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History of Mindfulness 
 

 

Dates Thursdays 23, 30 January and 6, 13, 20 and 27 February 2020 

Times 18.00-20.00  

Location Harry M Weinrebe Learning Centre  

Level All levels; please note this course requires some advance reading  

Class size Maximum 16 participants  

 
 

Course description 

Since the end of the 20th century, mindfulness practices have transformed our understanding of 

psychology and the way the mind works. Techniques associated with mindfulness have suggested 

that the means of improving our mental health and well-being is to be found, with help and 

guidance, by ourselves. Little is ever explained, however, about what mindfulness actually means, 

how it relates to Buddhist psychology and practice, and how it came to be so popular.  

This six-week course explores the Buddhist background to mindfulness. We will explore the origins of 

the term ‘mindfulness’ and discuss the various ways mindfulness has been taught and explained 

across different forms of Buddhism. By examining Buddhist psychology, we can gain an 

understanding about what mindfulness involves, in practice and theory. We will also discuss 

mindfulness in modern settings and show how it has been interpreted in entirely new contexts.  

 
 

 

Week One, Context 

In our first week we will explore mindfulness, chant, recitation and memory. We will focus particularly 

on the Ancient Indian context of smṛti and how the Buddha revolutionized Indian thought, practice, 

and understandings of the nature of the mind.      

 

Week Two, Meaning of Mindfulness  

We will begin week two with a discussion on the English word ‘mindfulness’ and explore its Biblical 

heritage, the history of the term and the way it was used historically. Some curious and surprising 

affinities with early Buddhist poetry will be highlighted, and we will move on to early formulations of 

the doctrine of sati in Buddhism.  

 

Week Three, Early Buddhism and the Eightfold Path 

This week we will look at mindfulness working as part of a whole system, and examine how it started 

to be applied, understood and taught. The role of mindfulness in meditation, including meditations 

specifically designed to strengthen it, will also be discussed.  

 

Week Four, Buddhist Psychology and Mindfulness 
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In week four we will explore one of the first Buddhist psychological systems, the Abhidhamma, 

examining the role of mindfulness in arousing and sustaining health of mind. A radically different view 

of the inherent nature of the mind will be introduced and the problem of ethics will be discussed. Is it 

possible to be mindful while committing a murder? Can mindfulness ever be ‘wrong’? The place of 

ethics and ethical behaviour in the early Buddhist understanding of mind will be examined and the 

notion of ‘skilful consciousness’ (kusala citta) will be introduced, as well as the central role of volition 

in Buddhist psychology. 

 

Week Five, A ‘Skilful Consciousness’  

Compassion and wisdom are considered in most Buddhist psychologies as concomitants of a ‘skilful 

consciousness’. We will examine the way that, according to Buddhist psychology, they depend upon 

and sustain, the practice of mindfulness. We will extend the discussion to include early Indian 

formulations of mindfulness, and the movement to Tibetan and Eastern Buddhisms.  

 

Week Six, New Settings 

As we consider ways in which Buddhist theory and practice have adapted in new historical settings, 

particularly in China and the Far East, we extend the discussion to include the practice and 

formulation of mindfulness in international psychological and psychotherapeutic contexts. Does a 

history of the term, its theory, practice and its historical reception help in this? We will consider the 

importance of context and the transportability of various techniques to new settings.  

 

 
 

Tutor 

This course is led by Sarah Shaw. Sarah is the Khyentse Foundation Reader in Buddhist Studies at the 

University of South Wales. She is also a Fellow of the Oxford Centre for Buddhist Studies, a member 

of Wolfson College and a member of the Faculty of Oriental Studies, University of Oxford. After 

doing a PhD in English Literature at the University of Manchester, Sarah moved to Buddhist Studies, 

working primarily on narrative and literature concerned with meditation and Buddhist psychology. 

She has written several books on these subjects and teaches early Buddhism and Pali. She is a 

longstanding member of the Samatha Association UK, a charity dedicated to promoting and teaching 

the practice of Buddhist meditation. 

 

 
 
 

Recommended Reading 

 

The list below is not essential but any reading will help you gain a better understanding of the course 

content.  

 

Rupert Gethin. Foundations of Buddhism. 1998. Oxford University Press. (Introductory chapters on 

eightfold path). 

 

Peter Harvey. Introduction to Buddhism. 2013. Revised edition. Cambridge University Press. 

(Chapters 1 and 3; in particular pages 81–97). 

 

Sarah Shaw. Introduction to Buddhist Meditation. Routledge, 2009 
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There will be handouts each week with some reading and short key texts for group discussion and 

comment. Supplementary reading lists will be provided for the topic each week, for those who wish 

to pursue further study or just read a little more.  

 
 

Previous skills, knowledge or experience 

None required. A willingness to participate in group discussion will help you get the most from this 

course. 

 

Facilities and refreshments 

Please note that the Learning Centre will open to participants 15 minutes before the stated course 

start time. Tea and coffee will be provided at the beginning of each session.  

 
 


