, and brings it to the utmost degree of pliancy, he can
become as a (tender) baby’. (ibid., 10)°

Laozi emphasised that there are masters who have perfected this technique, and
who can pass it onto others: “Therefore the sage holds in his embrace the one

thing (of humility), and manifests it to all the world” (ibid., 22).®

The advantage of preserving this focus and the wholesome unity of body and
mind, intellect and intuition, lies in the recognition of the mystical, transcendental
dimensions of living, in the access to a sphere that surpasses the dividing line of
the usual recognition limited to the phenomenal world: “When our consciousness
experiences this unit it gains access to the magical sphere of mind” (ibid., 39)°.

While Laozi’s relativism of opposite units' remained captured within the re-
straints of conceptual structures which lead to the affirmation of the absolute',
the work by Zhuangzi, the second Daoist classic, shows an undeniable urge to
surpass this rounded conceptual structure and search for transcendence in a radi-
cal annihilation of essence. Zhuangzi wrote:

Being capable of forgetting the difference between the real and unreal
is good for the spirit; being true to oneself and not blindly following
outer impulses is good for life in society; starting at the appropriate and
arriving where nothing remains inappropriate—means forgetting about

adjusting to the appropriate (Zhuangzi 2015, Wai pian, Da sheng, 213)*.

If we take a closer look at this series of oblivions, which according to Zhuangzi
lead to indifference, the floating free state of “wandering at ease” (xiaoyao you),
which can be compared to the existence in accordance to self, if we try to empa-
thise with such radical thought of oblivion

5  Legge’s translation.
6 EHUEWA -, REMGEET? BAECE, RERT?
7 Legge’s translation.
8  HAM—AHKT.
9 b

10 Amongst these belongs, for instance, the previously mentioned unit of intuition and reason.

11  Evenif this is of a totally different nature than for instance the Ancient Greek idea of the absolute.
12 FUSRIR, L2, AN, AIME, HE I, U TR E ANE R, S
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we will feel the annihilation of all attachments, including desires and
goals. All of this is reminiscent of the endless purity of Chan thoughts.
In this sense we can say that Zhuangzi has, in his disputes on oblivion,

come close to the limitations of the classic Daoist conceptual structures.
(Xu 1996, 220-1)*

Zhuangzi placed the idea of oblivion into the forefront, for it can be found eighty
seven times in his 7rue classic. In his text oblivion is related to the sense of the
phenomenal world, its forms, expressions, states and consequences. He considered
oblivion to be an exit from the frame of thought, a tool which can lead to the
straights of the infinitive, which is not limited by the weight and complex network
of thoughts, ideas, contexts or conceptuality: “Let’s forget time and various views,
let’s enter infinity and inhabit it!” (Zhuangzi 2015, Neipian, Qiwulun, 12)

Zhuangzi also presented the concept of “sitting in oblivion” (zuo wang), which is
reminiscent to meditation techniques performed while sitting down and which
lead to the absence of thoughts, conceptual differentiation and unification with
the unit of everything living. It is interesting that Zhuangzi presented this tech-
nique through a discussion between Confucius and his disciple Yan Hui. The dis-
ciple supposedly described “sitting in oblivion” as follows:

What I call sitting in oblivion makes my entire body disappear and my
senses become redundant. This is how I separate from my physical form
and my knowledge, and become one with the great flow. (ibid., Da zong

shi, 9)

If we are to believe Zhuangzi, Confucius and his pupil also discussed other med-
itation methods based on techniques similar to mindfulness. One of them is the
so-called fasting of the heart-mind" (xin zhai):

13 A BER R A AT, AR TG SR B, IR — AT AR R AR A A
FEWE FAGTIEN T2 IR .

14 BEEH, WAER, WEEE

15 FERE, EMEER, @R, FAKHE, MR

16  In Chinese language the term xin ‘>, which represents the word that denotes the mind, also de-
notes the heart as the central organ of the human body. In Chinese tradition the understanding of
the human mind was never limited to the perception and functions of categorisations, conceptu-
alisations and thought, but also included feelings and even emotions. At the same time the mind
always depended on the existence of the heart as a living organ. In ancient times the Chinese
believed that the heart had similar functions to what modern science ascertained are the functions
of the brain, which is why in modern sinology this expression in translated into English as the
heart-mind.
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Yan Hui asked: “May I ask about the fasting of the heart-mind?” Con-
fucius said: “Concentrate upon your intention! It is better to listen with
your heart-mind than to listen with your ears, but better still to listen
with your (¢i) than to listen with your heart-mind. Listening stops with
the ears and the heart-mind stops with matching things up, but (¢1) is
tenuous and waits upon things. Only the Way will gather in tenuousness.
Tenuousness is the fasting of the heart-mind.”” (ibid., Ren jian shi, 2).

Such fasting of the heart-mind can be seen as a form of mindfulness. The unit of
will (i.e. all intentions and desires) is the form of focusing on the here and now
and leads to the annihilation of thoughts and mind. Thus this method consequen-
tially leads to the annihilation of self and all its mental limitations; the aforemen-
tioned discussion continues as follows:

Yan Hui said: “Before I was able to put this into practice, I was full of
thoughts of myself. But now that I am capable of putting it into practice
(I realise) that my self has never existed. Can this be called tenuousness?”
'The Master answered: “You've got it.”* (ibid.)*.

'The Daoist contribution to the sinicization of the Buddhist thought lies pre-
dominantly in the fact that the Daoist classics brought a certain spirit of an eter-
nal transcendental process into the Chinese tradition, and with it they brought a
hunch of freedom that can be felt in this process. Celebrating the free naturalness,
which should follow the paths of one’s own spirit, its free “floating” (xiao yao you),
which should be adjusted merely to itself, represents a new, unspecified develop-
ment possibility, upon which the later theoreticians of sinicized Buddhism were
able to develop and fulfil their methodological concepts.

If we take a closer look at the formation process of this new system, we can no-
tice that the early Buddhist masters, who endeavoured for the sinicization of this
Indian teaching, almost never directly mentioned the traditional Chinese philo-
sophical classics. Regardless of this they constructed their thought systems with
the aid of certain ideas that cannot be found in Indian Buddhism, but which form
the central concepts in classic Daoism and Confucianism. These are not formal

17  Translation taken from Edward Slingerland (2003).

18 [lE: [ERFLEE. | fr)eE: [H—&, B DIHmHE PLty, oz PLOTmiEz B
o BEILAE, CIEARF. ABE, EMAES. MEEE. EE, LW, )

19  Translation taken from Edward Slingerland (2003).

20 BEAEIE: [EZRIGEME, FEPBE; [l RiGARE. WTEEF? | KRTH:
(&R0 .
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characteristics which would reveal these classics, for they are closer to elements
that form the essence of sinicized Buddhism teachings.

In the traditional Chinese understanding and interpretation concepts that in-
clude the notion of emptiness and the unmentionable “path” (Dao) can be close
to complex Buddhist ideas such as the idea of illusionary existence or the idea of
non-existence. Thus Dao, the materialisation and unity of which forms the orig-
inal beginning as well as the final level of any existing condition, represents the
central principle in the classic Daoist thought, to which it all strives and to which
it all returns. The wholesome and all encompassing affirmation of the existence
of this principle or goal includes the existence of the all-encompassing negation,
which limits the appearance of the pre-determined object or goal. The guideline
to which this negation leans is not oriented towards denying the essence of the
substance, but is, on the contrary, applied to rejecting the negative essence of Dao’s
materialisation. The original, i.e. real characteristics, which strive to return to the
concrete and materialised substance need to penetrate these elements of negation;
this is how negation is negated. This theoretical system has provided concrete
conditions and a method for fulfilling the regression from materialisation to the
true (actual) condition, i.e. merging cosmic and subjective factors, already within
the system of classical Daoism.

'The annihilation of all affirmation is of central importance for the development of
sinicized Buddhism, for regardless of the completeness of the individual concepts
this forms the methodological core of classic Daoist dialectics. Any affirmation
is understood as a closed definition, as a basis for closed thought (or language)
constructs. Buddhism and Daoism share the principle of radical openness, which
torms the basic precondition for breaking through consciousness. Methods used
in Buddhist logic and the complementary dialectics of Daoist classics attempt to
surpass these limitations.

The difference between the two systems becomes clearly visible in the qualitative
analysis: while the semantic structure of the Buddhist negations dictates the nega-
tion of both poles of the bipolar dialectics (x, as well as not-x), the classical Daoist
concepts of absence (wu) and forgetfulness (wang) of reality do not represent
the negation of everything in the absolute sense, but merely the negation of the
persistent attachment to objects of existing reality through forgetfulness of the
perception of appearance which also includes the wishes that are the result of this
attachment. This is a specific concept in classical Daoism, which still represents a
reflection of the proto-philosophical thought of traditional China. The method of
fasting the heart-mind allows one to achieve the state of absence and represents
an important bridge between the Chinese classics and Buddhist ideas. According
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to Chinese classics this method can be achieved through oblivion (wang), which
at first glance appears to be in opposition to the preservation of the given forms of
consciousness (i.e. with some sort of memory), but which comes to the forefront
with the term mindfulness. However, we need to be careful, for Daoist oblivion is
linked merely to the forgetfulness of thoughts, desires and the constantly changing
forms of appearance. The fasting of the heart-mind, which enables the oblivion of
forms (including the limitations of self and the manifestations of its conscious-
ness), is shown in the preservation of the emptiness, i.e. in the continuous focus
on the wholeness of the sprit, which is comparable to the idea of mindfulness as
an idea of preserving a pure, undividable and undivided here and now presence.

The Notion of Mindfulness in China

The idea of mindfulness, which has formed within the frame of Indian Buddhism,
is usually translated in Chinese Buddhist texts as nian (&%), which represents a
synonym for the Indian term (Pali sazi, Sanskrit smr#i) (Sharf 2014, 939), or the
term zhengnian (1E &), which corresponds to the Pali samma-sati or the Sanskrit
samyak-smrti. In pre-Qin texts, i.e. in original Chinese texts that were written pri-
or to the arrival of Buddhism, this term had an array of different meanings. We are
going to start with the analysis of these meanings and their connotations within
the frame of semantic research, which will originate from the original, i.e. etymo-
logical meaning of the term nian %%. In this step we will focus on the research
of its connotations as the word developed. The development of the word is truly
fascinating, for the etymological structure of the Chinese character that expresses
it is created from radicals that stand for the (a) present and (b) heart-mind. In this
sense the translation is close to the basic connotations of the terms sa#i or smrti,
for the etymology of this Chinese character is certainly linked to the preservation
of the current moment in the (heart) mind of an individual.

In ancient (pre-Qin?') sources this Chinese character was most commonly used
to denote the memory or remembering/preserving something (or someone)
in the thoughts, which is also one of the central meanings of both previously
mentioned Indian terms. However, it was often used to mean an idea and/or
thought already in the oldest original sources. It is this latter meaning that most
likely led for the term nian to be used in modern Chinese language predomi-
nantly in meanings that have no direct link with the idea of mindfulness—on

21 'This term is a translation of the Chinese expert term (xian Qin J:ZKRi{X), which denotes the
classical era of Chinese philosophy during the Eastern Zhou Dynasty (Dong Zhou % &, 770-256
BCE), i.e. original Chinese philosophy that was present prior to Buddhist influence.
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the contrary: in modern Chinese language this term mainly appears within
compounds®, such as for instance: gainian B (concept), yinian = (idea,
meaning), huainian 1% (lusting for someone, missing) etc.

Firstly we will take a closer look at how this character” was used by the main

classic writers in the pre-Qin era, at which we will focus on the most influential

philosophical schools or ideas and the most important philosophers within each

one of them?*:

1. Proto-philosophical classics: Book of Poetry (Shi jing), Book of Documents (Shu
Jing), Book of Changes (Yi jing).

2. Confucianism: The Analects of Confucius (Lunyu), Mencius /Master Mencius/
(Mengzi), Master Xun (Xunzi), and Book of Rites (Li ji).

3. Philosophical or classical Daoism: Laozi’s The Classic of the Way and Its Virtue
(Dao de jing), Zhuangzi’s The True Classic of Nan Hua (Nan hua zhen jing)®.

4. Legalism: Master Han Fei (Han Feizi), The Book of Lord Shang (Shang jun shu),
Shen Bubai

5. Moism: Master Mo (Mozi)

6. School of Names: Master Gongsun Long (Gongsun Longzi), Master Deng Xi
(Deng Xizi)

7. Medicine: The Emperors Inner Canon (Huang di nei jing)

Ad 1. The term nian %% appears 65 times in proto-philosophical clas-
sics, i.e. 28 times in the Book of Poetry and 37 times in the Book of Doc-
uments, while the Book of Changes does not register a single occurrence
of the term.

22 While classic Chinese language mainly used monosyllables, which means that each syllable, which
corresponds to one character in writing, represented one word with a specific meaning, the devel-
opment of Chinese language started showing tendencies that lead to compounds already during
the first centuries CE. In contemporary Chinese language monosyllables represent a mere 10%
of all words. The development of establishing word classes ran parallel to this development. In
classical Chinese the meaning was most commonly dependent on the context, and an individual
expression could usually appear in various word categories. This changed in contemporary Chinese
language, in which the meanings of the words are usually connected to a certain word category,
similar to Indo-European languages.

23 'This overview was created with the aid of the Chinese text project webpage and its software tools.

24 All of the classic texts mentioned below have been digitalised for the Chinese text project webpage,
thus they will not be additionally mentioned in the bibliography of this article, with the exception
of those from which we have used concrete quotes.

25  Syncretic works such as Liezi, Huai Nanzi and Wenzi will not be taken into account at this point,
even though they are often included amongst the classics of philosophical Daoism; however, new
research has shown that most of these works have emerged only after the pre-Qin period (mainly

during the Han dynasty) and already include a lot of Buddhist influences.
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Ad 2.'This term appears nine times in the Confucian classics, i.e. once in
The Analects of Confucius, twice in Xunzi, six times in the Book of Rifes and
not a single time in Mengzi.

Ad 3.The term appears a single time in the classics of philosophical Dao-
ism, for it appears once in Zhuangzi’s The Pure Classic of Nan Hua.

Ad 4.'The term nian was used a single time in the classics of the Legalist
School—it appears in the Master Han Fei.

Ad 5.This term was not used in Moism.
Ad 6.This term was also not used in the School of Names.

Ad 7.'The medical classic Tbe Emperors Inner Canon includes five men-
tions of the word nian.

'This clearly indicates that the word nian did not hold any philosophical connota-
tions in the pre-Qin period, i.e. before Buddhism arrived to China. It was used in
one of the following two meanings (in all checked sources):

Thinking of, having somebody or something in one’s thoughts;
Remember.

'The term nian was explained with these meanings also in the three main clas-
sic Chinese language dictionaries®: the early second century Shuowen Dictionary
(Shuowen jieci i A7), the early eleventh century encyclopaedia Broad rbymes

(Guang yun J#&#2)* and the early eighteenth century Kangxi Dictionary (Kangxi
zidian FEEL T )2,

26 These were also digitalised for the Chinese text project webpage and will thus not be mentioned
separately in the bibliography.

27 &AL ARG A (Wian: Have in mind, constantly think of someone or something. Compiled
from the heart-mind and the present).

28 . PR RSB . (Wian: Think of, think. Also the pronunciation of the surname
Xian)

29  Alongside the previously mentioned examples this dictionary also mentions £t as a semantic
connotation of the term nian 7. The character % is also pronounced 7ian,and means to “be glued”.
This state of being glued is further explained with the phrase FAHFE, O F AL (reciprocal
love, being glued and finding it impossible to forget). The most important fact for this discussion
is that this dictionary also mentions the meaning of the word nian, taken from the third century
hermeneutic encyclopaedia Xiao er ya /INBIHE, in which this term is explained with the following
phrase: #:2, 2. (To be without thoughts /memory, attachment / equals to thought, memory,
attachment). This might have been an early influence of Buddhism, for in numerous later as well as
contemporary Buddhist sources the expression nian is explained in a similar way (see e.g. [ #&

—UDEM O, ME-TIER, MERESRE, W R0, KIEED), RS, BEER
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Let’s take a look at a typical example of its use within Confucianism and Dao-
ism, i.e. to those Chinese philosophical thoughts that formed the meaningful and
methodological bridges for the sinicization of Buddhist teachings—in both dis-
courses the word nian was obviously understood (and used) in the sense “to have
(something or someone) in the thoughts” or “to remember”: “The master said: ‘Bo
Yi and Shu Qi never preserved grudges in their memories, thus people did not
complain about them very often’.” (Kongzi 2015, Gongye chang, 23)*. “Due to
their desire for fame they died recklessly, and none of them had nursing or caring
for their lives in mind.” (Zhuangzi 2015, Za pian, Dao Zhi, 1)*.

Mindfulness and Chinese Buddhism

In the sense of a meditation technique this term established itself only through
Buddhism, i.e. through religion and philosophy that do not belong to the “orig-
inal” Chinese thought systems, for they emerged in India. However, during the
two millennia of development since its arrival to China the Buddhist ideas and
practices changed and influenced Chinese culture, especially in areas in which
they were materially manifested, such as philosophy, literature, art and politics.

Most researches in Chinese Buddhism agree that Buddhism arrived to China by
land; amongst the first who brought Buddhist religious and philosophical ideas
to the Chinese soil were traders who travelled along the silk route during the first
centuries CE. However, due to the lack of written sources Buddhism failed to
spread amongst a wider circle of Chinese inhabitants at this point in time. This
situation did not improve even with the first translations of Buddhist works; on
one hand these translations were usually based on the Daoist terms and referen-
tial frames and were thus often misleading®, while on the other Buddhism was
an alien philosophy for the pragmatic Chinese with a positive outlook on life.
It was only in the third century that the elite circles of Chinese intelligentsia
started gradually taking Buddhist sources more seriously. The vast translations of
Indian Buddhist materials into Chinese had—together with the works that were

YESW. FHLL B SRESHE, WEME, FE/IES. | To be without thoughts (memo-
ry) means that the heart-mind is not located in a space, it does not appear in any sort of state, i.e. it
is without any redundant thoughts or desires, and is not stimulated by any phenomenon. This is the
lack of thought /memory. If we fulfil this lack of thought /memory as a thought/memory, we obtain
true, elevated thought /memory—and this is the true thought /right memory (true mindfulness).
(Liu 2015,1)

30 FH: A%, REATEE, B,

31 BEARE, ASAR S

32 'We will discuss this issue at a slightly later stage.
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created in China—long-lasting consequences on the spread of Buddhism across
the broader area covered by the Chinese cultural influence, including Korea, Japan
and Vietnam. Post fourth and fifth century China witnessed the establishment
of numerous Buddhist schools, amongst which the following where the most
important:

Ju she zong 1R %7 5% (Kosa Sarvastivadin);

Cheng shi zong [} # 5% (Sautrantikas);

Fa xiang zong ¥ 4H%5% (Madhyama-yana);

San lun zong —#f % (Aryadeva, the School of Master Nagarjune);
Hua yan zong # 5 5% (Avatamsaka);

Tian tai zong K5 5%;

Lii zong (Vinaya) f:55;

Jing tu zong 73 1:5% (The School of Buddha Amithabe);

Zhen yan zong K. 5 5% or Mi zong % 5% (The School of Mystery; Tantra—or
Mantra—School);

10. Chan zong f#%% (Dhyana)

0N OTLA W=

The latter is the most important for this discourse, for it emphasises the role of
meditations and does not depend on the studies of written sources, but is based on
the direct transfer of knowledge through consciousness®. Even though this school
originated in China the West most commonly knows it by its Japanese name
Zen.3* At the same time as this school, which was established in the sixth century
CE and that is often perceived as a synthesis of Buddhism with Confucian and
Daoist elements, started to flourish, the Tang Dynasty came to power (618-907).
Within the field of traditional culture and thought, this period represented one of
the liveliest and most open periods in Chinese history. The spiritual atmosphere,
which prevailed during this period, and which was to a certain degree conditioned
by the opening of the trade routes that connected the Central State with Central
and South East Asia, encouraged research and integration of new, foreign ideas
and systems into Chinese thought. During these three centuries Buddhism—and
especially the Buddhism of the Chan School—found its roots in China and expe-
rienced its greatest growth and development (Rosker 2005, 236).

Even though the name Chan originates from old Indian Buddhism, in which it
represents the translation of the term dhydna (the state of focused consciousness
and simultaneous lack of thoughts and emotions in meditation), the philosophical

33  The main principles of this school of thought include the negation of written documents (37
) and individual, personal transfer of insights from the master to the pupils through a direct
contact of their consciousness (BT A L»).

34 The Japanese pronunciation of the character #, which is in Chinese pronounced chan.
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system of Chan is in fact a sinicized branch of the Buddhist teaching, which
started developing in sixth century China almost entirely independently. As pre-
viously mentioned, most experts believe that Chan emerged as a specifically Chi-
nese synthesis of Buddhist, Daoist and Confucian elements.

One of the basic postulates of this philosophy lies in the incapability of the writ-
ten mediation of any relevant contents on the language, i.e. on the conceptu-
al level. Even though Chan rejects all written records and literature, including
learning and writing Buddhist sutras, this formed the system frame for the future
development of numerous classical Chinese, especially Daoist epistemological ap-
proaches. The method of mediation, as advocated by Chan philosophy, can take
place only on the individual level and remains a private matter between the teach-
er and pupil. However, most masters of Chan Buddhism (including the illiterate
Huineng) left the generations to come sutras that included their ideas. Apart from
this the Chan school of Buddhism is based on the theoretical starting points of
the Diamond sutra (Jin gan jing), in which the term nian appears relatively often.
However, in the Chinese translation of the ancient Indian text this word is most
commonly used to mean memory or thought. For a better understanding let’s take
a look at a few typical examples of its use found in this work, which represents the
oldest printed book in the world:

You said it right: Tatagata always has all bodhisattvas in his thoughts (nian);
he protects them and offers them good advice (Jingan jing 2015, 2)*.

What do you think, Subhuti? Can Sakridagami think (nian)* to himself:
will I receive the fruits of Srotapanne? (ibid., 9) ¥

Subhuti, I remember (nian) the endless past of Buddha Dipankare. (ibid., 16)*
Don’t think (nian) this! (ibid., 21, 27)%

'The use of the term nian differed slightly in a single case, in which it was indirectly
linked to the idea of religion, thus it would be more appropriate to translate it
with the word spirit: “Subhuti, at the very moment people will hear this teaching,
pure religion will be born in their spirit (nian)!” (ibid., 6)*

35  WNiLPTERL: WAREGEESEEDE, AR .

36 Literary: make this thought.

37 ZHERR! REDM? FRERELS: FGHRERA?
38  EHR! il kR GARE.

39 HfErd!

40 [IREA, JiE-SEFMEHE, SR
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However, in the sense of mindfulness as a meditation technique this term is found
as late as in the work entitled Ru Dao anxin yao fangbian famen*' (Basic and Effi-
cient Teachings for Calming Down the Heart-mind in the Joining with Dao), which
emerged from under the pen of Daoxin, the fourth patriarch of Chan Buddhism
(ct. Sharf 2014, 939). In the beginning of the book Daoxin (580-651) stated:
“Buddha preserves the heart-mind in mindfulness that is Buddha. Those whose
thoughts are confused remain normal.” (Daoxin 2015, 1)*.

A few sentences later he explained this in greater detail: “Preserving Buddhist
mindfulness (nian) is mindfulness (nian) that does not have an object (ibid.)*.

And what does mindfulness without an object mean?

There is no Buddha outside of the heart-mind. There is no heart-mind outside
of Buddha. Reflecting on Buddha is identical to reflecting on the heart-mind. To
seek the heart-mind is to seek Buddha. Why is this so? Consciousness is without
form. Buddha is also without form and without manifested attributes. To under-
stand this principle is to pacify the mind. (ibid., 1-2)*.

In the continuation Daoxin described the meditation technique based on such
mindfulness in great detail. In this part we can also find one of the mentions
(rare in Chan Buddhism) of the term zhengnian 1E2%, which stands for “right
mindfulness” and represents, as we have previously mentioned, the Chinese syno-
nym or translation of the Pal concept of samma-sati or the Sanskrit samyak-smrti.
“Heart-mind is continuous at every moment, mindfulness (nian) is not merely
temporary; the right mindfulness (zhengnian) does not stop and is manifested in

front of us®.”

With the fourth patriarch the mindfulness method established itself in China
as a meditation technique that leads to enlightenment, i.e. to the recognition of
one’s Buddhist nature, to Buddhism. Daoxin, who is known as a member of the
Chan tradition of the East Mountain (Dong shan ¥ 111, cf. Sharf 2015, 935), was
the master of Chan Buddhism who introduced the term 7nian as a synonym for
mindfulness in the sense of the Sanskrit term sm7#i. This meditation method re-
mained in the foreground of the Chen meditation for almost one hundred years
after his death, i.e. also in the period of his successor Hongren (601-674), the

4 T R

2 HAWHORS, BARAK.

43 EEH, RASH.

44 TELE . DALY TS, BORIER. BRERE L. SREESL. RO
BIRSR . FTLAE (T, . . BRIARSR. 2 B, HIR L ..

45 UM, MEEA, EARE, EAB.
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fifth patriarch of Chan Buddhism. The (assumed) break with this tradition oc-
curred only with the successor of the latter, i.e. with the sixth patriarch Huineng
(638-713). Let’s take a look how this occurred and why this break might not be
as radical as it is interpreted by most later sources.

Southern School of Chan Buddhism: Lack of Mindfulness or Lack
of Thoughts?

The beginnings of Chinese Chan Buddhism reach into the sixth century:

'This meditation school was established in 520 CE by the 28th Patri-
arch Bodhidharma who arrived to China. He did not want to even hear
about the studies of the holy sutras. He was only interested in getting to
know his own nature and mind. In this way he could obtain true knowl-
edge and become Buddha. For this purpose he had to perform certain
types of meditations, which lead to wisdom (praj74). The theory of med-
itations was passed to the pupils orally, however collections by various
known dhyina—teachers do exist. This theory was for the “higher” minds
what amitism was for the masses. Its meaning for Chinese and Japanese
thought and spirituality is invaluable. (Forke 1934, 194)

There is not a lot of historically verifiable data on Bodhidharma, who is considered
to be the first patriarch of Chan Buddhism, however with the development and
growing importance of the Chan tradition in the early eighth century (McRae
2003, 4) his hagiography became increasingly detailed. The official pedigree of
the traditional patriarchs of this school was composed in the late eighth century
under the influence of Shenhui, a pupil of the sixth patriarch (ibid., 3):

Bodhidharma (%) approx. 440—approx. 528
Daizu Huike (E7]) 487-593

Sengcan (f&15)?-606

Dayi Daoxin (1#15) 580-651

Daman Hongren (344) 601-674

Huineng (£f¢) 638-713

In the seventh century (during the Tang dynasty period (618-907)), the school
split into two under its last patriarch; Huineng’s rival Shenxiu, a representative of
the Northern School, defended the concept of persistent, continuous and practi-
cally oriented meditation, while Huineng, who became the last, i.e. sixth patriarch
of the Chan School, advocated the stream that he founded and which became

AN
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known as the Southern Chan School. The latter was not based merely on medita-
tion practices, but also on philosophical speculations (cf. Forke 11, 194); the school
advocated a new concept, which was introduced by Huineng; i.e. the concept of
momentary enlightenment. According to tradition the difference between the two
concepts can be clearly seen in the four-liners that were written by the two monks
once their master Hongren, the fifth patriarch of the Chan School, published that
his position will be inherited by the monk who will provide the best description
of the essence of Chan in a short poetry form. Shenxiu’s poem read as follows:

'The body is a Bodhi tree

'The mind a standing mirror bright.

At all times polish is diligently,

And let no dust alight.* (Huineng 2015, 2)

Huineng responded with his own verses:

Bodhi is originally without any tree.
'The bright mirror is also not a stand.
Originally there is not a single thing—

Where could any dust be attracted?.* (ibid.)

'The traditional interpretation, which emerged at the beginning of the ninth cen-
tury from under the pen of the Buddhist philosopher Zongmi, thus presumes
that Shenxiu’s poem expresses support to the gradualistic, while Huineng’s poem
expresses support to the subtistic method of achieving enlightenment. However,
numerous contemporary theoreticians (see for instance McRae 2003, 64) do not
agree with this idea. When interpreting this part of the story recorded in the Sutra
Platforms, which is believed to be the work of the sixth patriarch, one should take
into account the fact that his poem in itself does not have a specific meaning, but
only obtains a meaning in relation to Shenxiu’s poem, i.e. as a response or a reac-
tion to it. Together the two four line poems form an entity composed of two parts,
which can be understood as mutually opposing or complementary. Why does
Huineng’s response fail to address gradualism*, which can clearly be seen in the

46 B AR, OB SRR, IRpIRy BB, ) [ A R

47 HIRAA, WAEEINE B, A ), (] R A R

48 In his platform sutra Huineng rejected this categorisation when he said: “Dear friends! The right
teaching does not differentiate between gradual and momentary enlightenment. Humans have
different natures: some are brighter than others. Those who have strayed, continue gradually, while
those who already have insight, practice methods of momentary enlightenment. When you realise
what your heart-mind is, when you see your deepest nature, these differences will cease to exist. This
is why subitism and gradualism are merely provisory categories.” (Huineng 2015, IV=17). (3%
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“time and time again wiping of the mirror”, which represents the human spirit or
the human consciousness, but instead focuses on the dualism of body and spirit,
in which the endeavours for achieving enlightenment take place. In his four-liner
Huineng does not expose merely the illusory nature of the physical, i.e. material
body, but also the emptiness or the non-existence of the mind as such.

In this radicalised version of the Buddhist learning we can also notice the au-
tochthonous Chinese tradition of Daoist and Confucian classics. We should re-
member the previously mentioned description of the fasting of the heart-mind,
in which Zhuangzi placed the following words into the mouth of Confucius:
“Let your heart-mind remain merely a symbol” (Zhuangzi 2015, Renjian shi, 2)*,
which can be understood as the annihilation of the existence of actual conscious-
ness; one should also keep in mind that this method leads into the void, which can
also be found in the centre of Huineng’s four-liner. The illiterate Huineng never
got acquainted with all of the classical works of the Mahayana Buddhism, and yet
he managed to create a thought system which led this branch of Buddhism to a
new, deeper and at the same time coherent climax. The same holds true for the
autochthonous Chinese classics: Huineng never studied them explicitly. However,
as these classics represented one of the central cultural heritages of China in his
time, he had to learn the basic Daostic and Confucian concepts and their basic
spiritual orientation during his socialisation process (ibid., Xu Xiaoyue 1996,217).

Of course, this assumption is also closely linked to Huineng’s relation to mind-
tulness. Numerous researchers of Buddhist philosophy assumed that this differs
greatly not only from Shenxiu’s interpretation of this meditation technique, but
also from the similar positions of all previous Chan School patriarchs, at which
the positions of the fourth (Daoxin) and fifth (Hongren) patriarchs deserve a spe-
cial mention, for they established mindfulness as the central meditation technique

on the path to enlightenment (Sharf 2014, 938; McRae 1986, 262)

'The difference between the North and South School does thus not lay merely in
advocating the reciprocally opposing methods of gradualism and subitism, (which
was, as we have seen previously (see footnote 47), denied already by the found-
er of the South School), but also in their positions as regards meditation and
mindfulness:

The East Mountain and Northern Chan masters availed themselves of
the mirror analogy in their explications of practice. Rather than engaging
the transitory images that appear, one must, from moment to moment,

R4 2=, Bl LLSEHEM 2 R4 . )
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The texts of the South School of Chan Buddhism often negate the term nian
(which is most commonly equalled to the concept of mindfulness and is, for
example, always used in this sense in the previously mentioned Daoxin’s work).
It appears that in his Platform sutra Huineng did not equal the term nian with
mindfulness. It is much more likely that Huineng did not consider mindfulness
in this negation, but simply thought, the conceptual understanding of reality. Let’s

focus on the innate purity of mind—the seeming transparence of con-
scious awareness itself. Such practice is intended, among other things,
to undermine the givenness of the external domain, along the lines of
“representation-only” (vijaaptimatra) or mind-only (cittamatra) teach-
ings. The subitists reject this approach, since it simply substitutes one
givenness (that of the mind) for another (the world). In something akin
to the deconstruction of the metaphysics of presence, the subitists insist
that mind, too, cannot be attained (bu %e de AP 15), and thus even no-
tions such as “mindfulness” and “maintaining unity” must be abandoned

(ibid., 951).

take a look at a few paragraphs in which the term nian is explicitly negated:

50

Dear friends! In the past our teaching has indicated that it primarily em-
phasises the lack of thought (nian). Its essence can be found in the lack
of appearance and its base is represented by the lack of support or attach-
ment. The lack of appearance means to separate oneself from appearance
in the midst of appearances; the lack of thought (7ian) means to be with-
out thoughts (nian) in the midst of thoughts (nian); the lack of support
or attachment represents the deepest human nature, which means the fol-
lowing: even though we are—in a world that differentiates between good
and evil—exposed to injustices and slander, we can see that everything is

empty and thus not search revenge (Huineng 2015, 1V-17).°

Dear friends! When the heart-mind is not tarnished by any states, this
is called a lack of thoughts (nian). This means to rise above one’s own
thoughts (nian), and surpass all restrictions of the various states in our
heart-mind. If we do not think the hundred thoughts (nian), the thought
(nian) will wear out and all thoughts (nian) will disappear. Don't believe
you are going to die and be reborn as soon as the flow of your thoughts
(nian) is broken, for this is not true. Think about it, you who are learning

[ERIa BUERT, e ERR, SRS Aok, BAAM, MERA. AR A
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the Path! If you fail to recognise your own mistakes while learning about
dharma, you will also inflict this upon others. Whoever fails to see this
puts the Buddhist classics into a bad light. Thus lack of thoughts (nian)
is placed first. (ibid.)*!

Dear friends! You wonder why I position such stress on the lack of
thoughts (nian). When we discuss our deepest nature merely on the basis
of our destiny, we can get lost in the multiple states of thought (nian).
This provides us with erroneous insights and many illusions are born,
and these re-establish the dust of reality and the torment connected to it.
Not a single method exists in our deepest nature that could save us. If we
think we have found it, this is merely an erroneous insight that originates
from reality and its hardships. This is why I have established a method,
which places the lack of thoughts (nian) first. (ibid., 18)%

In his writings on meditation Huineng also emphasised the lack of the term nian

(i.e. the lack of thoughts):

Dear friends! What does it mean to sit in meditation? According to this
method this is a state of total non-limitation, in which there are no bor-
ders, for it is a state beyond all good or evil. This state, in which not a sin-
gle thought (nian) is raised, is (such) sitting. The motionless, unchangea-
ble insight into one’s own nature is called meditation (ibid., V-18)%.

However, in his sutra Huineng used the term nian also in a positive, affirmative
sense. We encounter such affirmations almost exclusively in situations which deal
with two repeated terms nian 7%, i.e. in cases with the compound ‘&% In the
context of Huineng’s sutra this could be translated with the term mindfulness,
for those parts of the text in which Huineng uses this compound address a state
that can be compared to what is in Buddhism understood as the mindfulness
technique or method. If we take a look at a few examples of this use of the term
niannian %% we can notice that a large majority of them deal with affirmation:

51 [EAE Regsi oGy, BUED; A S EREERES, ARE AL, A EYA
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We persist in mindfulness (niannian) and do not think about the past
states. When we have in mind an endless flow of reciprocally following
(nian-nian) thoughts (nian), which are connected to the past, present
and the future, we get tied down. With an appropriate use of methods
we can persist in mindfulness (niannian) without attachment or support;

in this way we untie and free ourselves. This is the importance of non-at-
tachment as a basis (ibid., IV-17).5*

Dear friends! Mindfulness (#iannian) allows for the submersion into our
pure and deepest nature. If we know how to nurture and perform this, we

can find a part of Buddhism on our own. (ibid., V-19)*

Dear friends! You have gathered here today because of your nature! You
should preserve mindfulness (niannian) at all times and purify your
heart-mind; nurture it, perform it on your own and you will see your
dharmakaya®® and get to know the Buddhism of your heart-mind. (ibid.,
VI-19)*’

Conclusion

We have tried to show the connection between the classics of pre-Buddhist Chi-
nese philosophy and the development of sinicized Buddhism by looking at mind-
fulness meditation techniques. The referencing on pre-Buddhist (especially Dao-
ist and Confucian) philosophical classics is most visible in the ideas of Huineng,
the sixth patriarch of Chen Buddhism and the founder of the South School,
especially in his radicalisation of the (non)existence of consciousness as a pre-
condition of entering or experiencing the void. We have also critically looked at
the presumption, according to which the idea of mindfulness did not exist in au-
tochthonous Chinese literature and we have stated an array of arguments, which
speak in opposition to the traditional interpretations of the difterences between
the North and South Chan School of sinicized Buddhism. We have focused on
the mindfulness concept and exposed the fact that—contrary to prevailing inter-
pretations—Huineng, the founder and central representative of the South School

4
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56 Literary: “true body” or “real body”. In Mahayana Buddhism this represents one of the three bodies
of Buddha; this aspect of Buddhism is not manifested and cannot be imagined.
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of Chan, did not reject this concept. We have ascertained that he constantly re-
jected the term nian, with which the original Indian idea of mindfulness was
usually translated into Chinese in the sources until then, for he understood it in
its archaic meaning, as a thought, concept or idea. However, the analysis of his
Platform Sutra has shown that he by no means denied the mindfulness technique
as such, but he merely gave it a different name than his predecessors. Instead of
using the term 7ian he described mindfulness with the compound niannian. If we
look at classic Chinese language this compound could represent the connection
between the verb and the noun. In this case it would, if we understand the sylla-
ble nian in its archaic meaning of thought or concept, mean “think a thought” or
“conceptualise a concept”. On the other hand, classical Chinese compounds creat-
ed from two identical syllables or terms also express an uninterrupted flow of the
state or action that the term expresses. Thus the term niannian can be understood
as an uninterrupted flow of perception, composed of consecutive moments, which
connect the thinking consciousness into a single unit, in which no individual,
concrete thought can be found. Within this frame such renaming of the idea of
mindfulness is a logical and sensible step and by no means in opposition to the
original meaning of the Chinese character nian.

On the other hand, this aspect also speaks in favour of the re-interpretation of
the content differences between the North and South School of Chan Buddhism,
according to which the conflict as regards mindfulness and its absence (similar to
the assumed conflict as regards the gradual and momentary method of enlight-
enment) is in its essence merely of a terminological nature and not truly linked to
the contents or methods.
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