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Abstract

In his quest for awakening, according to the traditional account the Buddha tried and discarded various ancient Indian prac-
tices as being not in themselves conducive to awakening. Nevertheless, closer inspection shows that key elements of these
practices became part of the Buddhist path, a transformation that involves mindfulness in one way or another. In this way,
fasting transforms into mindful eating, breath control into mindfulness of breathing, and a reformulation of an aspiration
for annihilation of the self, apparently held by ancient Indian cultivators of the meditative sphere of neither-perception-nor-
non-perception, comes to be conjoined to the cultivation of mindfulness of the body. These transformations shed light on
the importance and adaptability of mindfulness in early Buddhist soteriology.
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A decisive difference between the Buddha and his fully
awakened disciples is his discovery of the path to awak-
ening (SN 22.58 and SA 75), which enabled him to teach
others so that they may also reach total freedom from defile-
ments. The early textual sources show that discovery to
have been the final outcome of a prolonged quest, during
which the Buddha-to-be explored various approaches that
in the ancient Indian setting were believed to lead to libera-
tion. Although in the course of his quest he came to discard
several such approaches as not ultimately leading to the
type of freedom he was seeking, he reportedly still made
use of essential elements of these approaches when teach-
ing his disciples, though in a form adjusted to his teach-
ing of a middle path of practice. Such adjustments involve
in particular the incorporation of mindfulness in one way
or another. Surveying the transformations of such ancient
Indian practices so as to become part of the Buddhist path
to liberation can shed light on the potential and adaptability
of mindfulness in early Buddhist thought.
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The Buddha’s Quest for Awakening

The early discourses do not present a comprehensive biog-
raphy of the Buddha, a concern reflected only in later texts
composed long after his demise. For this reason, information
on the life of the Buddha has to be gleaned in bits and pieces
from various early discourses, where such information tends
to occur as part of an illustration of a particular doctrinal
point. The teaching itself was evidently the main concern
in the early period, in comparison to which the Buddha as
an individual was accorded comparatively less importance.
Based on combining the bits of information obtain-
able through a comparative study of the early discourses
(Analayo 2017), the Buddha’s quest for awakening can be
summarized as follows: After going forth, the future Buddha
pursued a meditative path related to cultivating mental tranquil-
ity. Having learned how to overcome obstructions to meditative
absorption, he placed himself under the guidance of two ancient
Indian teachers and eventually attained the immaterial spheres
of nothingness and of neither-perception-nor-non-perception.
Dissatisfied with such lofty attainments, he changed his
approach and engaged in asceticism. Closer inspection of
the early sources shows that these were in particular forceful
control of the mind, breath control, and fasting. The ascetic
mode of approach also turned out to be fruitless, and it was
only when he had given up asceticism and regained his
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bodily strength that he finally discovered the middle path of
practice that led him to awakening.

In what according to tradition was his first public teach-
ing, the Buddha set aside asceticism as one of the two
extremes to be avoided in order to navigate this middle path
successfully (Analayo 2012 and 2013). Nevertheless, each
of the three main ascetic practices mentioned above does
have a counterpart in the practices that the early discourses
report the Buddha teaching to his disciples.

Fasting

The last of the ascetic practices undertaken by the Buddha
during his quest for awakening was a severe form of fast-
ing, which reportedly reduced his body to a pitiable state of
weakness and brought him close to death. From the view-
point of his eventual achievement of awakening, such fasting
is decidedly not the way to proceed. Nevertheless, the differ-
ent codes of monastic discipline show that the Buddha made
intermittent fasting obligatory for his monastic disciples
(Pachow 1955, p. 141). This takes the form of abstaining
from solid food during the period from noon to sunrise of
the next day. Lay practitioners adopt the same type of inter-
mittent fasting on special observance days. In other words,
some abstention from partaking of food is recommendable,
as long as it stays within the confines of the middle path and
does not result in one of the two extremes to be avoided.

In addition to such adoption of intermittent fasting, a
perhaps even more important dimension is the need to be
mindful when eating. This comes up regularly in accounts
of the gradual path of practice for those who have gone forth
(Analayo 2016), described under the heading of “know-
ing one’s measure with food” (bhojane mattaniiu/bhojane
matrajiiahl &H11E € /zas kyi tshod ni shes pa). In support
of establishing the right attitude for knowing one’s measure, a
discourse in the Dirgha-agama offers the following similes
to illustrate the commendable mindset toward food:

It is just as a person who applies medicine to an ulcer
in order to heal the ulcer, not seeking to adorn them-
selves nicely, nor out of personal pride. Young brah-
min, in the same way a monastic takes sufficient food
to support the body, without harboring indulgence.
Again, it is like lubricating [the axle of] a chariot,
wishing to make it movable and usable, so as to use
it to transport a load to some place. In the same way
a monastic takes sufficient food to support the body,
wishing it to serve for practicing the path.

(DA 20: 64175 N\ DAZERIE, E{0E 2, R OKERET,
RELE & B4, EE S, RS E, FEER. X
WUE EE, ARG A, DAREER, ART 2 E]. th g,
BESE, R (THE).

Although the Pali parallel to this Dirgha-agama discourse
does not have these similes, a comparable presentation can
be found in another Pali discourse of which otherwise no
parallels are known:

Monastics, it is just like a person who anoints a wound
just for the purpose of healing, or it is just like [a per-
son who] greases an axle just for the purpose of trans-
porting a load. In the same way, monastics, a monastic
partakes of food with wise reflection.

(SN 35.198: seyyatha pi, bhikkhave, puriso vanam
alimpeyya yavad eva ropanatthaya, seyyathda va
pana akkham abbharijeyya yavad eva bharassa
nittharanatthaya. evam kho, bhikkhave, bhikkhu
patisankha yoniso aharam ahareti).

Similar to intermittent fasting, the need to know one’s
measure with food applies also to lay practitioners. An
example in case is an instruction on mindful eating given to
King Pasenadi to assist him in surmounting a tendency to
overeat (Analayo 2018):

People who are constantly mindful
Know their measure with the food they have gotten.

(SN 3.13: manujassa sada satimato, mattam janati
laddhabhojane).

People should collect themselves with mindfulness,
Knowing their measure with any food.

(SA 1150: NEHE S, FRAHE).

People should constantly recollect themselves with

mindfulness

That on getting food and drink they should know their

measure.

(SA?73: RAHE BES HISMEEAR).

The formulation in this instruction makes explicit what
would also be implicit in the instruction for monastics
regarding the cultivation of knowing measure with one’s
food, illustrated with the examples of anointing a wound or
greasing an axle, in that such a practice relies on mindful-
ness. In short, rather than opting for completely foregoing
food, the key element becomes the presence of mindfulness
when eating. This involves a shift in emphasis from exerting
a physical form of control to the observational abilities and
potential of mindfulness.

Breath Control

Before attempting a complete fast, the future Buddha had report-
edly applied himself in various ways to breath control. In the case
of this type of practice, the transformation effected by mindful-
ness is particularly remarkable. Rather than attempting to control
the breath, the requirement becomes simply remaining mindfully
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present with the natural flow of breathing. As in the previous
case, the key is a shift in emphasis from exerting a physical
form of control to the abilities and potential of mindfulness. The
instructions resulting from this shift of perspective inculcate a
receptive observation, remaining aware of the inhalations and
exhalations as they naturally occur in a way that gives emphasis
to the open receptivity of mindfulness rather than being solely
concerned with cultivating focused attention (Analayo 2019a).

Out of altogether sixteen distinct steps of practice, out-
lined in the instructions for mindfulness of breathing, only
the first two are concerned with the breath itself. The task
with these first two steps is to discern the length of the
breath as either long or short. The remaining fourteen steps
instead require contemplating various aspects of the medita-
tive experience while remaining aware of the natural flow
of inhalations and exhalations. The progression evident in
this way aligns with the four establishments of mindfulness.
The first tetrad of the instructions on mindfulness of breath-
ing corresponds to contemplation of the body, the second to
contemplation of feeling tones, the third to contemplation
of the mind, and the last brings in various insight perspec-
tives that build on awareness of impermanence and thereby
fulfills contemplation of dharmas. In this way, the breath as a
meditation object comes to serve as the basis of a cultivation
of all four establishments of mindfulness.

In the Pali version of the relevant instructions, the shift
from paying attention to the breath itself in the first two
steps to other modes of contemplation finds reflection in the
employment of distinct verb forms to designate each of the
respective meditative tasks. For the first two steps the task
is one of knowing (pajanati), whereas with the remainder of
the steps the required activity is to train oneself (sikkhati).

Giustarini (2020, p. 116) argued, however, that there
is no real difference between the practitioner’s task first
to know and then to train, assuming that the latter verb is
used merely because the corresponding instructions employ
future verb forms. This suggestion overlooks the fact that
a description of the Buddha’s own practice (SN 54.11)
uses “he knows” throughout and thus also for all instances
involving future verb forms. The next discourse in the same
Pali collection (SN 54.12) conveys the sense that, since the
mental hindrances have been completely eradicated in the
case of a fully awakened one, there is no longer a need to
“train” (Analayo 2019b, p. 197). For those who have not yet
reached such total freedom from the hindrances, however,
some training would still be required.

Thought Control

The first of the main ascetic practices undertaken by
the Buddha-to-be involves an attempt to force unwhole-
some states out of the mind. This approach has found
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inclusion in a list of successive methods for overcoming
unwholesome thoughts, given in the Vitakkasanthana-
sutta and its parallel. The actual practice described in
the two discourses pertains to the realm of right effort. If
unwholesome thoughts have been noticed with mindfulness
but nevertheless persist, more active measures than just
mindful watching need to be employed. The two discourses
list five such methods (Catherine 2022). The first four can
be summarized as recommending the following actions:

Direct attention to something wholesome.

Realize the danger of what is going on.

Just set aside the issue at hand.

Gradually relax the motivational force behind what
is happening.

If each of these four methods has proven to be unsuc-
cessful in making the mind emerge from unwholesome
thought, the fifth method falls into place as what one
should do:

With teeth clenched and the tongue pressed against
the palate the mind should be restrained, subdued,
and dominated through the mind.

(MN 20: dantehi dantamadhaya jivhaya talum
ahacca cetasa cittam abhinigganhitabbam
abhinipptletabbam abhisantapetabbam).

With teeth clenched and the tongue pressed against
the palate one should use the mind to fix the mind,
taking hold of it and subduing it, so that bad and
unwholesome thoughts no longer arise.

(MA 101: ggefEE, &8 B, LOBL, 2, F

R, SFEFEREZR).

The ability to use this method when it is indeed appro-
priate, rather than defaulting to it, requires monitoring
with mindfulness. In the context of a cultivation of the
eightfold path, the role of mindfulness in relation to other
path factors is precisely to oversee their implementation
(Analayo 2020), which in the present context applies in
particular to right effort. From this viewpoint, facing
unwholesome thoughts requires a combination of effort
with mindfulness. When things are about to get out of
hand, when the unwholesome mental thoughts have
become so obsessive as to risk precipitating unwholesome
acts, the time has come to pull the emergency brake. This
is what the passage translated above provides: an emer-
gency brake. In itself, this will not lead forward on the
path, just as pulling the emergency brake will not lead for-
ward in a journey. For this reason, both are to be used with
circumspection and only when really required in order to
avoid an accident. Throughout, the task of mindfulness is
to remain present and aware, thereby furnishing the infor-
mation required to take proper action.
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Annihilationism

Before engaging in asceticism, the Buddha-to-be had devel-
oped the meditative attainments of the immaterial spheres
of nothingness and neither-perception-nor-non-perception.
The same two attainments feature regularly in the early dis-
courses as part of a set of four immaterial spheres that can be
cultivated by those who have gained mastery of the absorp-
tions. Although the immaterial spheres are not indispensable
for progress to awakening, they can provide support for such
progress. Apart from such reframing of their importance, by
clarifying that the immaterial spheres are certainly not the
final goal, however, their actual practice has not really been
transformed in a way comparable to the ascetic practices
surveyed above. Their meditative cultivation as such neces-
sarily involves some degree of mindfulness, without whose
presence it would not be possible to access deeper levels of
concentration (Analayo 2019c).

Nevertheless, there is an instance of transformation evi-
dent in the present case as well. This concerns the aspira-
tion apparently held by ancient Indian practitioners of the
sphere of neither-perception-nor-non-perception, which a
Pali discourse reports in the following form:

Monastics, this is supreme among the views held by
outsiders, namely: ‘I might not be, and it might not
be for me. I will not be, and it will not be for me.’
(AN 10.29: etad aggam, bhikkhave, bahirakanam
ditthigatanam yad idam no ¢’ assam no ca me siyq,
na bhavissami na me bhavissati ti).

Parallels to this Pali passage extant in Chinese and
Tibetan do not give the actual aspiration and instead
identify attainers of the sphere of neither-perception-
nor-non-perception as holding the supreme among views
held by those qualified as “outsiders,” in the sense of
not being members of the Buddhist tradition (MA 215:
JEE AR and Up 5011: 'du shes med du shes
med min skye mched). It seems fairly probable that these
parallels intend the same as in the passage translated
above, given that the relevant discourse quotation in the
Abhidharmakosabhdsya (V.19) reads similar to the Pali
formulation:

This was said by the Blessed One: ‘This is supreme
among the views held by outsiders, namely: ‘I might
not be, and it might not be for me. I will not be, and
it will not be for me.’

(Pradhan 1967, p. 290: evoktam bhagavata: etad
agram bahyakanam drstigatanam yaduta no ca syam
no ca me syat, na bhavisyami na me bhavisyati ti).

The Abhidharmakosabhdsya introduces this aspira-
tion as an annihilationist view (ucchedadrsti). A Pali

discourse reporting the same aspiration (SN 22.81) simi-
larly qualifies it as an instance of annihilationism, a qual-
ification confirmed by its counterparts in Chinese and
Tibetan even though these, once again, do not give the
content of the view (SA 57 and Up 2042; Analayo 2014,
p- 59 and Dhammadinna 2014, p. 112).

The Brahmajala-sutta and its parallels agree in present-
ing all of the four immaterial spheres under the heading of
annihilationist views (Analayo 2009, p. 213), indicating that
those who identify a certain immaterial sphere as a self at
the same time acknowledge the existence of another self
that has been identified by adherents of a lower immate-
rial sphere. For example, proponents of the view that the
self corresponds to the fourth immaterial sphere of neither-
perception-nor-non-perception acknowledge that the third
sphere of nothingness is also a type of self. Yet, according
to their assessment the fourth sphere constitutes a subtler
self of which the proponents of nothingness are not aware.
This mode of presentation suggests the idea of increasingly
subtler levels of the self that need to be identified in order
to be transcended.

As already noted by Franke (1913, p. 37 note 1), the
proposals of self-annihilation, surveyed in this part of the
Brahmajala-sutta and its parallels, can be understood from
the viewpoint of self-notions based on perception, described
in the Potthapada-sutta and its parallels:

Venerable sir, I assert the self to be immaterial and
made of perception.

(DN 9: aripim kho aham, bhante, attanam paccemi
sannamayan ti).

Good Gautama, on designating the self of a person, I

designate it as being immaterial and made of percep-

tion.

(Melzer 2006, p. 262, fragment v4: (arip)i(nam
a)ham bho gautama purusasya samjiamayam
atmanam prajii<a>payan prajiapayami).

My own assertion is that the sphere of [infinite] space,

the sphere of [infinite] consciousness, the sphere of

nothingness, and the sphere of neither-perception-nor-

non-perception, that these immaterial realms are the

self.

(DA 28: TR HER2E0%, i, N IE, AR, Mt
RIEFH).

Bodhi (1978/1992, p. 30) reasoned that the position
described in the Brahmajala-sutta and its parallels would
evidently

not regard annihilation as the ineluctable fate of all
beings, but as the ultimate destiny and highest good of
the spiritually perfected saint. They may be formula-
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tions of those mystical theologies which speak of the
‘annihilation of the soul in God,” the ‘descent into the
divine abyss,” ‘the merging of the drop into the divine
ocean,’” etc. as the supreme goal of their contemplative
disciplines. On this interpretation, those beings who
have not reached the summit will still be subject to
continued existence, while those who reach the peak
will attain the supreme good of annihilation in the
divine essence.

In other words, the idea appears to have been that, with
the successful cultivation of the immaterial spheres, a reali-
zation takes place that enables the practitioner to reach com-
plete transcendence of selfhood at death. Hence, the aspira-
tion “I might not be, and it might not be for me. I will not be,
and it will not be for me.” Understood in this way, the first
sentence would be particularly pertinent to those aspiring to
reach the meditative attainment, the second sentence instead
for those who have mastered it and are thus, in their view,
assured of successful annihilation at death.

The two parts of each half (“I might/it might” and “I will/
it will”) could in turn be interpreted to refer to the annihila-
tion of the self (qua perception of the respective immaterial
sphere) and to the annihilation of the world experienced by
this self during those times when not perceptive of the par-
ticular immaterial sphere. On this interpretation, the aspira-
tion could be reformulated as follows: If I were to master the
attainment of neither-perception-nor-non-perception, then
at death the self might be annihilated, and the world expe-
rienced by the self might be annihilated. I have mastered
the attainment of neither-perception-nor-non-perception,
therefore at death the self will be annihilated, and the world
experienced by the self will be annihilated.

Regarding the actual aspiration “I might not be, and it
might not be for me. I will not be, and it will not be for me,”
Levman (2020, p. 62) took this formulation to be the result
of an error in transmission that had as its origin “an old
Vedic (pre-Buddhist) colloquialism, whose precise mean-
ing is impossible to determine without context, but appears
to have something to do with personal ownership.” This
suggestion comes without any evidence for the existence
of such a colloquialism or for the actual occurrence of the
supposed transmission error (two variations of which are
given), which anyway would only explain the first half of
the statement, not its second part. The main reason for this
proposition appears to be that the author failed to understand
how such a formulation could be an annihilationist view (p.
60): “It is unclear how this is an annihilationist view unless
the statement is taken as denying any existence at all to the
self, even conventionally.” Yet, the views described in
the Brahmajala-sutta and its parallels are not about
“denying any existence at all to the self.” Much rather,
they grant the existence of a self but wish to transcend it.

@ Springer

A related misunderstanding can be found in Westerhoff
(2016, p. 368) who commented on the same view (as recorded
in the Abhidharmakosabhdsya V.19) that the “non-Buddhist
view referred to here is likely to be [the] position of the
Carvakas who deny the reality of future lives, and with it the
working of karmic causality across lives.” As clarified in the
quote by Bodhi (1978/1992, p. 30) given above, the exposition
related to the four immaterial spheres in the Brahmajala-sutta
and its parallels shows that this type of annihilationists did
“not regard annihilation as the ineluctable fate of all beings,
but as the ultimate destiny and highest good of the spiritually
perfected saint” (italics added). That is, they grant the exist-
ence of a self that is bound to be reborn but wish to transcend
such rebirth.

From the perspective of Buddhist thought, the very grant-
ing of a self as a transmigrating entity is the problem inher-
ent in such annihilationist aspirations. This evaluation comes
up explicitly in the Paficattaya-sutta and its Tibetan parallel,
which agree in highlighting that the attempt to annihilate the
self is still in bondage to the very notion of a self (MN 102
and Skilling 1994, p. 344).

A Reformulation

The Buddhist transformation of what appears to have been
an aspiration by ancient Indian annihilationists can be seen
in the following inspired utterance (udana), whose Pali and
Sanskrit versions are so closely similar as to allow rendering
both with a single English translation (the Chinese parallels
are too different to be of help here):

One in whom mindfulness of the body

Is continuously established in every respect
[Reflects]: ‘It might not be, and it might not be for me.
It will not be, and it will not be for me,’
Dwelling thus successively,

One will in time transcend attachment.

(Ud 7.8: yassa siya sabbada sati

satatam kdyagata upatthita:

no ¢’ assa no ca me siya

na bhavissati na ca me bhavissati;
anupubbavihari tattha so

kalen’ eva tare visattikan ti).

(Uv 15.4: yasya syat sarvatah smrtih
satatam kayagata hy upasthita,

no ca syan no ca me syan

na bhavisyati na ca me bhavisyati,
anupirvaviharavan asau

kalenottarate visaktikam).

The decisive reformulation of the annihilationist aspi-
ration involves replacing “I might not be” with “ir might
not be” and “I will not be” with “ir will not be.” The main
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difference between the two formulations appears to be that,
whereas the aim of the former is the annihilation of a self
at the time of death, the latter points to a realization of the
delusive nature of the very concept of a self and hence
the relinquishing of all clinging related to self-notions
(Analayo 2021).

From this viewpoint, then, the shift of formulation to
“it might not be” and “it will not be” expresses the insight
that there is no substantial self to be overcome in the
first place and what indeed needs to be annihilated, the
“it,” is clinging to any self-notion or form of conceit. The
formulation “it might not be for me” and “it will not be
for me” then serves to underline that the aspired goal can
be reached when the individual, “me,” is still alive. That
the final goal can be reached while still alive, rather than
being attained only at death, is indeed a major difference
between ancient Indian notions related to the attainment
of neither-perception-nor-non-perception and the early
Buddhist conception of the final goal as something to be
attained here and now.

On this interpretation, the Buddhist aspiration could be
reformulated as follows: If I were to gain at least stream-
entry and thereby be ensured of progress to full awaken-
ing, then the conceit of a self might be annihilated, and all
my clinging might be annihilated. I have gained stream-
entry (or once-return or non-return), so I am assured of
progress to full awakening where the conceit of a self will
be annihilated, and all my clinging will be annihilated.

The inspired utterance translated above relates the Buddhist
mode of aspiration to mindfulness. Mindfulness of the body
needs to be “continuously established in every respect.” This
is what, according to the Pali and Sanskrit versions, forms
the meditative foundation for implementing this reformula-
tion of the annihilationist tenet. It is through embodied mind-
fulness that the proper foundation has been established for
bringing to fruition the aspiration to annihilate all clinging
and defilements.

In sum, the above survey shows how different practices,
reportedly tried by the Buddha during his quest for awaken-
ing and found insufficient for leading to this goal, have been
transformed and adapted to the cultivation of mindfulness as
a key element in progress to awakening. In this way, fasting
becomes replaced by mindful noting of one’s measure when
eating, breath control evolves into mindfulness of breath-
ing, thought control becomes an emergency measure in a
practice that involves predominantly mindful awareness of
what happens in the mind, and a reformulated version of an
aspiration for annihilation can have an embodied form of
mindfulness as its meditative foundation.

Abbreviations AN: Arnguttara-nikaya; DA: Dirgha-agama (T 1);
DN: Digha-nikaya; MA: Madhyama-agama (T 26); MN: Majjhima-
nikaya; SA: Samyukta-agama (T 99); SA%: Samyukta-agama

(T 100); SN: Samyutta-nikaya; T: Taishd edition; Ud: Udana;
Up: AbhidharmakoSopayika-tika; Uv: Udanavarga
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